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THE REGION

GOLF TOURISM MUST BE CURBED!
[Remote Lands Inc-Press Release: 6.8.07; VIetnamNetBridge: 14.8.07; Vietnam Tourism government website: 14.6.07; Agence France Presse: 9.8.07; Xinhua: 9.8.07] – ENVIRONMENTALISTS and human rights campaigners have repeatedly pointed out the high costs of golf course development in Asian countries. According to research by the Global Anti-Golf Movement (GAG’M), the frenzied construction of courses disrupts ecosystems due to heavy water demand and the use of harmful chemicals. It often creates skewed land use, displacing local communities or depriving them of natural resources on which they depend for livelihood. 
   Yet, golf tourism has become a new craze. The US travel agency, Remote Lands, Inc., for example, claims to be America's only provider of luxury bespoke travel and tailor-made golf journeys; focussing exclusively on Asia. The company offers golf experiences throughout the region, including trips to China, Indonesia, India and Malaysia; other ‘remote’ golf destinations include Vietnam, Burma, Thailand, the Philippines, as well as Bhutan, location of the world's highest golf course.

   Remote Lands’ recently published media release says, “Travellers can play Asia's most exciting courses while enjoying insider connections that only Remote Lands offers… The company matches clients' preferred destinations and desired level of play to the perfect courses and hotels, resorts or private villas, to create an unforgettable experience.”
   With the number of golf tourists increasing, mega-golf resort projects are mushrooming, particularly in countries that are relying on tourism as an economic growth strategy. 

   To give just a few examples from Vietnam: A newly-established joint venture named Ha Long Bay Group is planning three huge projects: a US$400-450 million complex including an international 36-hole golf course, a golf club, 640 villas, 350 high-class villas, 25 coastal villas, an international yacht club, a heliport, an underwater entertainment zone, as well as expanded works to upgrade the Tuan Chau tourist zone on Tuan Chau Island in Quang Ninh province. Another project on 1,000ha in Yen Trung Lake area in Uong Bi Town, Quang Ninh province is underway, with a complex of six golf courses (108-holes!), a golf practice ground, an international tourist centre, a golf club, 2,000-2,500 high-class villas.

   AFP recently reported that Vietnam and Cambodia have started construction on a cross-border golf resort that officials say is the first of its kind in Asia. The US$100-million project, which is being backed by Malaysia's CVI Resorts Company, will feature nine holes on either side of the border. It will also include a five-star hotel, business centre and a cultural village, said Cheang Am, governor of Cambodia's Svay Rieng province where the resort will be located. "The goal is to attract tourists to the region. Since this is a big economic development zone, we also want to bring in investors," he said.
   However, construction of a golf course at Angkor Wat was recently halted, according to Xinhua. The Apsara authority in Siem Reap province of Cambodia ordered an unidentified South Korean company to stop the works, alleging that it was being built illegally inside the Angkor Archaeological Park. The company had begun to build a golf course on land near the Western Baray, a large reservoir located west of the Angkor Wat and Angkor Thom temples that is considered an integral part of the temple complex, Apsara Deputy Director Dom Hak was quoted as saying.

   Golf courses and golf tourism are part of a ‘development’ package which often includes large-scale infrastructure, mass tourism, expensive housing, entertainment facilities, and export-oriented economic zones. But how many pristine beaches and forests are destroyed, how many local farmers, fisherfolks and urban poor are deprived of their sources of life, to pave the way for all these golf course complexes for the pleasure of local elites and foreign tourists?  In view of the new golf boom, it is time to renew golf course critics’ calls to stop the promotion of golf tourism until governments agree to conduct open and public environmental and social reviews of golf courses in order to assess and counter the many harmful impacts of such projects.   (  

UNEP FAULTS ADB’s GMS PLANS
Edited from a longer article by Marwaan Macan-Markar [Inter Press Service-Asia Pacific: 17.7.07]
A sharp difference of opinion between the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the United Nations Environment

Programme (UNEP) has surfaced over a flagship venture of the Manila-based financial institution - its high-profile development programme for the Mekong region.


UNEP has dispensed with diplomatic-speak to expose in clear terms the shortfalls and damage to the environment arising from 'development' in the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS), an ADB programme that the Bank says is designed to link and develop its countries by encouraging economic integration.


