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THE REGION

GMS SUMMIT: CONCERNS FOR MEKONG BIODIVERSITY  

[Inter Press Service: July 2005, The Nation: 6.7.05] – At the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) summit held in Kunming beginning of July, Chinese Prime Minister Wen Jiabao called on countries in the subregion to come up with better ecosystem planning. In his opening speech, Wen said the subregion was rich in natural resources, but ecologically fragile. Subsequently, he urged countries to increase information sharing and to strengthen cooperation on legal measures for environmental protection.

   Deflecting criticism that economic integration in the Mekong region is being pursued at the expense of the environment, ecosystems and local livelihoods, leaders of the six Mekong countries endorsed the creation of Asia's first set of biodiversity corridors for wild species movement and preservation. This is a significant move, also because the subregion has been earmarked as one of the world’s most popular ecotourism destinations.  

  Under the banner of environmental diplomacy, however, the two-day summit took one more step towards speeding up economic integration through agreements for power trading, facilitation of cross-border trade and a regional information highway among Cambodia, China, Laos, Burma, Thailand and Vietnam.

  "The creation of biodiversity corridors would be the legacy of this summit," asserted Rajat Nag, director general of the Mekong Department at the Asian Development Bank (ADB). "It is a sign of recognition by everyone that you can't have sustainable development without environmental protection. Every leader at this summit spoke about the environment."

  The ADB has spearheaded the development of the Mekong region since 1992, through economic cooperation in what it calls the Greater Mekong Sub-region. But in the 13 years that have passed, concerns have been raised about how the pace of fast economic integration in the region is quickly abolishing natural resources and  encroaching on Indigenous Peoples’ lands and local communities. Large areas of the region's forests have already disappeared to make way for dams, highways and other large-scale development projects.

  Among the most notorious of the bank's projects has been the plan to create a regional power grid that would lay the groundwork for hydropower development. Informally termed the Mekong Power Grid, it provides for power from some of the most controversial dam projects in China, Burma and Laos to be transmitted to the grid and on to the energy-hungry cities of Thailand and Vietnam.

  "The fact that at this meeting, Mekong leaders signed the agreement for hydropower trading means that what was once a loose commercial initiative of individual governments has now been pushed forward to become more institutionalized and official," observed Yu Xiaogang, director of the Kunming-based NGO Green Watershed. "We welcome the biodiversity corridors project. But if the hydropower plan is not coordinated with that, then the new conservation project is just a scrap of paper," he said.

  The Biodiversity Conservation Corridors Initiative (BCCI) aims to select nine areas in the Mekong region, known for their biodiversity importance and vulnerability, and to set up conservation corridors that would restore connections between the existing national parks and wildlife sanctuaries. The six Mekong countries are home to some of the most important and also endangered biodiversity in the world, including wildlife such as the Asian elephant, Douc langurs, Tonkin snub-nosed monkey and the Indochinese tiger.

  The BCCI plan was initiated by China some 18 months ago, and the Chinese government took an active role in putting the agreement in place by hosting a meeting of the Mekong countries' environmental ministers in Shanghai in May. Some experts see China's pro-active stance on the biodiversity initiative as a counter-offensive to fend off criticism that its voracious appetite for energy at home and its inexorable expansion of trade in South-east Asia are altering the face of the region.

  China has been facing criticism by civil and environmental groups in lower Mekong countries for its upstream development of dams, and expansion of navigation routes on the Mekong to pursue more trade in South-east Asia. Thus far, environmental activists and fishermen in Thailand have scored a victory by blocking the pursuit of further phases of a joint project between China, Thailand, Burma and Laos to make it possible for bigger vessels to use the Mekong. Only about 10% of the first phase of the channel clearing, mostly by blasting and removing rapids and shoals, has been completed, while the second and third phases have been suspended.

  The Chinese government started building large dams on the upper Mekong, or Lancang as it is known in China, in the mid-1980s. On the whole, there are eight dam projects. Two of them, Manwan and Dachaoshan, have already been completed while work on a third one, the Xiaowan, is in progress.

   A recurring complaint among downstream Mekong communities has been that since the two Chinese dams went into operation, water level and temperatures have fluctuated widely, threatening the river environment and diminishing fish catch.

  China has been blamed for building the dams without consultation and consideration of its neighbours' interests.

