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CHALLENGES TO MAKE GOVERNANCE “GOOD”
“Good governance” and “public participation” have become major buzzwords for many development agencies, including those concerned with tourism-related policies and projects. However, these are principles that cannot just be benevolently granted by governmental or intergovernmental agencies but emerge from persistent and ongoing people’s struggles to redefine “governance” as a means to “empower” rather than be “governed over”, argues an editorial in Watershed. This magazine is published by the Bangkok-based NGO TERRA that works towards ecological recovery and regional alliance in the Mekong basin area. The following are excerpts from the editorial (Watershed: Feb. 2007).
I

ncreasingly in the Mekong region, as elsewhere, the promotion of good governance has come to occupy a central position in the development discourse of various agencies and institutions. It is argued that good governance, which is often understood to comprise the rule of law, respect for human rights, transparency, accountability and public participation, among other principles, is a precondition for realizing broader goals of economic growth and sustainable and equitable development.
   The Asian Development Bank (ADB) asserts that good governance is required to ensure policies have their desired effect, while the World Bank views good governance as “central to its poverty alleviation mission”. In this way, good governance has become a goal in itself for numerous development interventions. While there appears to be a general consensus on the desirability and need for better governance, stark differences in interpretation of how and to what ends these principles play out in practise, and what forms of knowledge and practises they legitimate, means that there is significant contestations over its meaning.
   The World Bank and ADB’s pursuit of good governance is underpinned by economic imperatives with much of their efforts focused on creating a favourable environment for the free reign of markets and market principles. Public sector reforms, privatization of natural resources, service provision and state enterprises and the support of private sector investments become ready-made policy packages exported to recipient countries through the Banks’ loan conditionalities, technical assistance grants, and broader policy interventions.  

   With respect to environmental governance frameworks, international financial institutions (IFIs) have insisted that borrowing countries, such as those in the Mekong region, develop and adopt legislations and policies in line with internationally derived set of “best practices” such as Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM), user-pay models/ cost-recovery, privatization and decentralization.

   The rapid dissemination and adoption of these universally prescribed measures by many countries in the Mekong region has sparked debate over their effectiveness and appropriateness in diverse social, political and economic contexts. Ideally, environmental governance processes would demonstrate a serious commitment to sustainability, participation, transparency and equity; and reflect the multiple interests and values different actors attribute to natural resources.

   However, many of these principles are failing to take root. Local people’s participation is often reduced to mere consultations over how mitigation measures and community development programmes should address negative impacts of large infrastructure projects, effectively denying people the right to actively shape development directions and influence decisions that will affect the rest of their lives. The exclusion of local resource users in decision-making processes is all too common in the Mekong region. 
   Governments and IFIs further justify their decisions and actions through the deployment of technical assessment tools, such as environmental impact assessments (EIAs) that appeal to a supposedly neutral science and the authority of “expert” knowledge. But often, EIAs have failed to provide a rigorous and objective analysis to inform decisions, and instead served to substantiate claims of those with vested interests in project development. This has contributed to the construction of costly yet underperforming projects, which have resulted in widespread environmental and social conflicts.

   To reduce conflicts and negotiate a re-balancing of competing claims over resources, Kanokwan Manorom, a Thai academic lecturing at Ubon Ratchatani University, argues for a people’s EIA as a model for a more inclusive and transparent process where people can frame and articulate their needs, values and priorities. A critical aspect of this process involves bridging the gap between “local knowledge” and “expert” or “scientific knowledge”.

   Barriers to people’s participation in decision-making process over development projects are magnified in cases where negative impacts from projects transcend national borders [e.g. hydropower dams, transportation routes, “economic corridors” and “tourism circuits”]. The transboundary implications of natural resources development in the Mekong region raises a number of questions regarding whose resources are being developed, in whose interest and under whose authority; and points to the need for regional governance of some degree. Regional governance mechanisms established to date, however, have been dominated by intergovernmental arrangements geared towards facilitating economic growth, albeit under the guise of “sustainable” and “integrated” management.
   The discourse of good governance, while promoted by development planners, IFIs, and governments, is far from being realized in the Mekong region. Underlying the challenges in realizing governance ideal is the existing unequal power structures and relations that support vested interests and centralized decision-making. Moving towards better governance and genuine participation – in particular of marginalized people – requires opening of spaces to challenge and contest prevailing development paradigms and decision-making structures. [see also ‘tourism and environmental governance’ in Yunnan].   (
BURMA

JUNTA EXTENDS SUU KYI’S DETENTION – SHOULD TRAVELLERS STAY AWAY ? 