Although it has become one of the fastest growing regions in the world, ''much of the growth has bypassed more than 70 per cent of its rural population, many of whom are directly dependent on natural resources for livelihoods and incomes,'' reveals the 'Greater Mekong Environmental Outlook 2007', just released by UNEP's Asia-Pacific regional office in Bangkok.


''Economic growth, coupled with growing population pressures, has also led to widespread pollution, land degradation and depletion of natural resources,'' adds the report, a groundbreaking study that examines the vital links that ecosystems and natural resources have in supporting livelihoods and poverty reduction. ''Unless addressed, these changes

may cause irreversible ecosystem damage with far-reaching implications for economic activities that depend on natural resources.''


Attempts by the ADB to address the environmental costs appear to have left authors of the report cold. They say that ''the GMS still lacks a strong, credible body with the mandate to develop and coordinate its responses to environmental challenges. Establishing such a body is a key priority.''


Part of the problem is rooted in the manner in which the GMS initiative operates. ''The GMS programme was created only for economic cooperation, and it is being pushed by the Bank,'' Uwaree In-na, environmental affairs officer at UNEP's Bangkok office, told IPS. ''There is no local ownership and there is no real association for the countries to cooperate. It lacks a regional institution to deal with the environment.''


But the ADB official tasked with environment brief disagrees with the UNEP view. ''We function within the GMS economic programme. Within this framework, the environmental issues are addressed,'' says Javed Hussain Mir, the chief natural resources management specialist at the GMS Environmental Operations Centre. ''We are now looking at how the

transportation sector's investment is being developed and its impact on the environment.'' 


The centre he works for, in fact, was set up in 2005 to ''address the environmental concerns of the GMS,'' Mir explained. ''We think that the informal framework under the GMS is  working well.''


The GMS was created in 1992 to increase development, trade and cooperation within this sub-region. The ADB and other investors saw countries like Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam ripe for opportunity as they came out after decades of bloodshed during the United States' war in Indo-China. Plans to build a regional power grid, billed at US$4.5 billion, was one scheme the ADB pushed. Through it, countries in the Mekong region were to benefit from cheap and extensive supply of energy from hydropower schemes. 

The East-West Economic Corridor (EWEC) is another initiative of the Bank under its GMS programme. This will see a network of highways due for completion by 2008, linking parts of Burma, Cambodia, Laos and Thailand to facilitate more overland and cross-border trade. Part of the 1,500 km-long roadway will connect Vietnam's central seaport city

of Danang to Moulmein, in Burma's Mon state which faces the Andaman Sea.


But environmentalists and grassroots activists have been consistently troubled by these cross-border schemes. When the GMS marked its 10th anniversary, in 2002, Bangkok-based green groups expressed concern about the impact the over 60 million people who depend on the Mekong for food, water and transport will feel when the GMS's integrated

power grid is complete. And as the GMS marks 15 years, the tone among civil society groups has hardly changed. ''The Mekong power grid was developed by the ADB only based on economic criteria. Environmental sustainability was a

secondary issue,'' says Carl Middleton, Southeast Asia campaign consultant for the International Rivers Network (IRN), a global green lobby. ''It has gone ahead with the GMS projects despite massive cumulative environmental and social cost.''
(see also Laos section: ‘ins and outs’…). (
PATA’S ‘CEO CHALLENGE 2008’ TO CONFRONT CLIMATE CHANGE

[Al Bawaba: 2.8.07; PATA-Press Release: 15.8.07] - THE Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) has launched an aggressive campaign to get influential travel industry leaders agree and sign on to a cross-sector industry response to climate change, now seen as one of the greatest global threats to travel and tourism.

    Hosted by the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) and organized in partnership with the Centre for Asia Pacific Aviation (CAPA) and the Burba Hotel Network (BHN), PATA’s ‘CEO Challenge 2008: Confronting Climate Change’ will take place in Bangkok on 29-30 April 2008. 

    PATA President and CEO Peter de Jong said that the ambitious goal for the CEO Challenge is to create a single platform and action plan, fully engaging tourism ministers and heads of tourist boards, CEOs of airlines and airports, CEOs of leading international hotel groups, major tour operators and other key industry stakeholders.

   Several important debates will lead up to the CEO Challenge.  The UN-World Tourism Organization is convening the second Climate Change and Tourism conference in Davos in early October this year, while in November, a tourism ministerial meeting will address the theme in London.  Next year on 22-23 April, the aviation industry will convene its third Aviation and Environment Summit in Geneva. 