The scope of worries by countries downstream has presented Chinese leaders with the unpleasant prospect of conflict in a region it regards as its strategic backyard — and one that it had spent a long time cultivating ties with. It came as no surprise then that top Chinese leaders and foreign ministry officials at the Mekong summit emphasized China's resolve to be a "true and good neighbour, partner and friend". But critics remain doubtful as  no discussion of China's plans to dam the mainstream Mekong took place during the Kunming summit and the six leaders talked about tapping into water resources of the region.   (
ASIAN LANDMARKS FACE GROWING THREATS 

[Reuters: 16.8.05] - FROM India's Taj Mahal to Cambodia's Angkor Wat, Asia's cultural landmarks are threatened by human-made and natural disasters, and more must be done to protect them, experts concluded at a recent conference. Earthquakes, floods, civil strife and looting loom large as potential threats, while the more mundane ravages wreaked by tourists could turn ancient attractions into victims of their own popularity.

   "The greatest threat is actually people like ourselves who do not have much appreciation for cultural heritage and often go overboard to try to get income from tourism," Suvit Yodmani, executive director of the Asian Disaster Preparedness Center, said. Museum curators, architects and academics from eight Asian nations met in Bangkok for two weeks in August to learn new ways to protect their cultural heritage back home. 

   The impact of increasing tourism, the motor for many developing economies in the region, which lures millions of tourists a year to cultural heritage sites, was a major topic at the conference.

   "Asia is the highest natural and man-made disaster zone on Earth," said Earl Kessler, the center's deputy executive director. Delegates from Japan to Sri Lanka agreed to draw up disaster management plans upon returning to their home countries. In eight months, the group will gather again to review their efforts.   (
Announcements

Check out the updated tourism web page at TWN’s website! 

t.i.m.-team’s tourism page at Third World Network’s website - http://www.twnside.org.sg/tour.htm - has recently been updated. It includes a new section called the Clearinghouse, which features a whole range of tourism-related materials on the following themes: Asian tourism trends; economics and globalization; environment and biodiversity; impact on cultural heritage; impact on society, tourism and human rights issues; tourism activism; tourism and conflict.

   In addition to our new frontiers series ‘The Politics of Post-tsunami Tourism in Thailand’, you can find more detailed tsunami-related information on the web page; see the Clearinghouse SPECIAL : The Indian Ocean Tsunami and Tourism, which includes reports and commentaries highlighting the political, socio-economic and environmental implications of post-tsunami development.  
Tsunami report for German language readers 

Two Germany-based NGOs – Fernweh/iz3w and Asienhaus Essen – have jointly produced a comprehensive dossier, entitled Ready for Tourism? Wiederaufbau und soziale Konflikte nach dem Tsunami in Südthailand (Reconstruction and social conflicts after the tsunami in southern Thailand). Apart from an editorial that raises the question ‘Ready for tourism?’, the publication includes chapters on Andaman tourism before the tsunami; reactions to the catastrophe; the politics of reconstruction and protests; and tourism and local economies. 

For more information contact: Asienhaus Essen, Bullmannaue 11, D-45327 Essen, Germany, website: http://www.asienhaus.de; or Fernweh/iz3w, P.O. Box 5328, D-79020 Freiburg, Germany, website: http://www.trouble-in-paradise.de 

Inter Press Service (IPS) presents a new book and website on Mekong issues

From the craggy, grey scenery of Tiber to the warm green and brown colours of the Mekong Delta, the book Bustling Borders: Reportage from Our Mekong, published by IPS (Bangkok 2005), gives readers snapshots of some of the key issues of the day in the Mekong Region - drugs, migration, tourism, border trade, wildlife trade, ethnic identity, infrastructure development. 

   In addition, IPS has intensified cooperation with the Manila-based Probe Media Foundation Inc, which has also been running a fellowship programme with film journalists from the six Mekong countries. The organizations have combined the programme names ‘Imaging Our Mekong’ and set up a new website, http://www.newsmekong.org/. 

For more information contact Johanna Son, email: ipsasia@ipsnews.net 

CAMBODIA

THE ROAD TO TRADE 

Under the Inter Press Service (IPS) fellowship programme 'Our Mekong: A Vision amid Globalization', Truong Van Vi, a photographer with 'Vietnam News', produced a photo essay about the Trans-Asia route linking Vietnam's southern Ho Chi Minh City with the Cambodian capital Phnom Penh. The following is edited from his story, published in 'Bustling Borders: Reportage from Our Mekong' (IPS, Bangkok 2005, see also ‘Announcements’ in the above section).  

The Trans-Asia route links Vietnam's southern Ho Chi Minh City with the Cambodian capital Phnom Penh to the north-west. At the groundbreaking ceremony, Vietnam's Permanent Deputy Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dzung said: "The route marks friendship and cooperation among ASEAN countries in general and between Vietnam and Cambodia in particular.”

