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THE REGION

SAVE THE MEKONG – NO DAM PLEASE!
Citizens of Mekong neighbouring countries recently submitted a petition with 16,000 signatures to Thailand’s prime minister, urging him to help save the Mekong River. They also launched a postcard campaign and an online petition to gain more support for their campaign. Civil society groups from the region and from around the globe have been sounding alarm about the construction of hydropower dams on the Mekong mainstream for many years. Now, a newly formed ‘Save the Mekong Coalition’ is protesting against a planned dam in southern Laos, which would threaten a stretch of the river known for its unique biodiversity and natural beauty. The following is an edited version of a report by Tom Fawthrop [Bangkok Post: 21.6.09]

W

ith its picturesque waterfalls, tranquil waterways and a colony of endangered Irrawaddy dolphins, the pristine beauty of the Mekong River flowing through Siphan Dhone (Four Thousand Islands) in southern Laos is a mecca for ecotourism and an important site for international conservation.

   But this unique site for biodiversity is threatened by a Malaysian project to build a hydroelectric dam across the Hou Sahong channel of the Mekong, only a few kilometres upstream - triggering a cascade of protests from environmental organizations and scientists.

   If the dam goes ahead, it will have a major impact on Irrawaddy dolphins and another endangered species - the giant catfish - and severely reduce the flow to the Khone Falls, one of Asia's largest waterfalls.

   The consequences of this dam project could also be devastating for millions of people, according to Carl Middleton, the Mekong Programme Coordinator of International Rivers, an environmental NGO. 

   "This stretch of the Mekong is globally renowned for its biodiversity. Building the dam would block the massive fish migrations that help feed millions of people within the region. The stakes are huge. "This is one dam that must never be built," Mr Middleton concluded. 

   The newly formed NGO coalition ‘Save The Mekong’ has united under one umbrella environmentalists and scientists from Thailand, Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam. They met with Thai prime minister Abhisit Vejjajiva to lobby the government to do more to protect the Mekong from the current frenzy of dam projects.

   Landlocked Laos is one of the least developed countries in the region, and authorities have been eager to harness one of its few natural resources, an abundance of mountains and surging rivers. The World Bank and the Asian Development Bank (ADB) have both pushed the Laotian government to embrace hydropower development and to supply power to their energy-hungry neighbours, Thailand and Vietnam. There are already seven hydroelectric dams in Laos and nine more dam projects are planned. The massive Nam Theun 2 project, with a capacity of 1,088MW, now under construction, will supply much of the growing energy needs of the region.

   A strong advocate of ecotourism, Luesak Soumpholphakdy, who owns the Sahaphae Hotel on nearby Don Kong island said, "After Nam Theun 2 (dam) we have enough electricity [for export to Thailand]. Why do we need a Don Sahong? I am worried about the fish and the dam."

   The campaigners also pointed out that more than 60 million people in the Lower Mekong Basin depend on the river for their food security. Similar sentiments have been expressed in a petition sent to the Mekong River Commission (MRC), signed by 34 scientists from Australia, Canada and many other countries.

   Premrudee Daoroung, co-director, Towards Ecological Recovery and Regional Alliance (TERRA) reported that the prime minister responded by arguing for a regional approach and that he wanted these Mekong issues to be resolved through such forums as the MRC, the Greater Mekong Region (GMS) economic forum and ASEAN.

   So far no final decision has been taken by the Lao government to start building the highly controversial Don Sahong dam. In March 2006, the LPDR (the Lao Peoples Democratic Republic) signed an agreement with Mega First Corporation Malaysia, to do a feasibility study to build a 300 megawatt dam across the Mekong's Hou Sahong channel, bordering Cambodia. A Project Development Agreement was signed in 2008. 

   The fisheries consultant in the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) team on this dam said on condition of anonymity, "If this dam goes ahead, it will be an ecological disaster for fish migrations routes between Cambodia and Laos. Hundreds of species of fish would be adversely affected."

   The Malaysian company Megafirst tried to address some of the EIA's critical conclusions by proposing fish-passes to mitigate the negative impacts of the dam. But the MRCs group of experts concluded that mitigation is not a viable option in the case of the Mekong. 