   “We strongly support these initiatives and intend to incorporate their conclusions and recommendations into our CEO Challenge’’, de Jong said, adding, “We cannot achieve a meaningful response to climate change by acting alone.  No one can.  No single organisation.  No single sector.  Only by working together – as a united travel and tourism force – can we make a difference.” (see also Thailand section: ‘eco-friendly’)   ( 
BURMA
FUEL PRICE HIKE TO HIT POOR THE HARDEST 

[Associated Press: 15.8.07; Bangkok Post: 20.8.07; The Nation: 26.8.07] – PEOPLE in Burma are angry at the military regime’s recent decision to hike fuel prices, apparently to keep up with global oil prices. Some peaceful demonstrations against the harsh measure took place, mainly in Rangoon. The state-controlled New Light of Myanmar and witnesses reported that the junta detained dozens of activists who had joined the street protests.   

   At midnight on Tuesday, 14 August, Burma's ruling military junta unexpectedly raised the price of rationed fuel by as much as 500 per cent, leaving urban residents quietly fuming.

   "The poor people have been hit hardest," a European diplomat said. "They were already finding it hard to survive, and the increase in fuel charges and the knock-on effect on food prices will make it even harder." He added, “It is likely to fuel increased social unrest." 

   Compressed natural gas, which the government has been promoting, especially for commercial vehicles, was increased five fold, while diesel and petrol prices were more than doubled. Bus fares and taxi charges doubled immediately in Rangoon and Mandalay. 

   Businessmen complained bitterly, and some have already closed their businesses - at least temporarily. Besides the operation of motor vehicles, diesel is also used by many families and shopkeepers to run small power generators which they use during power blackouts that frequently hit Rangoon. As to how the high fuel price costs will affect local travel and tourism businesses needs to be seen.
   Labourers in the country's main cities, who earn less than US$2 a day, will now have to pay more than half their wages in travel costs, said a financial analyst in Rangoon. In some cases it may be up to three-quarters of their income. 

   "The increase in fuel costs will mean a rise in transport charges generally, which will then cause food prices to rise," said a Chiang Mai-based Burmese analyst. "Inflation is already running at more than 40per cent a year, and this could now more than double."  

   "There will be an increase in lay-offs as businesses are forced to close and we are likely to see a significant rise in the prices of food, clothing and basic commodities," he explained. "There is also likely to be a dramatic rise in the number of migrant labourers crossing into Thailand in search of work."   (   

PAGAN – ALL THAT GLITTERS IS NOT GOLD 

Edited from a travel report by Joe Robinson, [Los Angeles Times: 7.8.07] 

Standing on the pedals of my rented bike, I dripped up an incline, passed a couple of bullocks on death's door pulling an ancient wooden cart and then swerved off the asphalt into sand as an air-conditioned bus filled with grinning foreign tourists blew by. The back draft stirred up a storm of dry-season dust, and as it settled, I could make out a surreal spectacle from the top of the rise: a sea of otherworldly steeples dancing in the heat waves - some conical, others topped with doughnut-shaped rings, some with glinting golden umbrellas, some sculpted into immense bells. Despite the heat, it was not a mirage. The sci-fi skyline is the legacy of a mysterious building boom that turned this central Burmese savanna astride the Irrawaddy River into one of Asia's most sprawling but least-known extravaganzas of religious architecture.

   Pagan, boasts 2,217 Buddhist temples and monuments, and once had more than 4,000 sites. Strewn across a couple of dozen square miles, this forest of brick and stone towers was triggered by a temple-mania that reigned from the 11th to 13th centuries, when Pagan was the capital of the Burmese empire. Sacred edifices went up by the hundreds, housing giant Buddhas and wall and ceiling murals the likes of which would not be seen until the Sistine Chapel.

   On my journey, I encountered more recent construction, part of a controversial restoration campaign by the Burmese military. The rehab is designed to fuel tourism, particularly from China. UNESCO and archaeological experts have denounced the government's rebuilding of ancient sites, and the construction of a mammoth 197-foot viewing tower that has been open for two years and an upscale resort in the middle of Pagan's antiquities.