   Within Vietnam, the route spans 79.74 kms from the An Suong flyover in Bin Chanh district of HCMC to the international border gate Moc Bai in the southern province of Tay Ninh, Vietnam. The construction of the route costs US$144.77 million, of which US$100 million is from the Asian Development Bank (ADB).

   I started my working visit along the Trans-Asia route on 21 October 2004 by flying from the capital Hanoi to Ho Chi Minh City. A day after that, I caught a motor taxi to get to the Moc Bai international border gate, which leads to Bavet town in neighbouring Cambodia.

   The two sides of Moc Bai international border gate have just undergone a facelift. According to Phan Huu Toan, head of Moc Bai border defense force, about 1,000 people pass through the Vietnam-Cambodia border a day. Most of them are tourists, while others enter Cambodia to gamble at three modern casinos that cater mostly to Vietnamese customers.

   I rented a car for a 170-km journey from Cambodia’s border with Vietnam to the capital, Phnom Penh. Thy, the driver, is Vietnamese-Cambodian. He speaks Vietnamese fairly fluently, though he was born in Cambodia, and visits Vietnam once a year. I asked Thy, what he says if someone asks him where he is from. "I would say I am Vietnamese," Thy says.

   Everyday, Thy drives a bunch of Vietnamese tourists and traders from the Vietnam-Cambodia border to Phnom Penh, and gets paid around US$50 for the trip. 

   Travelling along Cambodia's National Highway No. 1, which runs from the border to Phnom Penh, means stopping by a ferry crossing where the road crosses the Mekong River at Neak Loueng. At the busy Neak Loeung ferry landing, bursting with people, animals and vehicles, Cambodian police check Vietnamese guests for passports, and anyone without the right papers would be forced to return to the border. But those without the needed documents also seem to find their way through. People without passports and other documents reportedly bribe the police with about 15,000 riel (about US$3) to get them through the checkpoint.

   Along the 170-km Trans-Asia route from Bavet to Phnom Penh, the 100-km passage from Bavet to the Neak Loeung ferry is well-constructed, but the rest, from the ferry landing to Phnom Penh, is in bad condition. Along the way, there are small steel bridges that can take only one car at a time. Development institutions have identified the Neak Loeung crossing as a transportation bottleneck, and there are different plans for building a bridge over the Mekong River at this point. 

   People from the provinces rush into Phnom Penh in the mornings to earn a living, then come back to their home village in the afternoon on small jammed buses. Along the road, I see almost nothing except fields and a few small villages. Thus far, it seems the Trans-Asia route has not helped improve the lives of Cambodian people, except for facilitating their transport.   (   

UNESCO, CAMBODIA SIGN AGREEMENTS TO PRESERVE CULTURE

[Agence France Presse: 26.7.05] – IT is notable that in recent times, UNESCO’s initiatives for the preservation of heritage often serve to promote tourism in culturally significant areas. In July, Cambodia and UNESCO signed agreements for projects to preserve one of the Angkor temple's most famed monuments and the kingdom's royal ballet. UNESCO director-general Koichiro Matsuura signed the pacts with the Cambodian government, which will see the start of projects worth almost US$2.5 million. Most of the funding will come from Japan.

   Matsuura said the royal ballet, whose heritage stretches back more than 1,000 years, and the Bayon temple at Angkor Thom in Cambodia's northwest, showcased the "human spirit of Khmer artists". He said he hoped UNESCO involvement would inspire a new generation of artists to express their creativity and skills. Support will be given to the Royal Ballet of Cambodia, recognized as a ‘UNESCO Masterpiece of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity’.   (
LAOS

BACKPACKERS’ CENTRE GOES UPMARKET   

[The Independent Online (South Africa) : 3.8.05] – THE Lonely Planet guidebook put Vang Vieng on the backpacker map in 1996 with descriptions of its stunning limestone cliffs, lazy lifestyle on the Nam Song River and cheap accommodation. Within a decade Vang Vieng has become a backpackers’ mecca.

   The riverside town, situated half way between the Lao capital Vientiane and the ancient capital of Luang Prabang, offers a score of cheap lodgings charging less than US$5 a night, dozens of restaurants, banana pancake stalls and Internet cafes on every corner.

   Opium and marijuana were also widely available at Vang Vieng not too long ago, but the government's decision last year to make drug trafficking a capital offence and several recent arrests of foreign partakers have taken 
the glow off that attraction, residents claimed.