   Another fisheries expert explained that "this dam does not only impact fishermen living in the area of the dam but far beyond the Four Thousand Islands. Some species swim up from the estuary in Vietnam through Cambodia, all the way up to Luang Prabang in northern Laos. And 60 million people are dependent on their food and their livelihood on fisheries". The total catch is between one and two million tonnes a year.

   Laotian fishermen like Keo Boonavat from a village opposite Sahong Island said: "The Mekong and its fish - this is our life. We love our Mekong. Can the government feed us if this dam takes away all our fish?" 

   Many officials in the Lao Tourism Ministry have quietly expressed opposition to the dam because they believe it will undermine the country's huge potential for ecotourism in Siphan Dhone - the Four Thousand Islands district of Champasak province. 
   The LPDR is about to host its second World Ecotourism conference in July 2009. The dam project is also in conflict with a joint agreement between Laos and Cambodia to work together on both sides of the Mekong for the protection of water resources, waste management, dolphin conservation and sustainable tourism (see also p.4 ‘dolphins extinction’).      For more information, visit http://www.savethemekong.org; to sign the online petition to urge the region’s leaders to keep the Mekong flowing freely, go to http://tinyurl.com/Save-the-Mekong.    ( 
ASIA MAY BECOME ‘MAIN DRIVER OF CLIMATE CHANGE’, SAYS ADB 

[ADB: April/June 2009; Associated Press: 16.6.09; Bangkok Post: 26.6.09] – ACCORDING to two new studies done by the Asian Development Bank (ADB), Asia’s share of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions could rise to more than 40% by 2030, making it the world's main driver of climate change, experts have warned. The most populous continent with the fastest-growing economies in China and India already accounts for a third of world emissions of gases blamed for warming weather, including carbon dioxide. Its share of discharges from energy use has tripled over the past 30 years.
   The consequences of climate change are already becoming apparent in the region. Increased coastal flooding from rising sea levels, decreased agricultural production from greater rainfall variation, and higher health risks from heat waves and the spread of vector-borne diseases can be expected in the future. Coastal cities including Bangkok, Jakarta, Karachi, Manila, Mumbai and Shanghai will be vulnerable to flooding or damage from unpredictable weather patterns, says the ADB publication ‘Understanding and Responding to Climate Change in Developing Asia’ (available at http://www.adb.org/Documents/Books/Climate-Change-Dev-Asia/Climate-Change.pdf ).

   These impacts are threatening the livelihoods of millions of people in the region. Unless steps are taken to counter these trends, the cost of adverse impacts will continue to rise, drawing away between 6% and 7% of Southeast Asia's income each year by the end of the century. Particularly “resource-dependent industries – namely, agriculture, aquaculture, and tourism” will be affected, according to ADB’s study, ‘A Regional Review of the Economics of Climate Change in Southeast Asia' (http://www.adb.org/Documents/Books/Economics-Climate-Change-SEA/PDF/Economics-Climate-Change.pdf).

   "Climate change has this characteristic of exacerbating the existing stress in a region, ... which is afflicted by poverty and a lack of infrastructure," Rajendra Pachauri, chairman of the U.N. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, recently told a conference in Manila.

   Climate scientists have urged rich countries to reduce emissions by between 25% and 40% by 2020 to avoid the worst effects of warming. They say warming weather will lead to widespread droughts, floods, higher sea levels and worsening storms. Even a 2-degree Celsius temperature rise could subject up to 2 billion people to water shortages by 2050 and threaten extinction for 20% to 30% of the world's species, according to a 2007 report by the intergovernmental panel, a U.N. network of 2,000 scientists.

   U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, in a video address to the Manila conference, called on Asian countries to help achieve a new global warming agreement in Copenhagen, Denmark, in December. Ban said he wants to see an "ambitious, comprehensive and fair" deal.

      U.N. climate delegates in Bonn recently completed a draft of a new agreement that contains considerable gaps and competing ideas and awaits decisions by political leaders. The rift more clearly exposed differences between developed and developing countries on the obligations of the 192 countries involved in the talks to control GHGs. The United States and China are the largest emitters, accounting for about half the world's carbon emissions. But neither country was part of the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, which called on 37 countries to cut carbon emissions by a total of 5% below 1990 levels by 2012.