   Not that Burma's State Peace and Development Council is going to lose sleep over some old bricks. Although a world pariah for its gulag of political prisoners, bloody campaigns against ethnic minorities, suppression of pro-democracy demonstrators in 1988, and for keeping Nobel Peace Prize laureate Aung San Suu Kyi, elected president of the nation, under house arrest on and off since 1989, the regime isn't deterred by public censure. Or boycotts. International trade sanctions and a tourist boycott designed to restore democracy have kept Western products and many travellers out of Burma. But trade is flourishing with China and non-boycotting Asian nations. Supporters of Suu Kyi, who endorses the boycott, charge that anyone who travels to Burma funds the generals. Others argue that tourism helps job-starved Burmese - taxi drivers, food stall operators, postcard hawkers and artisans. 
    During a temple safari, I spotted a staircase leading up the rickety bricks of the Somingyi temple and headed over for a scenic outlook. The profusion of temples and maroon-robed monks adds to the exotica of a land whose government-enforced isolation has made it a time warp of the Asia of decades ago. But the government has moved fast to bring Pagan up to modern tourism standards. Too fast for UNESCO archaeological experts, who pulled out of Burma after the regime's methods put paintings inside Pagan's temples at risk. The government later abandoned the paintings. Without proper preservation, thousands of works of art are threatened, one Burmese expert who asked not to be identified told me. 

   The government has charged ahead with work on temple facades. It has grafted steeples onto topless monuments and rebuilt fallen structures without archaeological oversight. Just behind Somingyi, I spotted a new edifice going up. The souvenir salesman and I wandered over to watch a crew rebuild a small cube temple levelled by an earthquake. The construction techniques look like what might have been used for the original temples here - bamboo ladder and scaffold, a pot of lime for mortar and bricks a-flying. The hurler was a skinny young woman in a straw hat who in another land might have a future on the softball mound. In the wilting sun, she flung brick after brick to a worker 12 feet up.

   I asked who was funding the job and was told, a private benefactor. Donors to Buddhist sites can win spiritual merit, a motivation that spurs contributions.

   In a country that is 90 per cent Buddhist, Pagan is a prime destination for the faithful, who arrive on jammed, decrepit mini-buses with pilgrims stacked on the roof like luggage. All Burmese try to visit the site at least once in their lives. The heart of the most revered temples is Old Pagan, home of the imperial capital, which was abandoned after it was overrun by the Mongols in the late 13th century.

   Pagan's smorgasbord of sacred architecture contains Shwezigon, an imposing golden mountain. As I emerged from a shaded arcade into the sunlight torching Shwezigon, the blast of gold from the temple was blinding. The conical dome glowed above three staggered terraces, with ledges striped in burgundy, altogether a marvel of symmetry and elegance. The faithful padded clockwise in the Buddhist tradition around the gold pinnacle, stopping at shrines and altars to pray - for happiness, health or good grades. Prayer is one of the few realms where Burmese are allowed to express themselves in this Orwellian land.

   One of the most beloved temples in Pagan is Manuha Paya, a moldering structure named after the Mon king who was defeated and imprisoned by Anawrahta. According to legend, the Burmese ruler allowed Manuha to design his own temple, and the prisoner took advantage of it, creating a commentary on his captivity. Three giant seated Buddhas and a reclining statue are stuffed into cramped rooms, heads scraping the ceiling, shoulders jammed wall to wall. I watched as a group of the faithful - old men with shopping bags, mothers with children, pilgrims - silently did devotions at the foot of a boxed-in Buddha. Perhaps some were offering what I was told is the most popular prayer at this temple, one that speaks to a Buddhist legacy more enduring than the architectural exploits of kings and generals: THE WISH FOR FREEDOM.   (
CAMBODIA

PLANS FOR BIG EVENTS TO ATTRACT MORE TOURISTS
[Xinhua: 20.7.07] - CAMBODIA will present big events later this year to attract more tourists to visit the country in order to help boost the economy and reduce poverty, recently announced Tourism Minister Thong Kong.
   "We will have night markets soon in Phnom Penh and Siem Reap province, home of the Angkor Wat temples, organize the Johnnie Walker Cambodia Golf Open 2007 in Siem Reap, conduct better celebration of the Water Festival than previous years in Phnom Penh, hold half marathon in Siem Reap, and join the World Culture Expo 2007 from 7 September to 26 October in South Korea," he told reporters at the half-year review meeting of his ministry's work.

   Cambodia is also preparing to host the Angkor International Tourism Expo 2007 in Siem Reap in early October and the ASEAN Boat Racing in Phnom Penh, he added. "These events can show tourists that our country is stable and peaceful to visit," he said.