   Tour agencies offer trekking trips to more than 60 caves in the Vang Vieng vicinity, rock climbing or kayaking down the Nam Song River. For the not-so-energetic tourists, there is the less physically challenging "tubing," or sitting in large truck tyre inner-tubes and drifting down the Nam Song from one riverside beer bar to the other, refilling on the ubiquitous Beer Lao. But the main "activity" at Vang Vieng appears to be lying in front of a TV at one of the towns numerous reclining cafes, watching pirated re-runs of the American television series ‘Friends’.

   The area's main historical attraction is the Limasite airstrip, which was used as a refuelling stop during the Vietnam War for bombing missions from Udon Thani in neighbouring Thailand to Vietnam. "If you're looking for some Lao culture, this isn't the place to find it," advises travelfish.org, which bills itself as a backpackers travel guide. Visitors to Vang Vieng tend to agree. "Vang Vieng is fun but it's almost impossible to get away from the backpacker crowd here," said Marc Payne, a British tourist.  

   But the good days of Vang Vieng's backpack tourism scene may be numbered. A handful of new accommodation, chiefly built along the Nam Song riverbank, have been cropping up in the past two years, apparently working on the well-proven theory that where backpackers flock, better-heeled travelers will follow.

   "I think because of the natural beauty of Vang Vieng you can also do something for the upmarket tourists," said Inthy Deuansavan, managing director of Green Discovery tour company and owner of the Bansbai Bungalows - among the pricier places in Vang Vieng. Other higher-end Vang Vieng establishments include the French-owned Nam Song Hotel, Taworn Suk Hotel. The Vasana Group, a Lao hotel chain with two establishments in Vientiane and one in Phongsalay, is also building a new hotel in Vang Vieng that promises to be the biggest one yet.

   Green Discovery tours to Vang Vieng, with trekking, rock climbing and kayaking options, are also three times more expensive than local alternatives. "Many tour companies are fighting to bring the prices down, but we're going 
in the opposite direction and it’s working," said Inthy.   (
THAILAND

THE POLITICS OF POST-TSUNAMI TOURISM IN THAILAND (part 4)

- NEWS & VIEWS -

Six months after: Land disputes persist - Thai grassroots networks and supporters have been active over past months to establish rehabilitation processes for housing, employment, education and welfare. In many areas, however, land disputes persist. A total of 412 villages in southern Thailand were affected by the disaster. After the tsunami, about 15,000 people in 25 villages found their ownership rights erased or redrawn, according to a report released in July by a group known as ‘Thailand Tsunami Survivors and Supporters’ (TTSS). Many villagers became homeless and are still living in temporary shelters in Phang Nga and Phuket. There are still thousands of unsatisfied villagers, complained Maitree Jongkraijug, a resident of the hard hit fishing village of Ban Nam Khem in Khao Lak. Many of the unresolved cases - affecting some 7,000 villagers in 14 cases - involve disputes with private landowners and these disagreements have so far defied resolution, he said.

   Under Thai law, people can apply for legal title to a plot of land after 10 years of continuous use. In practice, few succeed, and millions of Thais live on what is technically public land. Speculators exploit this ambiguity by bribing officials to backdate land purchases, then accuse villagers of encroaching. Battles over land title are common in Thailand, particularly when tourist dollars are at stake. Some of the fisher folk have lived on the coastal land for more than 100 years and are now facing displacement.

   Chem Prathana, a villager from Ban Nai Rai, received a new home after the tsunami but was later evicted from the land by a local businessman claiming ownership over Chem's plot. He said he remained hopeful he would be allowed to return. Chian Waahai, 57, from Ko Lanta Yai is also aggrieved. His rubber plantation was claimed by the National Park authority. "I want my ownership officially recognized over land I have owned for more than 40 years," Chian said [Thailand Tsunami Survivors and Supporters: 1.7.05].

Afflicted communities still floundering - In the cleanup after the tsunami, government inaction have wreaked havoc. There are positives, but they seem few and far between. The only constant lending the South an air of normalcy is endemic corruption. Fishing villages are still recovering at a very slow pace as assistance is often meager and inappropriate. Many families do not have the means to raise the money to replace their badly damaged boats and fishing nets and traps. Also the fear caused by the disaster has yet to subside particularly for the thousands of affected children. Aid workers say social intervention such as restoring education and providing child-friendly environments is urgently needed.

   Students in Bangkok recently called on the government to sort out the housing and land ownership problems of tsunami survivors and to support the volunteer networks that have been established to help in reconstruction projects. The students also asked the government to give local residents a chance to share their opinion and to rebuild their communities according to their needs and wishes. A student from Mahidol University, Jirawat Eiawchai, pointed out that corruption among officials was a serious problem plaguing communities. “The offices of Subdistrict Administration Organizations and village heads contradict each other and both want to be in charge of donated goods,” he said. “Some of the officers have tried to keep donations for their own relatives.” 