   The ADB seems to count on market-based solutions that will not be detriment to further rapid economic growth in Asian countries. ADB president Haruhiko Kuroda said, “Investing in low-carbon, climate-resilient economic growth need not entail a sacrifice of competitiveness. It should represent an investment in long-term economic efficiency, that can generate local as well as global environmental gains, and contribute to improved energy security. We can see countries around the world seeking ways to turn their responses to the current economic downturn into opportunities to restructure economies in favour of climate-friendly development.”   (
BURMA
ONE MILLION TOURISTS TARGETED IN 2009-2010

[Xinhua Net: 23.6.09] - BURMA has been making efforts to promote its international tourism market, targeting one million arrivals in the present 2009-10 fiscal year which began in April, sources with the Union of Myanmar Travel Association (UMTA) said. 
   UMTO also urged cooperation among domestic travel companies, hotels and restaurants, tourist guides and transportation companies for the new promotional campaign. The UMTA and the Myanmar Marking Committee (MMC) joined the Thailand Travel Mart plus 2009-TTM 2009 Bangkok held from 3 to 7 June. There are some other international travel shows to be held during this year, such as ‘Leisure 2009’ in Russia in late September, ‘ITB Asia 2009’ in Singapore in late October and the ‘World Travel Market 2009’ in England in the second week of November. Another measure taken by the UMTO to boost tourism is to promote Burma’s ethnic minorities.
    Burma's tourism business began to seriously drop following the military crackdown on the Buddhist monks protests in September 2007 and continued in 2008 when the deadly cyclone Nargis hit the country. Moreover, the global financial crisis that sparked in late 2008 also affected Burma's tourism development.

   According to official statistics, tourist arrivals in Burma in 2008 totaled only some 260,000. As other Southeast Asian countries are also struggling with a significant tourism decline, the Burmese junta’s target of one million tourist arrivals will be little more than a pipedream.    (
HUMAN TRAFFICKING A ‘MAJOR PROBLEM’
[Democratic Voice of Burma: 17.6.2009] – HUMAN trafficking within Burma remains “significant”, whilst trafficking of young women into forced labour and commercial sexual exploitation is a “major problem”, according to a US State Department report. The Trafficking in Persons report cited statistics released by the International Labour Organization (ILO) that estimate that at least 12.3 million people worldwide are in forced labour, bonded labour or commercial sexual exploitation.

   Many Burmese women and children are being trafficked to Thailand, Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, South Korea, China and Malaysia, the latter two often for forced marriage.

   Within Burma, however, trafficking of girls for the purpose of prostitution “persisted as a major problem, particularly in urban areas”, and was seen to drive Burma’s reputation as “a destination country for child sex tourism”. 

   The US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton described the phenomenon as “modern slavery” that “weakens legitimate economies, fuels violence, threatens public health and safety, shatters families, and shreds the social fabric that is necessary for progress.”

   The report also highlighted the ongoing phenomenon of forced recruitment of children into armed ethnic groups and the Burmese army, the latter largely as a result of increasing cases of desertion of adult soldiers. 

   “The military junta’s gross economic mismanagement, human rights abuses, and its continued widespread use of forced labor are among the top causal factors for Burma’s significant trafficking problem,” the report said.    (

 

CAMBODIA

GOVERNMENT REJECTS WWF REPORT ON DOLPHINS EXTINCTION

[Agence France Presse: 16.6.09; Phnom Penh Post: 19.6.09] - THE Cambodian government has rejected as "a total lie" the report by Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF) that the Irrawaddy dolphins living in parts of the Mekong River between Cambodia and Laos are on the brink of extinction due to pollution. 

   Inhabiting a 190-km stretch of the river, the dolphin population has suffered 88 deaths since 2003, of which 58 were calves under two weeks old, bringing the latest population to an estimated 64 to 76 members, the WWF said in its report. WWF researchers found high toxic levels of pesticides such as DDT and environmental contaminants such as PCBs as well mercury after analyzing 21 dead dolphins retrieved between 2004 and 2006, the group said. 