   The plane crash in June, which killed 22 people, had limited impact on the kingdom's tourism industry, as the government had worked hard in the rescue operation, said the tourism minister, adding that aviation companies would strengthen the control of their planes' quality, improve safety measures for tourists and adopt better flight routes.

   Tourism is regarded as one of the three pillar industries of Cambodia. The Angkor Wat temples in Siem Reap, beach resorts in Sihanoukville and Phnom Penh city are the most popular destinations among travellers. In the first six months of this year, Cambodia received 975,349 foreign tourists, about 20 per cent increase over the same period last year, most of them coming from South Korea, Japan, the United States, Vietnam and China, he said.   (
GREEN LIGHT TO DEVELOP RESORT ISLANDS 
[Agence France Presse: 30.7.07] - TOURISM resorts worth US$729 million will be built on islands off Cambodia's southern coast, in a push to further boost tourism revenue for the impoverished country. Two Cambodian and four foreign companies recently signed agreements with Commerce Minister Cham Prasidh, say documents from the Council for the Development of Cambodia (CDC). 

   This marked the second time Cambodia has allowed a private company to develop the islands near the popular seaside tourism towns of Sihanoukville and Kampot. Last year, a Russian company was granted permission to build a US$300 million resort on Koh Poh, or Snake Island. 

   The six companies now have one year to submit their development plans to the CDC for approval. "The CDC believes that these projects ... will build momentum to attract other foreign investment," the CDC said, adding, "These developments will inform the world's investment markets that Cambodia is a potentially good area for tourism investment. The CDC is optimistic that these projects will become a magnet to attract tourists as well as investors to Cambodia," it added. 

   The number of tourists to Cambodia is expected to increase, and the government is looking more towards its coast as a “development gold mine”. The airport in Sihanoukville also re-opened earlier this year, after being closed for decades, in a bid to attract more visitors to the area.   (
NEW STUDY ON ANGKOR SERVES AS A WAKE-UP CALL

[Associated Press: 15.8.07; The Independent: 15.8.07] – ANGKOR is not only a magnificent temple complex, but also a thriving metropolis, the world's first mega-city so mysteriously abandoned in the 15th century, and the former capital of the vast Khmer empire. An international team of archaeologists has ascertained that the temple environs were just the core of a sprawling urban settlement that covered 700 square miles - a similar size to Greater London.
   A new study about the vast extent of the ancient city of Angkor and reasons for its demise is a wake-up call for Cambodia to be more vigilant in its efforts to conserve a centuries-old heritage. The study—published recently in a US science journal—represents a new tool for preventing over-exploitation of Angkor, Cambodia's main tourist attraction, said Soeung Kong, a deputy director-general of Apsara Authority, the government agency managing the site. "The findings are eye-opening for us. They awake us to a greater need for safeguarding (the ancient city)," he said.

   The findings of the study, led by Damian Evans of the University of Sydney, Australia, were published in the online edition of Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. They reveal that Angkor, during its zenith between the 9th and 14th centuries, was "the world's most extensive pre-industrial low-density complex" and far larger than previously thought. It included an elaborate water management network encompassing nearly 1,000 square kilometres.
   Mr Evans said the temples not only had a religious function, but were centres of taxation, education and water control. "So they can tell us about the everyday life at Angkor," he said.

   The researchers mapped the area, long obscured by jungle, using airborne imaging radar data acquired over Angkor in 2000 by the US National Aeronautics and Space Administration. Research found that the complex was too vast to manage. The city was criss-crossed by roadways and canals, and was similar to modern cities that suffer from urban sprawl. Mr Evans said: "It had the same sort of dense core and pattern of spreading out into rural areas."

   Extending rice fields to support a population of more than one million resulted in serious ecological problems, including deforestation, topsoil degradation and erosion. The study's conclusions supported a theory in the early 1950s by Bernard-Philippe Groslier, a prominent French archaeologist, that the collapse of Angkor stemmed from over-exploitation of the environment.

   Cambodia has relied heavily on the Angkor temples in the northwestern province of Siem Reap province to earn hard currency from an ever-increasing number of tourists. But in recent years, conservationists have expressed concerns about stress to the monuments, including the famed Angkor Wat, from the tourist invasion.

   They also fear that the unrestricted local pumping of underground water to meet rapidly rising demand of hotels, guesthouses and residents in the provincial town may be undermining Angkor's foundations, destabilizing the earth beneath the centuries-old temples so much that they might sink and collapse.