[The Nation: 28.6.05; 29.6.05; 27.7.05, 31.7.05].

How to deal with tsunami crooks – a Sri Lankan model

Exasperated tsunami survivors in Sri Lanka have formed an association to “curse” officials and organizations siphoning off local and international aid, according to a news report in the Sinhalese-language Lankadeepa daily. The newspaper said a local architect formed the association in the southern town of Balapitiya after failing to obtain relief for the most needy survivors. Most of the tsunami victims say they have yet to receive the transitional shelter promised by the authorities despite government claims that nearly 50,000 shelters had been put up within six months. [Agence France Presse: 4.8.05]   


ADB okays Andaman development plan – SIX months after the tsunami, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) announced it had approved a US$1.7 million grant to help the Thai government put in place a comprehensive development plan for the affected Krabi, Phang Nga and Phuket (KPP) subregion. It noted that the tsunami devastated the Andaman coastal strip of the KPP subregion, which “further suffered from a range of economic problems related to its two main sources of livelihood – fishing and tourism”. The bank added, “The natural environment of the subregion has also been seriously damaged by the erosion of beaches and sedimentation of coastal ecosystems”. The ADB-initiated project will cover terms of land use, population distribution, settlement patterns, economic activity, social infrastructure and major utility and transport infrastructure, said ADB economist Afredo Perdiguero [Deutsche Presse-Agentur: 7.7.05] 


Asian tourists still afraid of tsunami ghosts - Faced with a poor response to efforts to lure visitors back to Thailand after December's tsunami, tourism authorities have decided to launch another promotional campaign aimed at particularly helping Asians overcome their fear of ghosts. Under the plan, private companies will be given grants totaling over US$30 million for marketing and advertising focused on luring back Japanese, Chinese and Korean tourists, whose numbers have declined sharply. ''Asian tourists are scared of ghosts and what not, and these are factors that have made our tourist arrivals drop short of our goal,'' said then tourism minister Somsak Thepsuthin.

   Many Asians worry that the ghosts of the disaster victims may be haunting beaches and bungalows. A popular superstition in Chinese societies holds that if bodies are not recovered and properly buried, the spirits restlessly wander the world. Some believe the lost souls try to drag living beings into their spiritual limbo land [Associated Press, Reuters: 8.7.05].


New tsunami warning causes anxiety – Villagers and tourists along the Andaman coast fled for safer ground following an official tsunami warning in the night of 25 July. The National Disaster Warning Centre issued the alert after an earthquake measuring 7.3 on the Richter scale struck near the Andaman and Nicobar islands in the Indian Ocean, some 664kms from Phuket. The warning was soon withdrawn, but many tourists checked out of their rooms in hotels along the beaches in Phuket and moved to hotels in higher locations. Tourism companies were quick to count the economic loss of the new tsunami scare and expressed fear of a new wave of mass cancellations.  “To people planning trips to Phuket and other Andaman destinations, news of the new tsunami warning may well mean that Thailand is a country still prone to deadly waves,” said Anek Srichevachart, president of the Thai-Japanese Tourists Association. In the mean time, experts confirmed they expect more big earthquakes in the region. A scientist of Bangkok’s Chulalongkorn University, Ass. Prof. Panya Charusiri, pointed out a trend of northward-moving seismic activity since the powerful earthquake off Sumatra on 26 December that triggered the tsunami, saying, “It’s likely the Sakiang fault in Burma will be the centre of the next earthquake.” The head of Thailand’s project to reduce earthquake-related disasters highlighted the need to set up sea-level observation stations in the country to improve safety for people [The Nation: 26.7.05].   

Cruise operators in troubled sea – More than 50 cruise operators in Phuket, Krabi and Phang Nga are facing serious financial problems after tourists have virtually evaporated from the area. Some cruise liners have gone out of business as the number of tourists has fallen by 30%, according to the Krabi Tourist Association.

   Recently, a group of disgruntled holidaymakers filed a complaint with the Crime Suppression Division against the famous Andaman Princess, operated by Siam Cruise Co Ltd. About 50 holidaymakers alleged to have paid more than US$750 each for cruises aboard the tourist vessel, which were later cancelled. None of the complainants was offered a refund by the company, which has since gone out of business. Just a day after, more than 100 employees of the defunct Siam Cruise company rallied in front of the Central Labour Court in Bangkok to demand unpaid salaries, severance pay and compensation, saying their employer misappropriated contributions to the social security fund. A former worker on the Andaman Princess said the company had suffered financially in the wake of the tsunami disaster and had been unable to pay employees. As a result, 180 people have lost their jobs. The Department of Labour Protection and Welfare announced it would launch an investigation into the dispute.