   However, Touch Seang Tana, chairman of Cambodia's Commission to Conserve Mekong River Dolphins and Develop Ecotourism, said that the report was false. "What they said was all lies. It's big trouble - they [the WWF] should resign. They should leave Cambodia." He added, "They published this without consulting me, and I'm the authority here," he said, stressing he did not believe the river contained the pollutants listed in the WWF's report.

   The WWF insisted that Irrawaddy dolphins in Cambodia and Laos urgently needed a health programme to counter the effects of pollution on their immune systems.
   The Mekong River is one of only five freshwater habitats in the world for the Irrawaddy dolphin, and Cambodia is thought to support its largest remaining population. Since 2004, the dolphins have been listed as critically endangered. Nevertheless, the Cambodian government launched a promotional campaign featuring dolphin-watching as an ecotourism attraction.  (
THE LAST FRONTIER FOR ECOTOURISTS FALLS  

[Asia Times-Online: 16.6.09] - THE remoteness of Cambodia's northeastern province Ratanakiri once made it an ideal hideout for Vietcong, Khmer Rouge, wildlife poachers and illegal loggers. The same isolation has in recent years drawn adventure travellers to the once jungle-covered province. The Lonely Planet guidebook refers to the province as "a colorful hotchpotch of natural beauty and cultural diversity". The Wall Street Journal Asia recently labeled it "one of the last frontiers of Asian adventure travel". Such picture-perfect assessments have drawn bigger and bigger crowds: according to the Tourism Ministry, visitors to Ratanakiri surged from 6,000 in 2002 to over 105,000 in 2008. 
   However those expecting to find pristine forests teeming with wildlife are increasingly disappointed to find lifeless patches of freshly cut tree stumps. Officials say they are doing everything in their limited powers to protect the areas, but the market forces driving resource extraction are often too powerful to resist.
    "Forests everywhere are a frontline between conservation and development. It's not easy to say which way to go," said Chheang Dany, deputy director of the Forestry Administration's Wildlife Protection Office. That frontline is slowly but surely receding in resource-rich Ratanakiri. 
   En route to the province's picturesque waterfalls, unregulated gem mines pockmark the landscape. Recently the government approved a Spanish company's 100,000-ha plan to establish a game reserve, drawing ire from conservationists who fear it will lead to over-hunting in the area. Meanwhile, the mystical "spirit" forests of minority hill tribes are yielding to the commercial impulse of rubber and cashew nut plantations. 

   The competition between development and conservation is exemplified inside the province's 3,325sq-km Virachey National Park. Conservation International, a US-based conservation group, has called the park "potentially one of Cambodia's most biologically diverse protected areas". 

   Yet many of those tasked with protecting the park, including police and rangers, are known to supplement their meager official salaries through collusion with loggers and poachers. So Sokoeun, a guide and part-time park ranger, speculated that military police likely sell logs on the black market. "The military police don't make enough money, so they need to do illegal activities," he said, adding that each two-meter-long section of the log could sell for several thousand dollars. 
   Virachey park director Chou Sophark complained in an interview about the lack of resources.  Without World Bank funding, the park had to reduce its number of rangers from 70 to 55 and cut monthly salaries from US$70 to around US$30. The cuts, environmentalists note, coincide with rising prices for animals and timber on the black market, raising the incentive for illegal poaching and logging.
   With the tourism industry suffering from the global economic downturn, it will likely be even harder for locals to see the long-term benefits of conservation over the short-term profitability of natural resource extraction. International arrivals to Cambodia fell 2.2% year-on-year in the first four months of 2009, and Ratanakiri-based guides and guesthouse owners say arrivals have slumped.

   Chheang Dany, the official at the government's Wildlife Protection Office, said if conservation and development are to find equilibrium, provincial authorities must respect the law, locals must protect the environment and businesses must invest in tourism. "Virachey National Park, bigger than Singapore, only generates 10 to 20 tourists a day. How can we generate the revenue for the rangers to guard the park?" he said.