[Times-Online: 19.5.07; The Nation: 27.5.07; 28.5.07] - WHEN activists and travellers discuss the ethics of visiting Burma, they often invoke the case of Aung San Suu Kyi, the pro-democracy activist and Nobel Peace Prize laureate who has been detained for years by the nation’s repressive military junta. When her detention was set to expire in May, human rights activists and political leaders around the world called again for her release. 
   In Rangoon, several hundred members of her National League for Democracy Party staged a street rally demanding “Free Aung San Suu Kyi”. They intended to march to a Buddhist temple to pray for the democracy leader’s release, but were stopped by a group of pro-junta thugs leading to a tense stand off, according to eye witnesses.

    Despite all protests, the military junta extended Suu Kyi’s house arrest by yet another year. 

    “This is a crime, a crime against humanity. I am really concerned for her safety,” said Hseng Noung of the Shan Women’s Action Network. Speaking from the Thai-Burma border, Hseng Noung said the longer the State Peace and Development Council holds absolute power, the cycle of suffering in Burma will continue.
   Another Shan woman activist, Charm Tong, said: “The Burmese military regime’s decision to extend the detention of Daw Aung San Suu Kyi shows their contempt for the rule of law and their unwillingness to end all forms of systematic human rights violations and oppression of the people and their fear to engage in genuine dialogue with the political opposition, including the ethnic nationalities to bring about peace and democracy in Burma.”
   As there is still no light at the end of the tunnel for the people in Burma, should the tourism boycott to Burma be lifted or not?  The Times (UK) recently published opposing views on this theme. Thant Myint-U, author of the book ‘The River of Lost Footsteps’ expressed the opinion: If you want to help the people of Burma, then go. Meanwhile, Mark Farmaner of the Burma Campaign UK countered: You'll only be funding the military if you do.

   Thant Myint-U, arguing that tourism promotes positive change, said: “Money from tourism is in no way essential to the regime’s survival. Even if the present number of tourists increased several-fold, it would not be an important income-earner for the state. But tourism is the one sector in which a good degree of private enterprise is possible, free from government control. There is little to stop a businessman from setting up a hotel or a guide service and hundreds of thousands of people already make a living from the tourist trade that does exist. Very little is taxed. A real expansion will do much more to help ordinary Burmese than to supplement the government coffers. Most important, tourism can help to bring in the fresh air so desperately needed. Together with the satellite dishes now mushrooming across Rangoon and Mandalay, it is this greater interaction with the outside world that will unravel the status quo. If the Government one day bans tourism again, it will be because it understands its subversive potential.” 

   Meanwhile, Mark Farmaner maintained that travellers should stay away: “The moment the wheels of your aircraft touch the runway in Rangoon, you are putting money in the pockets of one of the world’s most brutal dictatorships… Some people, usually those who make money from tourism, say it is all right to go to Burma, as local people will benefit. Yes, a small number of people do benefit from tourism, but millions suffer from the regime it helps to fund. Others argue that it is good to go and see for yourself, and that tourists bring news and information from the outside world. But travel journalists and tourists never get to see the real Burma. They don’t see prisoners tortured in Burma’s jails, the people used as slave labour, or the luxury homes of the generals. Nor do they see the intelligence officers interrogating or arresting people after they’ve spoken to tourists, demanding to know what was discussed. Burmese people do see this. That is why Aung San Suu Kyi and the democracy movement have asked tourists to stay away.”   (  

CAMBODIA

LAND GRABS ANGER THE URBAN AND RURAL POOR

[Aence France Presse: 15.5.07; 7.6.07] - WITHIN sight of concrete watchtowers guarding the edge of the Royal Cambodia Phnom Penh country club, the Trapeang Krasaing shantytown rises out of a barren rice field. Hundreds of thatch and wood shacks sit amid crumbling paddy dams and grazing cattle. Small ponds of trash-choked water, left over from near daily rains, flood the low-lying ground, putrefying in the heat underneath homes that resemble refugee hovels more than a permanent village. 