   About 20 cruise companies are operating in Phuket, 10 in Krabi and the rest in Phang Nga and islands along the Andaman coast. Following the 26 December tsunami, mostly small companies have closed down [The Nation: 2.8.05, 3.8.05]. 

Tourism income down, promotional budget up – THE Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) is under pressure to boost foreign currency service income by US$2 billion, with the government desperate to limit this year’s current account deficit. At a July meeting, however, the TAT said its estimates suggested 11.5 million foreign tourists would visit Thailand this year, well short of its original target of 13.4 million. It primarily blamed the effects of the tsunami for the decline. Falling tourist arrivals will result in a significant decrease in revenue; the TAT revised the tourist spending target from US$11.25 billion to US$9.7 billion. In this context, it is also noteworthy that there has been a major change in nationalities coming to Thailand. Previously, the largest tourist numbers came from Europe, who carried high spending power. But now, Chinese tourists form the biggest chunk, according to TAT figures, and they have considerably less spending power. Despite this negative outlook, the TAT believes it can save the day, thanks to an extra 2.5 billion baht (US$62.5 million) promotion budget set aside for the latter half of this year.  A business observer came up with the following calculation: If the new tourists forecast is about 2 million short of the original target of 13.4, the TAT roughly aims to spend 1,250 baht (US$31.25) to draw one tourist and make up for the expected shortfall! [The Nation: 12.7.05, 13.7.05, 14.7.05]

 
Crisis times give food for thought - It is hard to remember a time when the challenges to tourism and other enterprises in Thailand have come so thick and fast. Just when businesses were getting back on their feet following the financial crash of 1997, further impediments emerged and there seems to have been no letup. As David Johnson, managing director of Asia Books Publishing, wrote in a Bangkok Post commentary, “First came SARS, which took lives throughout the region, only to be followed by bird flu that still remains with us today… This led to governments around the world issuing travel warnings to their citizens, compounding the problem and resulting in shaky markets and an insecure investment environment.

   “If that wasn't enough then came the devastating tsunami that wrought havoc in not only Thailand but also many other areas of South and Southeast Asia, as well as Africa, claiming up to 300,000 lives… there is no doubt that it crippled the Andaman tourism industry and left numerous business counting their losses, local people and migrant workers out of jobs and local communities severely scarred. Then there is the seemingly endless cycle of violence in the far southern provinces of Yala, Narathiwat and Pattani, a vitriol of war rather than peace and a growing perception around the world that all is not right in Thailand. Although on the ground we know that it is isolated, that is not the case abroad and as a result it affects foreign investment. The list is as endless as it is disheartening. Many of the factors are the result of external forces. Rising oil prices, continuing terror attacks around the world and more recently the unpegging of the Chinese yuan and the Malaysian ringgit. The continual changes in the social and economic landscape have all become familiar partners at the breakfast table as we sip our khao tom [rice soup] or chew our toast” [Bangkok Post: 25.7.05]   (
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES, HUMAN RIGHTS AND TOURISM

GOVERNMENT TREATMENT OF HILL PEOPLES DEPLORED 

[Thai-CAN: July 2005; The Nation: 19.7.05] – WHILE government and industry are excessively exploiting Thailand’s hill peoples as “exotic” ‘eco’-tourism products, discrimination and human rights abuses against the highlanders are rampant.   

   In July, a THAI government delegation was in Geneva to defend its human rights record at the 84th session of the United Nations Human Rights Committee (HRC). The HRC has expressed concern about Thailand’s current state of political and civil rights. Among 26 issues of concern, the Thai government delegation had to answer questions about measures dealing with ethnic minorities and stateless people living in the country. While the government did not publicly reveal what its response to the HRC would entail, a group of human rights defenders called Thai Civic Action Network (Thai-CAN) submitted an alternative report and recommendations to the HRC, also making its positions public in Thailand and abroad.  

   Among other things, the alternative report elaborated on the HRC’s question concerning Indigenous Peoples (No 25), which was: “Please provide the committee with information on the situation of the members of hill tribes (“Highlanders”) in their enjoyment of their rights under article 27 of the covenant and their rights to freedom of movement, rights to citizenship and right to own land/property.”