HIV-POSITIVE RESIDENTS EVICTED FROM THEIR HOMES

[Phnom Penh Post: 19.6.09; news-medical.net: 21.6.09; Far Eastern Economic Review: 16.6.09] – IT’S truly mind-boggling: In order to make way for a garden to beautify the Ministry of Tourism in Phnom Penh, 20 families with HIV-positive members have been evicted from their homes and moved outside of the city. 

   Despite municipal officials claiming that residents left voluntarily and will be better off at the new site, which has been condemned by local and international rights groups as being unsuitable for human habitation, residents said they were unhappy with the move. 

   The evictions from the Borei Keila community came after several months of strong protests by the families, who complained that they would be without basic services, have no means of income and lose access to medical treatment at the new location."  Other residents in the neighborhood not infected with HIV were resettled in apartments. But the 20 families including HIV patients were not given that option. 

   Naly Pilorge, director of the Cambodian League for the Promotion and Defense of Human Rights, said in a statement, "It is tragic that the government has chosen to create a permanent AIDS colony where people will face great stigma and discrimination," adding that the relocation area is far from medical services. U.N.'s Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights country representative Christophe Peschoux was quoted as saying, "What has been prepared so far is a warehouse-type shelter without running water or electricity," adding it "is not appropriate to receive families that have members with HIV." According to Peschoux, the U.N. submitted an alternative to the plan that would have integrated the now uprooted families into the community.   

   Officials said they evicted the families because they had illegally settled on state land where the government now wants to build new offices for the Ministry of Tourism. So Mara, the secretary of state at the Ministry of Tourism claimed the government had helped the community with all its available resources, and that no matter what the government did, the community would still have demanded more.
   A Far Eastern Economic Review article, entitled ‘Phnom Penh’s Eviction Epidemic’, said:

   “Even after Phnom Penh’s recent property boom dwindled, the once-bare capital is developing at breakneck speed, and the city's poor are being displaced at an alarming rate. Activists are calling it the largest epidemic of evictions since the Khmer Rouge emptied all of Phnom Penh in 1975. [Recently], the local rights group Licadho blasted the government in a report for failing to control land-grabbing, claiming 133,000 people, or 10 per cent of the population, have been evicted in Phnom Penh since 1990. That’s not counting the 250,000 victims of land-grabbing in 13 other provinces… 

   “Today, Phnom Penh is crammed beyond repair, and the fact that many squatters live on prime real estate means the government needs them out quickly. Of course, governments all over the world use the power of eminent domain, meaning they can evict people for the public good. But in Cambodia, land-grabs come more with the promise of fattened wallets than actual development projects. Most land is ceded in secret, for government-connected moguls building hotels and high-end condominiums, sometimes by intimidating local residents with armed force or arrest.”   (
PREAH VIHEAR TEMPLE STILL SPARKING BORDER TENSIONS

[Focus on the Global South: 6.5.09] - ABOUT 120,000 tourists used to walk over each year from Thailand to explore the ruins of the 11th-century Preah Vihear temple, which lies just inside the Cambodian border. Today, coils of razor wire are strung across the wooden staircase that once formed the border crossing and now leads to a network of trenches and machine-gun nests.
   The armed standoff between the two countries began after 8 July last year, when the temple was awarded World Heritage status, with UNESCO calling it “exceptional for the quality of its architecture”. The listing stoked nationalist emotions in both countries, and sparked a simmering border dispute that has occasionally turned deadly and stirred up fears of a wider conflict.

   While political leaders from both sides have downplayed violent clashes, 10 months of talks have yielded no solution. And each country has been building up an increasingly stronger military presence around a disputed section of land near the temple.

   Instead of camera-toting tourists, the border region is now crawling with troops, separated by as few as 10 metres at the closest point on the front lines. In October, one Thai and three Cambodian soldiers died in an exchange of gunfire. On 3 April , three Thai soldiers were killed, and a Cambodian market at the foot of the temple burnt to the ground after being hit by a Thai rocket.
   Thong Krong, Cambodia’s tourism minister, said the drop in tourism at Preah Vihear represented a 5% loss to the country’s total annual number of visitors. Day trippers used to cross from Thailand, because poor roads and transportation make the site hard to access from within Cambodia.