   One year ago, authorities in the capital Phnom Penh pushed thousands from city slums that had been earmarked for multi-million dollar developments. The pre-dawn eviction to this remote site 22 kms away was one of the largest single forced moves from Phnom Penh since the Khmer Rouge evacuated the capital's population to the countryside after seizing power in 1975. 
   Meanwhile, in Chhouk village in southwestern Cambodia, Tieng Khov has only little food left from last year’s harvest that was brought in before bulldozers came to plough under his crops. Like hundreds of other families in his farming community, he suddenly lost everything when the Koh Kong Sugar Company took over his rice fields and orchard. “They’ve killed the animals, they’ve threatened the people and they’ve stolen the land,” said Tieng Khov.
   Across Cambodia land values have tripled in little more than two years. As a result, land grabs – often by politically well-connected companies – have dispossessed tens of thousands and fuelled protests because of the government’s disregard for the country’s most vulnerable people.

  The problem begins, rights groups say, when government officials sell off vast swathes of property to a growing host of private companies promising to develop the land. "There is all of this luxury development going on and the poor people are being discarded," said one land rights advocate. 
   Only some of the displaced people are compensated for their losses and of those who do get money, few are paid anywhere near fair market value for land that is often re-sold for a much higher price.

   “Almost no economic land concessions in Cambodia involve consultations with the residents in the communities,” says one lawyer with the Community Legal Education Centre (CLEC). “We can see that land grabbing has increased every day – evictions, conflicts between the poor and the rich taking their land.”   (
TRAINING TO FIGHT CHILD SEX TOURISM  

The Australian NGO Childwise working to stop child sex tourism in Asia has begun a training programme for charities and United Nations agencies like UNICEF in a bid to prevent foreign sex offenders from getting jobs working with children. The following is edited from a Radio Australia programme with presenter Corinne Podger and Bernadette McMenamin, Childwise chief executive in Cambodia [Radio Australia: 6.6.07] 

   PODGER: In the eight years since Childwise set up a special programme to tackle sex tourism in Asia, it's run training programmes across the region, including Vietnam, Indonesia, Myanmar [Burma], Lao PDR and the Philippines. It's also working in Cambodia, where chief executive Bernadette McMenamin says on top of extreme poverty has driven very young children into prostitution.

   MCMENAMIN: The problem of child sexual exploitation, and incest, and child abuse in general and child labour, is huge. I've also been visiting a lot of places, a lot of beaches, where child sex tourism is just evident, where children as young as 8 are working on the beach. They are just so vulnerable. They're selling bangles, they're selling fish, they're selling anything, but if somebody comes along with A$10, they would sell themselves. 

   PODGER: Ms McMenanin says she's concerned that along with sex tourists who may stay just a few days or weeks in Asia, there's a worrying new trend, with established sex offenders looking to move to the region permanently.

   MCMENAMIN: What we are seeing now, we don't call them child sex tourists anymore, we call them travelling sex offenders, and often they are being pushed out of their own countries such as Australia, the UK, the US etcetera, and they're moving to countries like Cambodia, very vulnerable countries, to work, to set up businesses, to set up bars, to get jobs as teachers. 

   PODGER: As well as looking for jobs or setting up business in the private sector, Childwise says it's come across instances where sex offenders look for jobs in the non-governmental sector, where they'll have daily contact with children. 

   MCMENAMIN: They don't check the backgrounds to see if this person has a criminal history in Australia, America etcetera, and how to prevent giving them opportunities for them to be alone with children, we have many cases of travelling sex offenders getting jobs in schools, in universities, in non-government agencies, in orphanages, in shelters, in Cambodia and other countries. I'm working with all of the Cambodian NGOs to really tighten up their screening. 

   PODGER: If children are to be given better protection, however, Childwise says the responsibility must be shared more equally between the non-government sector and the elected authorities. 

   MCMENAMIN: There needs to be a far greater effort from government to enforce the legislation, to really take the abuse and exploitation of children seriously. It must come from government, otherwise all the work of NGOs that will be very limited. It has to be top down. There are the laws in place in Cambodia, there have been a significant number of arrests of both foreigners and local abuse - of course local abuse is greater. But the government has to provide the education for children to go to schools. There needs to be more economic incentives for families, so they don't traffick their children. 
   PODGER: And she believes the international community should be putting the squeeze on the Cambodian government to do more to protect its youngest and most vulnerable.
   MCMENAMIN: It does require governments like the Australian government, America, Europe and so forth, putting pressure on the Cambodian government, and making it a condition of aid and trade, that the money goes into the communities to provide education, to provide vocational training, to prevent child labour in all of its forms.   (
THAILAND
BOOM TIMES RETURN TO PHUKET AT HIGH ENVIRONMENTAL COSTS
[The Nation: 30.4.07] – PHUKET’S tourism and property scene is sizzling once again, despite the ravages of the tsunami nearly two and a half years ago. Both foreign and Thai developers and buyers have descended upon the 523-sqkm island, driving up land and property prices and spawning more and more premium and super-premium projects. After one or two visits, many tourists decide to stay on. Some even start their own property businesses.