   Soeung Kong, the Apsara authority official, said what happened to ancient Angkor "appears to be repeating itself now" and thus highlights current challenges in managing and conserving the temples. "Since we aware of this, we have to take measures to prevent it from worsening or to minimize the impact as much as possible," he said.   (
NEW 7 WONDERS’ OF THE WORLD – ANGKOR NOT INCLUDED

[Times-Online: 6.7.07; Southeast Asia Archaeology website: 9.7.07; various news agencies] - ON 07.07.07, the world elected a list of New 7 Wonders’. Chosen by global vote via internet, telephone and SMS, many argued that the election was unfair and favoured the broadband-connected West. What remains for some a list of attractive sites to be exploited by the tourist industry is for others a source of deep national pride.    

   The campaign was launched a year ago by the New7Wonders Foundation created by Bernard Weber, a Swiss film-maker and museum curator. Voters chose the Great Wall of China; India's Taj Mahal; the centuries-old pink ruins of Petra in Jordan; the Colosseum in Rome; the statue of Christ overlooking Rio de Janeiro; the Incan ruins of Machu Picchu in Peru; and the ancient Mayan city of Chichen Itza in Mexico. 
   However, Cambodia’s magnificent Angkor Wat, the world’s largest religious structure, was not a winner of one of the coveted seven places. Angkor was discriminated against by the New 7 Wonders contest, commented Chan Sophal, deputy provincial governor of Siem Reap. He said this was “regrettable” but the voting system had always made it virtually impossible for a Cambodian monument to win. “The competition just wasn’t suitable for a country in Cambodia’s situation,” Sophal said. “It is a country with a very small population, most of whom know nothing about information technology or computers so they could not vote or contribute.” Siem Reap in the country’s north is one of Cambodia’s poorest provinces and the country remains one of the poorest in the region, he added.

   In the meantime, UNESCO blasted the competition as irrelevant. The UN cultural body designated Angkor Wat a World Heritage site in 1992. "This campaign responds to other criteria and objectives than that of UNESCO in the field of heritage," said Sue Williams, the spokeswoman for UNESCO that designates World Heritage sites. "We have a much broader vision," she added.

   Christian Manhart, UNESCO's press officer, also criticized the ballot, saying it sent out a "negative message to countries whose sites have not been retained". He pointed out that "all of these wonders obviously deserve a place on the list, but what disturbs us is that the list is limited to just seven." 

   The New 7 Wonders’ plan was to raise money through sponsorship, television rights for the ceremony and marketing schemes and to use the funds “to cover costs” and conservation projects. Of course, it was also a welcome event for tourism promoters. As a spokeswoman for the New7Wonders Foundation said: “I don’t see why the Taj Mahal and Chichen Itza shouldn’t be marketed when Big Brother and the latest jeans worn by Victoria Beckham are.” (
LAOS

THE INS AND OUTS OF LEAVING LAOS
[Asia Times: 11.8.07] - STATE-SANCTIONED tourism literature would have foreign visitors believe that your average Lao chooses to live a laid-back life surrounded by their beautiful temples, tall, verdant mountains, and colourful hill tribes. But the growing number of Lao migrating from their villages to bigger towns and cities and on to Thailand seeking work either to support their families or in pursuit of the accoutrements of more modern living puts the lie to this idyllic image. 

   Somnolent Laos has in recent years slowly but surely opened its once sealed economy to the outside world. That loosening, combined with the country's crushing poverty, has provided a wide new opening for the region's human-trafficking syndicates to integrate Laos into their illicit trade. According to the United Nations Inter-Agency Project on Human Trafficking in the Greater Mekong Subregion, Laos is a source, transit and destination country for human-smuggling rings. 

   The UN ranks Laos as a least developed country, with an average per capita income of US$460 per year as of 2004. At the same time, the population is bombarded by images of the comparative affluence in neighbouring Thailand through television and radio programs (the Lao language is a dialect of Thai). The younger generation is less content to work in rice fields and would rather seek more gainful employment in Thailand's factories, construction sites, entertainment venues and even its sex industry (see also story below: ‘sex tourism’…). 
   Although the main push factor is the lack of jobs at home, migration experts also note that growing materialism among the younger generation of Lao is a driving the trend. 