   While noting that Thailand’s politicians are embroiled in a domestic political crisis, Krong blamed the Thais for stalling negotiations. Meanwhile, Chanida Chanyapate - an analyst at the Bangkok office of Focus on the Global South - suggested that Cambodia’s Prime Minister, Hun Sen, is using the dispute as a show of strength against Thailand, which is the region’s dominant economic power. Chanida also said the scandal had more to do with Thailand’s internal political struggles than any legitimate claim to the Preah Vihear temple, which previous Thai governments had agreed belonged to Cambodia.
   Sent Phay, a heritage police officer stationed at Preah Vihear, said an escalation in fighting could cause severe destruction to the ancient ruins. During the clashes, soldiers at the front lines exchanged rocket, machine-gun and mortar fire. Bullets hit 66 stones at the temple, according to an investigation by the national heritage police, and grenade shrapnel also damaged the ruins. Yet, Cambodian and Thai political leaders insisted the clashes were minor and expressed confidence in a negotiated settlement.    (
THAILAND

TOURISM DROPS DRAMATICALLY

[Travel Trade Gazette-Asia: 12-18.6.09; Bangkok Post: 18.6.09] – THE global recession and the unsettled local political situation has led the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) to slash its earlier target, of 14 million foreign visitors and US$14.8 billion in revenue, to 12 million tourists and US$11.1 billion in revenue. But tour operators consider the adjusted figures as “still too high”. The Tourism Council of Thailand forecasts that arrivals will be only 11 million this year.

   Average hotel occupancy in the first five months of 2009 have plunged to 50% compared to 70% in a ‘normal’ period. The Thai Hotels Association (THA) expects average occupancy to further drop to 30% in June and July, with five-star properties performing at below 20%. THA vice-president, Mr Surapong Techaruvichit, said Chiang Mai, already facing room oversupply, would be the hardest hit among Thai destinations and suffer occupancies 5 to 10% lower than Bangkok, Pattaya and Phuket.
   To survive the summer, hotels have increased their cost-cutting measures, including closing floors, cutting salaries and freezing recruitment. A tour operator said a Khao Lak resort laid off 80 employees, and many Bangkok hotels, especially five-star properties along Sukhumvit Road, closed down a number of floors and slashed management salaries by 15 to 20%.
   Travel agents and tour operators are also in the same boat. Many have implemented cost-cutting measures including open-ended pay cuts.  At East West Siam, these measures include one day unpaid leave per week, downsizing its office space and early retirement for staff. Retrenchment under a compensation scheme was being considered.
   THA’s Mr Surapong said business was expected to start returning from October, but the “best-case scenario” was the last quarter would only bring in about 60% of the same period in 2007. “The situation is too volatile to predict. It will depend on whether there are turns for the positive in the global economic downturn, the local political situation, and the Influenza A (H1N1) virus outbreak.”   (
SAKAI FACING CULTURE SHOCK
As the forest-dwelling Sakai in southern Thailand abandon their traditional lifestyle for urban trappings, adventure-hunting tourists flock to their forest homeland, reports Supamart Kasem from Satun [Bangkok Post: 16.5.09]

S

ix families of more than 20 Sakai people live in a wildlife sanctuary on the Bantad mountain range in Satun. But now some members are eager to leave their ancestral jungle, abandon their traditional way of life and make a foray into town. Sakai nomads are native residents of the southern part of the country.

   About 20 years ago, the Bantad mountain range was the major stronghold of the defunct Communist Party of Thailand in the South. When the government at that time gave amnesty to CPT members, many of them decided to leave the jungle base in the mountain and return to live their urban lives. Some of them took up farming in the area near the foot of the mountain. Their communities expanded until they eventually became what are now Khuan Ka Long and Manang districts in Satun.

   Maad Alee Nuengleng, a former village head at Ban Phang Palm in Khuan Ka Long, runs a home stay and resort business. He said the lush green areas on the mountain and streams snaking through the wildlife sanctuary are a magnet to attract adventure-loving tourists.

   The government's tourism promotion plan also gives local tourism a further boost and the Sakai ethnic minority people are now being regarded as a tourist attraction in Satun. "Khlong Lam Lone is a branch of the Langu river flowing through the area where Sakai people live. Tourists will have a chance to see the Sakai way of life," Maad Alee said.