   These foreigners are the engines driving the property boom on the island. Real-estate consultant and Thai Appraisal Foundation chairman Sopon Pornchokechai said foreign property investment outpaced that by Thai buyers by Bt38 billion last year (US$1=Bt35). While foreigners bought property worth Bt70 billion, Thais spent only about Bt32 billion.
   Developers believe that extravagant, celebrity-designed "residential resorts", managed by international hotel firms, are a particularly winning formula. Many resort and hotel chains, such as the Singaporean Banyan Tree Group, have branched out into this area.
   According to the general manager of Raimon Land's Phuket operation, Steve Brajak, only 35 per cent of foreign buyers in Phuket actually live in Thailand. Most of them are expatriates working in other Asian countries such as Hong Kong, Singapore and China, who return once a year for up to a month.

   Yet the newcomers - both buyers and developers - often find themselves running headlong into legal barriers and face long and expensive efforts to circumvent them. Major concerns at present include environmental measures in the planning process, which aim to protect what little beachfront land is left, and the controversial Foreign Business Act, which is currently before the National Legislative Assembly.

   Phuket’s environment is a major concern. Even the business community is aware that unbridled construction and business expansion will irrevocably destroy the island. 

   In 2004, Phuket received 4.7 million visitors, but only 4.5 million last year. However, the assistant director of the Tourism Authority of Thailand's (TAT) southern office, Runjuan Tongrut, pointed out that Phuket's tourism revenue had increased by Bt2 billion, from Bt75 billion in 2004 to Bt77 billion in 2006. This is a big jump from the year after the disaster, when revenue tumbled to just Bt28 billion. In line with the overall TAT strategy, the island targets "quality tourists" who spend more and stay longer, Runjuan said, and such tourists continue to be drawn to Phuket primarily for its beaches and scenery.

   But short-sighted developers are desperately trying to dodge conservation laws. A common quest is how to get away with erecting a building on land that is 80 metres or more above sea level. Some have even suggested excavating high land, so that its elevation is reduced to, say, 79m above the Andaman. The restriction - a Natural Resources and Environment Ministry ordinance banning the construction of any infrastructure on hills higher than 80m above sea level - is actually a practical one, said the ministry's Ongart Chanacharnmongkol. Because of the sandy quality of the soil, structures risk being swept down in landslides.

   Phuket and five neighbouring Andaman provinces are also protected by the Enhancement and Conservation of National Environmental Quality Act 1992, which monitors and controls the level of waste and pollution on the island, Ongart says. Any tampering with natural processes on the island is a criminal offence. 

   For foreigners with plenty of cash, another major hurdle is Thailand's land ownership restrictions. Hence, all eyes are on the new Foreign Business Act, which is now in its final stages before the National Legislative Assembly. Currently, foreigners are forbidden to own land, but are allowed to own buildings and constructions on the land. They can lease the land for 30 years and extension of the lease is possible, but an extension is unable to be registered against the land and cannot, therefore, be enforced by a third party. Some buyers see this as restrictive, considering that foreigners can buy land for building and agricultural purposes in Malaysia if it is approved by the state. 
   One legal innovation is Thailand Long-stay Management (TLM), an alliance of companies in the hospitality and tourism industries, with the TAT holding a 30-per-cent stake. A brainchild of the Thaksin Shinawatra administration, TLM sells "membership" packages to long-stay tourists, mainly retirees from Western Europe and Scandinavia. A VIP package, costing Bt50,000, entitles a customer to a one-year "property investor" visa, a mobile-phone SIM card, a limousine pick-up roundtrip from and to Bangkok’s new Suvarnabhumi Airport and discounts of between 5 per cent and 50 per cent from affiliated shops and services. The so-called members have "rights" to sublease the properties, resell their memberships or even pass down membership to children.   ( 
PREMIER COOL ON SOUTHERN TOURISM PROJECTS 

[Bangkok Post: 15.5.07] - DURING a visit to southern provinces in May, Prime Minister Surayud Chulanont told government agencies to speed up rehabilitation of six provinces hit by the 2004 tsunami, focusing on the installation of a warning system. Meanwhile, he downgraded some major tourism projects, including the reopening of some small airports and the construction of a convention centre in Phuket. This was a clear signal that the present government has no plans to proceed in the short term with southern mega-projects, including the Phuket Convention and Exhibition Centre, which won Cabinet approval three times during the Thaksin Shinawatra era.