   The following is excerpted from Thai-CAN’s response:

   Presently, the Thai state has officially acknowledged nine major highland ethnic minorities: Karen, Hmong, Mien, Akha, Lahu, Lisu, Khamu, and Mlabri. Some of these major groups also have different sub-groups.

   There has always been ethnic bias among the ruling class of the Thai state. This can be seen in the state’s highland development policy based on national security, the prevention of forest destruction, and the spread of narcotics. As a result, ethnic minority groups have been discriminated against by state policies. They have been treated as if they were second-class citizens.

   During the enforcement of the government’s war-on-drugs policy from February until May 2002, many members of the ethnic minority groups became victims of extra-judicial killings, were threatened, were charged with possessing drugs, or had their assets confiscated. They were denied due process as guaranteed under the law and the Constitution. Many did not dare leave their houses or communities, and felt insecure for their lives and their assets. Divisions arose in the community because members did not trust each other. [Note that all this happened just at the time, when the United Nations and its members, including Thailand, were ‘celebrating’ the International Year of Ecotourism 2002 that prominently featured Indigenous Peoples and their ancestral domains as ‘ecotourism’ attractions! Added by the new frontiers editor.] Currently, the Thai state’s war-on-drugs policy is in its fourth stage. Its main target remains members of ethnic minority groups.
   According to the Cabinet Resolution on August 29, 2000, members of the ethnic minorities have been classified into three categories, according to their place of birth or the year they migrated to Thailand. This categorization enables the government to control them. However, this has impacted on the verification process.

   On January 12, 2005, the National Security Council met and concluded that there were more than 1.8 million people without nationality in Thailand. Of these, some 360,000 are original hill tribe members without nationality but who are considered migrants from other countries [even though “original” tribals are eligible to Thai citizenship]. There are also large numbers of people who were not included in any state registration system. These people were born in Thailand but are without nationality.

   The Thai state policy that divides the highland ethnic minorities into three categories has grave impacts on these people. Several hundred thousands of them have become stateless, without any legal status. As a result, they cannot get access to basic state services such as education and health care [and are denied land ownership]. Many children have been denied birth registration rights. Their rights to become citizens, as enshrined in Article 24(2), (3) of the ICCPR [International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights] have been denied. In addition, the hill tribe ethnic minorities without nationality cannot travel outside their district without permission of the district chief. Permission is limited, and travel that takes longer than seven days must be approved by the provincial governor. In cases of sickness, there is a risk of deteriorating health, as the sick cannot travel to seek medical treatment at other districts with better-equipped health care establishments.    ( 

TRADITION OR SIDESHOW?

 ‘Long-neck’ Padaung [or Kayan] women suffer indignity and discomfort for a meager livelihood, writes Kyaw Zwa Moe in The Irrawaddy [July 2005]. This is an edited version of his article.

Tribal tradition has placed 23 brass rings around Ma Ja’s neck. The 23-year-old Padaung woman living in one of three so-called ‘long-neck’ villages near Mae Hong Son in northern Thailand, is proud of her tradition, but she hates the life that it brings.

    “But what else can I do?” she asks. She earns 1,500 baht (US$38) a month and a few meager rations by parading with other long-neck women before camera-toting tourists who pay 250 baht (US$6.25) to enter her village, Huay Sua Tao, one of three Padaung communities on the Mae Hong Son hill-tribe trail.

   Ma Ja was already wearing the traditional brass coils when she was taken by her parents from her Karenni (Kayah) State home in Burma 11 years ago to live across the border in northern Thailand.

   Placing brass rings around the necks of young women is a long-held tradition among the Padaung (who call themselves Kayan), a sub-tribe of Burma’s Karenni people. The rings are placed around the necks of young girls as young as five or six, and are progressively replaced until they weigh as much as 5 kg. Ma Ja’s 23 rings weigh 3.5 kg. Ma Ja began wearing neck rings at the age of six. They can be injurious to the wearer’s health, lengthening the neck by depressing her collar bones and rib cage.

   The ordeal of constantly being gawked at by tourists can have psychological effects on the young Padaung women, too. Ma Ja was put on show at an early age, and when she was 16 the psychological pressures of being treated like a zoo animal took their toll; she suffered a nervous breakdown and was admitted to a hospital in Mae Hong Son. She says her doctor told her to take her mind off what she was doing and prescribed a year’s medication.

    “Some visitors [to the village] say we look like animals in a zoo,” she says. “And that’s true. We don’t feel like human beings.”

      About 100 ‘long-neck’ women and girls live in the three Padaung villages near Mae Hong Son. Other Padaung women are found in a community called the ‘Union of Hilltribe Villages’ in Chiang Rai province.