   On Valentine's Day last year, local officials and tourist operators in Satun hit on the bizarre idea of arranging weddings of Sakai couples along the bank of Khlong Lam Lone canal to attract tourists.

   Maad Alee admitted that the Sakai way of life has changed since they came into contact with the modern world. They switch from gathering food from the wild to eating dishes prepared by villagers in town. Some take to smoking and drinking while others want to have a piece of land, a nice home and all the material comforts.

   However, many Sakai families have been forced to flee deeper into the jungle to escape the expansion of tourism which threatens their way of life. While the plan to promote tourism in the area has been successful, all concerned still have to figure out a way to preserve the habitat and the traditions of the indigenous tribes - the people who call the forests their home.   (
VIETNAM

POLLUTION THREATENING COASTAL AREAS

[Vietnam Economic Times: 17.6.09; Than Nien News: 9.6.09] - Dr Nguyen Van Phuoc, Assistant Professor and Deputy Director of the HO Chi Minh City Department of Natural Resource and Environment, recently presented the following worrisome report to the Vietnam Economic Times: 

   “With nearly 3,300km of coastline, Vietnam has great potential for marine tourism development. However, there is a number of areas for tourism that have been built with complete disregard of the construction plan, leading to eroding of the shore and weakening of the submarine ecosystem. Besides, waste water is directly discharged to the sea, which makes the pollution level of sea water even more serious. Additionally, oil from boats, ships and water entertainment equipment critically damages the tropical ecosystem.

   “In northern Quang Ninh Province’s Ha Long Bay, there are 21 sites of sea encroachment and another 17 where sludge is being discharged into the sea, which is directly damaging the World Heritage site. In central Khanh Hoa Province’s Nha Trang Bay, one of the world’s most beautiful bays, there is an average of 10 tonnes of rubbish every day from tourism services thrown to the sea. 

   “Environmental protection in tourism plays an important role in creating sustainable development for the industry. In order to improve the state’s management ability of tourism activities and environmental protection, we need to collect information from tourism enterprises, which would contribute to better implementing the Environmental Protection Law.

   “Furthermore, administrative sanctions for tourism enterprises disregarding the law need to be concretely stipulated. Also, it is necessary to establish co-operation between the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism, the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, and other relevant ministries, sectors and localities in handling the issue. In terms of waste treatment, a heavier fine needs to be applied for enterprises discharging waste that cause environmental pollution. Applying modern waste treatment technology is absolutely necessary.”

   Dr Nguyen Van Phuoc added to the Thanh Nien newspaper that resorts, hotels and other establishments in Ba Ria-Vung Tau Province discharge 1,600 cubic meters of wastewater a day but only 300 cubic meters of this amount are treated. He also warned that mud and wastewater will kill coral reefs, sea creatures, and mangrove forests.

   Boris Fabres, consultant to the Center for Marine Life Conservation and Community Development under the Vietnam National Parks and Protected Areas Association, said 80% of tourists in Vietnam choose its beaches, and more than 70% of tourism destinations in the country are located on its beaches. He added that Vietnam aims to make its seas account for half of its GDP income in 2020. 
   Fabres pointed out that the cost of pollution will be higher than tourism incomes if the country fails to educate people about protecting the environment and imposing high fines on polluting agencies.   (
LUXURY RESORTS TO BE BUILT ON CHINA BEACH

[Associated Press: 10.6.09; Architecture Journal-UK: 10.6.09] – US-BASED Starwood Hotels & Resorts Inc. plans to build a 330-room Le Meridien hotel on China Beach, where U.S. troops once went to relax on leave during the Vietnam War. Since this stretch of coastline was voted one of the top 10 most beautiful beaches in the world in Forbes magazine, it has become a magnet for tourism and five-star hotels. The area is already home to the Nam Hai resort, the Furama Resort and the Montgomery Links Golf resort, and Hyatt and Marriott resorts are also coming up.
   Starwood has signed an agreement with a Vietnamese developer, Kinh Bac Urban Development Corp., to build the Meridien project at a cost of US$100 million, Vietnam's Ministry of Planning and Investment recently said in a statement. The statement did not say when construction was expected to begin.