   Surayud said Phuket needed to solve environmental and wastewater problems instead of developing new projects. The province should seek to ensure tourists' security and tackle social problems, he added.

   The government would introduce more projects and measures to help the tourism sector. But governmental funds should be used wisely, and agencies were asked to weigh the necessity of mega-projects more carefully, said Surayud. 

BILL GATES VISIT INSPIRES PLAN FOR MEGA-MARINA ON NEW ARTIFICIAL ISLAND

[Reuters: 18.5.07; International Herald Tribune: 24.5.07; Phuket Gazette: 26.5.07] - A VISIT to Thailand by Bill Gates has inspired the construction of a man-made island in Phang Nga Bay, so the world's richest man and other billionaires can moor their huge yachts. Hoping to build an Asian playground for the rich and famous to rival the French Riviera and the Caribbean, cordless telephone tycoon Gulu Lalvani plans to build a doughnut-shaped island of 30 to 40 luxury villas and a hotel around a marina.

   "Bill Gates was there last month with his wife on a 54-m yacht and he loved it so much," Lalvani told Reuters.  "We sat on the beach together and he said it was one of the best holidays he'd had, and he would come back every year if only he had somewhere for his mega-yacht."

   Lalvani built the Royal Phuket Marina on the Phuket's east coast "as a retirement hobby" and claims, “The [Phuket] governor is a close friend" of his. 
   Zoran Island, named after Lalvani's youngest son, is located 3 km off Phuket near the area where limestone outcrops provided the backdrop to the James Bond film "The Man with the Golden Gun". The island and development, reminiscent of huge man-made islands such as "The Palm" and "The World" projects off Dubai, will cost around US$200 million, Lalvani said.

   Lalvani told the Phuket Gazette that he already met with officials from the Marine Department and had hired an Australian consulting firm to conduct an initial survey of the proposed project site. “The government is pro-tourism, but of course they have to check out that this is the right location…There don’t seem to be any obstacles, but we will have to go through proper procedures,” he said. “Because we have a temporary government at the moment, officials tend to delay making decisions. In the past, I had very fast decisions from the governor, but this year we have a temporary government that has other priorities. But I believe that once the survey is done it is only a matter of time before we get there.”   (
‘NORTHERN HUB’ PLAN FADING AWAY
[The Nation: 5.5.07; 15.6.07; Bangkok Post: 12.5.07] – IN The Nation’s Northern Eye column, Bob Kimmens recently reported as to how hopes have been dashed to turn northern Thailand into a central hub of trade, commerce, tourism and aviation. The hub plan, spearheaded by former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra who is a native of Chiang Mai, was backed up with almost US$5-billion worth of extended rail links, a new airport, a mass-transit system, a harbour on the Mekong River and a huge network of eight-lane motorways.

   Kimmins writes, “Filled with the anticipation of executives and pleasure seekers pouring into Chiang Mai for its business and conference centres, theme parks, zoos, shopping and spa complexes, there were flashy restaurants and five-star hotels springing up with gay abandon.” 

   But since the change of government in September 2006, declining visitor numbers has sent tourism revenue down the drain. “Contrary to moving forward toward a bright new future, the northern capital has been in steady decline. Instead of developing world-class attractions and modern technology, it has had to make do with just two department stores, inadequate public transportation, a tatty night bazaar, derelict buildings and, dangling from the sky, a tangle of electrical cables that should have been buried years ago.”
   “Any belief that Chiang Mai will become the region's centre for trade and aviation is rapidly declining as the grass grows over the land allotted for business parks and industrial areas, and recent extensions to the existing airport seem to discount the chances of a new one,” said Kimmins. “Mass transit, harbours, rail links and a spread of superhighways are rapidly moving light-years away, and the north of Thailand is left to supply a service industry to a dwindling number of tourists.” 