   The majority of Lao cross the border to Thailand, where there is a better economy, although a small number of Lao women are also being trafficked north into China as purchased brides. Growing flows of Chinese, Vietnamese, Khmer and even North Koreans, some voluntary, many duped by false promises of gainful employment in a second country, now pass through Laos to Thailand or further afield. At the same time, an increasing number of Chinese and Vietnamese are arriving and staying in Laos, making it a new destination country, experts monitoring the migration patterns say. 

   Northeastern Thailand is culturally, ethnically and linguistically the same as Laos, and many Lao have family members living across the border, allowing migrants easily to blend in and use established networks. In general, there are five main Laos-to-Thailand trafficking routes: Huay Xai-Chiang Khong, Vientiane-Nong Khai, Tha Khek-Nakhon Phanom, Savannakhet-Mukdahan, and Pakse-Ubon Ratchathani. According to one organization working on the human-trafficking issue in Laos that requested anonymity, most come from Savannakhet, with Vientiane a close second. 

   While Lao are in growing numbers leaving their country, Laos is increasingly a transit and destination country for migrant workers from China and Vietnam. One telling example is the thousands of Chinese who have come to work on the Asian Development Bank-funded Route 3 in northern Laos that runs from the Chinese border, through the Laotian town of Luang Nam Tha, and down to the Thai border. Many of the workers have stayed on and opened shops or found other work after their construction contracts ended. 

    Laos has also become a destination for Chinese and Vietnamese women who are trafficked into brothels there, especially along Route 3 connecting China with Laos and Thailand, along Route 9 connecting Vietnam with Laos and Thailand, and around the Nam Thuen hydropower project in central Laos. These routes and the hydropower project are part of the ADB's Greater Mekong Subregion plan, and the mushrooming brothels reportedly cater to the construction workers working on the projects. Ironically, perhaps, while the bank's plan is aimed at creating better trade links among China, Vietnam, Laos and Thailand, it will also create a more efficient route for the trafficking of people and illicit goods among the four countries.   ( 
SEX TOURISM A GROWING CONCERN
[News Mekong website: Aug. 2007] – Prostitution is a sensitive issue in conservative Laos. But sex workers, tourists and even government officials acknowledge that it has become more visible these days, amid the increasing openness of this Southeast Asian country.

   It has just been over 15 years since the country opened up to foreign tourists, in 1991, throwing up the challenge of how a traditional society can cope with the social changes that tourism brings. From just 37,613 foreign tourists in Laos in 1991, nearly 850,000 visited the country in 2004. Tourist arrivals are growing at an average rate of 27.61 per cent, according to reports by the Lao News Agency. Some 80 per cent of arrivals are from neighbouring Thailand.

   Locals acknowledge that the tourism boom has a downside. Luang Prabang, a World Heritage site that is among Laos’ most popular destinations, now has its share of sex workers. Some tourists keep coming back not so much for its well-preserved architecture and temples but for the young men who sell their bodies for a fee.

   “This is my third visit here,” a gay Thai tourist says. “I love the quaint, small-town atmosphere. The place is beautiful and the people are so kind and hospitable. I particularly love the young men here. They’re so cute.” He recalls having a beer in a bar one night when a “good-looking guy” approached him, “one thing led to another” and they ended up having sex. The guy asked him for some money, and from then on, going out with such men became a pattern for him. Sometimes he gave money, other times he "gets it in exchange for a beer”.
   In a place where well-paid jobs are hard to come by, Kham Soi (not her real name) - a transvestite who is a wage worker by day but goes cruising in bars at night -  says it is no wonder people resort to prostitution to earn a living. “Everyone’s struggling to make ends meet, so it no longer matters what method one uses.”

   Government officials and development workers are aware that commercial sex work exists, even if they are not totally sure of how to cope with it in this fast-changing, but still largely traditional, society.

   “There’s one thing that we’re concerned about - that more and more young people will be lured into this business. This (Luang Prabang) is a tourist spot attracting large numbers of tourists each year. We know money isn’t easy to come by, so if tourists can offer them something in exchange for easy work, they take it,” Bua Wiang (not his real name), a government worker who is a native of Luang Prabang, says. “We’re trying to instill in our youth a love of their country, their culture and their traditions, but I’m afraid we can’t compete with materialism and consumerism,” he sighs.