   Meanwhile, the China Beach Hyatt development, which is under construction, includes a range of luxury residences - 174 condominiums and 27 oceanfront pool villas -, and a 5-star resort hotel, the 200-room Hyatt Regency Danang Resort and Spa. It is designed to resemble a traditional Vietnamese townscape, with the various buildings arranged in clusters, taking inspiration from the historic town of Hue, located just 10 km away.   ( 

YUNNAN/CHINA

AN INCREASINGLY ‘TOURISTY’ PROVINCE
[gokunming.com: 9.6.09; china.org.cn: 16.6.09; crienglish.com: 31.5.09] - SINCE the 1990s, Yunnan Province has been an increasingly popular destination for Chinese and foreign backpackers, during which time cities such as Lijiang, Dali and Zhongdian (now Shangri-la) have changed from rustic old towns into increasingly commercialized areas of dubious authenticity and diminishing charm.
   It appears likely that this trend is only going to accelerate – recently it was announced that Lijiang will start to strictly enforce its entry fee for its old town area, while Dali's government announced that the third-largest amusement park in mainland China will be built in the Erhai Lake valley.
   "Welcome to Lijiang… pay up!"- Lijiang's Old Town Management Bureau recently announced to media that it will create a virtual wall of checkpoints around the old town to enforce the 80 yuan (US$11.70) entry fee – an unpopular fee whose enforcement has become increasingly lax in recent years.
   According to government statistics, poor enforcement of the old town entry fee has led to a loss of nearly 100 million yuan in revenue. Last year, Lijiang took a total of 180.6 million yuan in old town entry fees, with 140 million yuan of those fees coming from tour groups and 20 million yuan from hotels.
   The announcement of stricter inspection aroused debate. Many think the amount the town is currently collecting should be sufficient to protect historic sites, while others believe the fee should be abolished altogether. 

   "It looks like a lot of money, but actually we can't make ends meet." said He Shiyong, the director general of the local administration bureau. "Heritage protection is a huge project,“ he added. “We established many programs with world-class standards, but we need the guarantee of funding. And we have to help tourists understand the concept of protecting the heritage by paying for visiting."

   Rigorous enforcement of the relatively high entry fee for the old town is unlikely to hurt agencies managing tour groups but could prove damaging to guesthouses and restaurants that rely more on independent travellers, commented gokunming.com. 
   Disney-style park for Dali - The Dali Tourism Holiday District Management Committee has signed an agreement with Shenzhen-based Jianianhua Investment Company Limited, in which the latter will invest 600 to 800 million yuan in a 15-ha amusement park that will be the largest in southwest China and the third-biggest in China after parks in Beijing and Shanghai. 
   The amusement park, which is expected to launch operations in two years, will have all the rides and features of Jianianhua's Shijing Shan amusement park in Beijing. In this context, it can be called ironic that Dali is one of three candidates in Yunnan for selection as a World Heritage site later this year. 

   Beijing supports tourism boom - A recent deal with the central government is set to raise Yunnan’s profile even higher. In May, Yunnan officials arrived in Beijing to formally sign an agreement with the government that will see the province of 45 million people, which borders Vietnam, Laos and Burma, profit significantly from a major cash injection designed to boost its tourism sector. 

    In a speech during the event, Yunnan's Deputy Provincial Governor Liu Ping explained some of the key objectives of the plan. These include promoting cooperation with neighboring countries, improving the standard of living for those in remote villages as well as larger towns, and protecting the unique ecology of the region.

   Through these initiatives, Yunnan authorities expect a total of 200 million visits to the province by 2015, generating a total of approximately US$19 billion. In 2008, there were just over 100 million visits to the region. 
   Yunnan's development is part of a greater push by the Chinese government to promote tourism across the country, which will eventually see similar initiatives made with other provinces in the years ahead. China is currently the fourth most popular country in the world in terms of tourist arrivals, welcoming 49.9 million foreign visitors in 2006, and generating US$33.9 billion, according to latest available figures from the U.N. World Tourism Organization.   (