   “The Chiang Mai Night Safari was a mega-project that hoped to attract millions of tourists and compete with Hong Kong's Disneyland. But instead it has entered into conflict with local residents and environmentalists over its effects on natural resources and treatment of the animals. With bad publicity, high entrance fees for Thais and a dual-pricing system for foreigners, the Night Safari has fallen well short of its projected targets.” 
   In May, the citizens group ‘Hak Chiang Mai’ repeated its call on the government to scrap the controversial Night Safari, together with the cable car and elephant park projects in the Suthep-Pui National Park. The elephant park at Doi Pao Temple is part of the night zoo, which has been found encroaching upon a large area of the national park. The protest recently flared up again after residents discovered that an alarming number of trees were felled in the protected forest in order to accommodate some 200 elephants in the park. Critics said the project would greatly affect villagers’ lives and damage the local ecosystem. The Night Safari and Ratchaphruek Royal Floral Exhibition in particular have come under fire for using excessive amounts of water at the cost of surrounding communities, and villagers fear they may be forced to move altogether. All these problems, combined with lack of information about the projects from the authorities have left locals confused and angry.
   In the Northern Eye column, Kimmins further reports: “After the Ratchaphruek Royal Floral Exhibition had claimed success over a six-month period, the Ministry of Agriculture announced that this area of botanical beauty would be made into a permanent tourist attraction in time for Songkran [the Thai New Year’s festival in April]. Sadly, the doors stayed shut over the holiday period and have remained so.”
   “… it might seem unwise to follow the line of developing theme parks, elephant camps and cable cars climbing the mountains”, Kimmins comments. “When foreign tourism boomed in the 1980s, visitors came to see Thailand, not African animals and roller coasters.”
   In addition, reports about freak weather conditions and environment problems have had a negative effect on tourism in the North, with threats of earthquakes, floods and drought as well as rampant air pollution. 
   “If photos of smog and babies in oxygen tents were not enough to put people off, then declaring Chiang Mai an unsafe city might prove to be the thin end of the wedge. Gangs of robbers riding on motorcycles have been reported targeting tourists, causing accidents and injury and stealing belongings,” writes Kimmins. “Fears about bird flu, political uncertainty and terrorists are also keeping tourists away, and spending power has weakened dramatically through inflation and rising petrol prices. There's no need these days to reserve tables in restaurants or queue up for beer in a bar. It's a sorry sight to see so many idle tour operators and half-empty eateries, bars and hotels, because when tourism fails in the north of the country, the knock-on effect is far-reaching.”   (  
VIETNAM
TAO DAM FOREST THREATENED BY ‘ECO-TERRORISM’
[Nhan Dan: 19.6.07; Wall Street Journal: 30.5.07] – WITH its fine sand beaches, mountains, tropical forests, rare wildlife, world-class cultural sites, it is expected that Vietnam will be the next top-drawer destination in Asia. Als encouraged by economic liberalization following Vietnam’s entry into the World Trade Organization, investors from the US, Canada, Europe, Singapore and Dubai are developing posh tourist getaways in the most scenic locations, often designed as “ecological tourism” sites. 

However, the planned construction of an exclusive mega-resort in the Tam Dao forest should be rather called an act of “eco-terrorism”.   

   Tam Dao National Park, located about 70km north of Hanoi, was recognized in March 1996. With a total area of about 36,900ha, it is one of the largest national parks in Vietnam and one of the last natural areas close to urban Hanoi which has not been transformed into agricultural land. 

   A road is being build in Tam Dao, and some 200ha of land in the core of Tam Dao National Park is set to become a complex of high-class inns, villas, a golf course, and casino, according to plans of Vinh Phuc Province's People's Committee. "This place will become a paradise and a unique tourist site for high-class visitors," said Vinh Phuc's Chairman Nguyen Ngoc Phi.

   Two foreign investors are willing to spend nearly US$300 million to turn the site into a hedonistic tourist resort. According to the plan designed by consultants for the US' Belt Collin Hawaii Ltd and Vietnam's Partners LLC, the Tam Dao 2 region will become a complex of three building and one entertainment zone in the centre.

   This entertainment centre will comprise high-class inns, conference centres, casinos totalling 200-400 rooms, a 18-hole  golf course, and a 2,000sqm area for holiday villas.
   Most local officials claimed it was necessary to develop the “ecological tourism” site because there was nothing in Tam Dao 2 region to preserve. Nguyen Dam, Deputy Director of the Vinh Phuc Department of Construction, who has surveyed the area, said the Tam Dao 2 region is a flat area which does not have any original woodland and just consists of scrubland.