   Prostitution is illegal in Laos, and establishments that allow either solicitation or sex work face the risk of closure. But these places often just disguise their real “business” with a legitimate front. 
   Lek (not her real name), owner of a traditional massage establishment in Vientiane, says today’s increasingly consumer-oriented environment also sees young boys and girls from poor families ending up in commercial sex work, so they can then afford luxuries like mobile phones and cars. Lek relates that some of the masseuses she has are students “eager to earn some extra income, since wages in this country are still low”. Customers might get to know these boys and girls, ask them out, and later have sex. 

   “Many of the kids end up that way. From selling their skills, they end up selling their bodies,” Lek says. “I’ve even heard of some of them ending up in Pattaya, Bangkok or even going as far as Malaysia. In the end though, they still find their way back here.”   (
THAILAND
OFFICIAL TOURISM POLICIES UNDER FIRE
[The Nation: 18.7.07; 21.7.07; 24.8.07] - TOURISM authorities and private tourism companies recently crashed short of their target for tourist arrivals. It was not the first time. The government seems to be always upbeat about a hefty increase of visitors, while private sector sources express doubts that real arrivals will measure up to official hopes.

   For instance, the Association of Thai Travel Agents (ATTA) believes that the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) will not achieve its target of 15.2 million international arrivals and revenue of Bt600 billion (about US$17.65 billion) next year due to many negative factors – such as the fluctuation of major currencies including the US-dollar and Japanese Yen, Thailand’s unstable political situation, unrest in the southernmost provinces, as well as poor airport services and tourism standards. 
   Experts recently voiced their concern that Thailand's tourism promotion policy was the worst in ASEAN. Speaking at a Bangkok seminar entitled ‘Tourism Image Positioning of ASEAN, the People's Republic of China and the Republic of Korea’, local academics suggested that the TAT and the Tourism and Sports Ministry should combine their efforts with a view to more efficient policy-making. 

   One commentator said many important policies were not running in tandem. For instance, the TAT was trying to introduce new tourist destinations and offer more varied products to catch new visitor segments such as shopping, meeting and conference travellers, but the ministry said it wanted to limit the number of tourists in some areas in order to preserve the environment. He added, both the TAT and the ministry were saying they are aiming at better-quality visitors rather than quantity, but they eventually focus on all levels of tourists in order to reach arrival targets. 
   Another expert recommended that the TAT stop promoting new tourist niches because most tourists are coming to see Thailand's famous culture and natural attractions. The agencies should, therefore, realize this demand. "I suggest the agencies revise their marketing plan to focus on selling our outstanding products if we need quality visitors," he said. 

   In contrast, the TAT has announced that among other things it wants to target new “trendy” groups, such as newlyweds, the dual-income-no-kids-yet (Dinky) market and the gay, lesbian, bisexual and transvestite (GLBT) sector. 

   And probably with an eye on the successful ‘New 7 Wonders’ promotion, the TAT has introduced a campaign called ‘7 Amazing Wonders of Thailand’. According to TAT governor Phornsiri Monaharn, the ‘Amazing Thailand’ slogan that became popular in 1998-1999 underscores Thailand’s image as a “peaceful, hospitable country and year-round destination with high-quality products and services”.   (
TAT TURNS ‘ECO-FRIENDLY’ TO REDUCE GLOBAL WARMING

[Bangkok Post: 16.8.07; 23.8.07] - THE Tourism Authority of Thailand’s new 'Low Emission Tourism Thai' campaign features a green travel itinerary that will take tourists on trips to grow trees. It also encourages hoteliers to use bio-degradable containers and will promote bicycle trips.
    Tourism and sports minister Suvit Yodmani said the campaign would be applied at Thailand's five UNESCO World Heritage sites: Sukhothai Historic Park, Khao Yai National Park, Baan Chiang, Huay Kha Khaeng and the ancient city of Ayutthaya. 
   The campaign aims to reduce pollution around tourism sites and promote eco-friendly tourism. Most of all, officials hope to build Thailand's image as a country that is doing something to make the world “a little less warm”. 

   Pradech Phayakvichien, a former TAT governor and now an adviser to the agency said local travel operators have been urged to go green to protect the environment since air travel is now being blamed for hurting the environment and increasing global warming. 

   Tourism, especially aviation, is increasingly being cited as a contributor to global warming, he said. European tour agencies have taken a notable step by deciding to do business only with companies and hoteliers that have energy-saving plans. He added the green business is becoming intensely competitive and some tour agencies have persuaded tourists to avoid countries that do not protect the environment, said Pradech.   ( 