   Scientists, however, have warned to be cautious. Professor Bui Cong Hien, Director of the Entomology Application Centre under the University of Natural Sciences, said that only a few days of surveying could not reveal what was worth preserving.

   Dr. Tran Hong Ha, Head of the Environmental Protection Agency under the Ministry of Natural Resources and the Environment, said that some countries also developed ecological tourism in national parks, but they clearly defined which were the sites for absolute protection, buffer-zones and development. He said that the project in Vinh Phuc needed the State's consideration and must be open to public consultation and comments from related associations and scientists.

   Dr. Nguyen Ngoc Sinh, Chairman of the Nature and Environmental Protection Association, proposed an immediate halt to the project, saying that the exploitation of part of Tam Dao National Park would undoubtedly have an adverse impact on the remaining area, affecting ecological systems in the only mountainous wetland ecological system in Vietnam. Dr. Sinh also said that the construction of entertainment works, including casinos in such a unique place as Tam Dao, would cause social concerns.

   Professor Nguyen Van Truong, Director of the Ecological Economic Institute, said that projects to develop the Tam Dao ecological tourism site catered more to business than environmental protection. The area devoted to the golf course, hotels and roads would be too large.

   "A tree in Tam Dao has different value than trees in other areas. [The law requires that] everything left in Tam Dao 2 remains untouched so we have to maintain it," he said.

   Situated on the northern fringe of the Red River delta, the Tam Dao mountain range forms a unique ecological island of about 80km in length, containing dense tropical rainforests with species from the tropical forests of Southeast Asia, the temperate forests of southern China and the alpine forests of the eastern Himalayas. Rising steeply from densely populated lowlands to a peak of 1529m above sea level, the forest supports a large variety of ecosystems and micro habitats of high biodiversity, varying with altitude, aspect and the degree of human interference. In its original state, Tam Dao had one of the highest variety of species of any tropical forest with about 1,300 plant and 1,200 animal species, many of which are rare or unique to Tam Dao or northern Vietnam.   (
YUNNAN/ CHINA
TOURISM AND ENVIRONMENTAL GOVERNANCE IN YUNNAN PROVINCE

Erwei Dong, a doctoral candidate at Pennsylvania State University’s Department of Recreation, Park and Tourism Management has studied what types of environmental governance frameworks regulate tourism development at the regional level. The researcher selected Yunnan for the case study because of its popularity as a tourism destination and its ethnic diversity as well as the fact that different regulation systems on environmental management are at work in the province. The following is summarized Erwei Dong’s research paper in the ‘Proceedings of the 2004 Northeastern Recreation Research Symposium’ (GTR-NE-326). 
   Over the last decade, both the central and provincial governments have strongly favoured tourism development in  Yunnan province as it features many diverse natural attractions ranging from high mountain ranges, watershed areas of three great rivers (Yangze, Mekong, Salween) to tropical rainforests. It is also the home of 25 ethnic minorities with different cultures, languages and traditions. Major tourist sites are Xishuangbanna, Shilin, Dali, Lijiang, Lugu Lake and Shangri-La. In 2000, Yunnan received one million foreign and approximately 38 domestic visitors. 
   However, the rapidly growing tourist region is facing severe environmental problems such as water and air pollution, acid rain, soil erosion, deforestation and loss of biodiversity. 
   The Environment Protection Law enacted by the National People’s Congress of China requires that provincial and local governments establish appropriate standards and regulations for environmental protection. However, Erwei Dong’s research found that the governmental environment policies often conflict with the regulations set up by ethnic authorities in accordance with the 1984 National Law of Minority Autonomy. Yunnan has 37 autonomous prefectures that represent the rights and interests of the ethnic minorities who account for 40 per cent of the province’s total population.   
   A major cause of conflict concerns the ownership of land and natural resources. According to the provincial legal system, all natural assets belong to the state. And realizing that tourism is the most lucrative economic sector, the provincial government wants to keep its grip on the natural resource base to develop this industry for profit. 
   Meanwhile, minority regulations for environment management, which are based on the customary laws of ethnic groups, differentiate between private, community and state ownership. Since the land is seen by Yunnan’s ethnic minorities as ancestral domains, they expect from the government be given rights for environmental management of the natural assets that attract tourists and to get sufficient financial support to protect them. 

   Indigenous knowledge and traditions in the ethnic areas of Yunnan are led by a sense of harmony with the natural environment and ensure the sustainable use of natural resources. In contrast, governments have been encouraging external – foreign and domestic - tourism-related investments to accelerate economic growth, which often results in negative environmental impacts and disputes with ethnic communities.

   Erwei Dong argues that while ethnic minorities have rights to draft and implement their own legislations, ethnic autonomy is not actively promoted by local governments. It is concluded that given the ongoing rapid tourism developments in Yunnan, a new body of rules may be needed to effectively tackle tourism-related environmental problems, taking into account indigenous knowledge and values.   (  
ECOTOURISM – NO TO LUXURY AND ARTIFICIALIZATION!
The Spring 2007 issue of the newsletter published by the Beijing-based Chinese NGO Friends of Nature (FON) has a focus on tourism development in China. The following article is edited from a longer opinion piece by Shen Xiaohui, a FON council member [Friends of Nature Newsletter: Spring 2007].

   “Ecology” implies a harmonious and interactive relationship between nature and human beings, but the word is often misused. Those who claim to know ecology do not necessarily understand the essence of ecology, nor do they follow its principles. “Ecotourism” provides a useful example. It has been frequently emphasized by the tourism administration and is familiar to the public. However, when a conflict arises between economic benefit and ecological protection in programmes for nature reserves, scenic spots, national parks and world heritage sites as well as in tourism development and management, how often do the immediate economic benefits outweigh the long-term protection of the ecology?

   There are currently two primary deficiencies in China’s ecotourism. The first stems from the public. Many tourists have not yet shifted their roles from “master of nature” to “member of nature”, for they haven’t realized their own responsibility in environmental degradation. Some tourists wrongly believe that ecotourism means outdoor recreation. They have high demands: food, housing, transportation, sight-seeing, shopping, recreation; they want to enjoy the same comfort in tourism as in urban life. 
   In order to satisfy society’s demand for materially indulgent tourism and its accompanying economic benefits and tax revenue, many local governments, tourism developers, and tourism management administrations increase investment in infrastructure construction. Their enthusiasm for large-scale construction, such as roads, bridges, tram rails, and luxury hotels results in the commercialization, urbanization and artificialization of scenic spots. It is this overdeveloped tourism that destroys the authenticity and integrity of protected areas. The artificial development imposed upon nature by human beings cannot add value to protected areas, but can – on the contrary – reduce their value as natural resources.

   The current tourism in China is flooded with slogans for “packaging heritage sites”, “forging rivers and mountains” and “creating” a certain brand. It is often ignored that the ecological systems of nature reserves are unique and irreplaceable – they cannot be artificially “packaged”, “forged” or “created”. “Packaging” will only make nature unnatural. “Forging” will damage nature beyond recognition. This type of “creating” is preventing our natural culture from being passed to the next generation These are blind behaviours driven by commercial benefits.

   The contemporary age of scientific and technological development might turn out to be the most dangerous one in human history. Technology is gradually replacing human behaviours, which leads to the degeneration of our lifestyle, physique, biological function, will-power, and even morality.

   Today, transportation networks are extending in all directions in reserves. Outdoor travel looks increasingly like fast food – done in a few minutes. With the arrangement of travel agencies, tourists seem to be sent on a conveyor belt that can be neither stopped not reversed. 

   Work should focus on the public welfare aspects of nature reserves, scenic spots, national parks and world heritage sites. Their diversified values in terms of natural aesthetics, natural science, and historical culture, and their multiple functions for scientific research, public education, sight-seeing, and spiritual activities must be recognized. They are part of natural heritage to be protected, and not natural resources for economic development. They are invaluable treasures to be passed from generation to generation, instead of assets to be seized by individuals. 

   However, the idea protected areas as a part of public welfare is currently being ignored, while the goal of using protected areas for economic development has been irrationally over-emphasized. Protected areas, including the holy mountains and lakes of the ethnic minorities, have been treated as ready sources of money. They have been exploited  and imposed upon by artificial and foreign structures, thus decreasing and destroying their value in science and culture. This is a typical case of sacrificing the national interests and the interests of the current and future generations for the partial, contemporary and individual interests. These problems need to be addressed immediately.   (