   The Padaung emigration to northern Thailand began more than 10 years ago, when poor agricultural returns and Burma Army oppression and forced labor practices made life increasingly difficult. Some were lured across the border by a profit-motivated Thai businessman who hoped to make money out of putting ‘long-neck’ women on show as a tourist attraction. In 1998, Thai police raided a camp he had set up in Chiang Mai province and charged him with holding Padaung women against their will and mistreating them.

   Ma Ja says her family fled Burma for economic reasons. Her parents found it increasingly difficult to feed their family of 11 children. Life in a ‘long-neck’ village in Thailand is hard, but she says the alternative would have been starvation in Burma. Ma Ja’s family are among more than 100 inhabitants of Huay Sua Tao, 29 of them ‘long-neck’ women and girls. Ma Ja’s elder brother, La Mae, is the village headman. The village has no school or clinic, but La Mae says medical and educational facilities exist not far away.

   School was always an unattainable dream for Ma Ja. “I wanted to attend school but have never been there.” She’s an intelligent woman, and has picked up some Thai, English and Japanese, which helps her communicate with visiting tourists. A Japanese tourist allowed her to play a game on his laptop computer and sparked an interest in high- tech. Speaking in English, she says: “I’d like to learn about computer. I want to go outside [the village], I want to learn and I want to do everything the same as people outside.”

   Ma Ja tries to eke out a living by selling handicrafts to visiting tourists, while her husband makes guitars and toys. She is able to leave the village and travel to Mae Hong Son, but the excitement of being in town is tempered with sadness—”I feel sad when I see how free life is there.”

    Freedom is a concept that has taken root in Ma Ja’s mind and “democracy” is a word with a tangible meaning for her—“If we get democracy [in Burma] we can go back home.” For the foreseeable future, however, “home” is a human zoo.   (
NO KENYAN WILDLIFE FOR CHIANG MAI NIGHT SAFARI! 

[The Nation: 12.7.05; 23.7.05; Ecoterra: 28.7.05] – THE Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) recently announced that authorities would develop Chiang Mai as a tourist ‘theme-park’ city, which could compete with Hong Kong’s Disneyland and Singapore’s casinos.  A major attraction would be the Night Safari park – a project that has been opposed by environmentalists in Thailand as well as abroad. The opening of the zoo that was due in April 2005 has been delayed and is now scheduled for November. According to the project manager, Plodprasop Suraswadee, the park is to become the home of 1,500 animals, representing 150 species. The park has a US$3.75 million budget for procuring exotic species - from Kenya and Australia, for example. In July, however, only nine animals – five zebras, two giraffes, and two gaurs – had arrived because of strong protests by wildlife activists.    

   On 27 and 28 July, Kenyan and international groups held a demonstration in Nairobi, Kenya, against the deal that involves the capture of wild animals in Kenya and their transport to the Night Safari park in Chiang Mai. A group called ‘The Kenya and international coalition against the export of wildlife to Thailand’ released a press statement, saying “thousands of concerned Kenyans and NGOs around the world strongly oppose the Kenya government’s intention to export 300 of Kenya’s free-ranging wild animals to Chiang Mai Night Safari zoo in Thailand.” It further said, “We believe Kenya’s wildlife should remain in the wild in Kenya for the benefit of all Kenyans. They are part of our magnificent national heritage.”

   The protesting groups appealed to the Kenyan President Mwai Kibaki to urgently reconsider this matter and rescind the decision to export the animals. They also called for action against Thailand for its misguided policy to trade wildlife. The statement said, “We are hereby calling to join hearts, minds and voices as well as resources and publicly call for a boycott of any trading with Thailand, to boycott any Thai products and services until the Thai Government publicly and officially denounces that it would not now and never again try to receive in any way wild animals from the wildlands of Africa for their zoo facilities.”   (
YUNNAN/ CHINA

WHO BENEFITS FROM FTA? 
[South China Morning Post: 25.7.05] - A BORDER region of Yunnan at the centre of an international free trade area fears it may be left behind despite being well placed to take advantage of financial benefits. Xishuangbanna prefecture, in the southernmost region of Yunnan, is dominated by the Dai ethnic minority and is at the centre of a future common market under a free-trade area of the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS). Its members are China, Vietnam, Laos, Burma, Cambodia and Thailand. The prefecture shares its border with Laos and Burma. 

   The promise of several transport networks to be completed in the next few years is expected to open trade, tourism and investment to members of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). A highway from Kunming in Yunnan to Bangkok is to be completed in 2007, and Beijing has pledged to build a 141km rail link in a regional network that will cost 4.5 billion yuan for the China section. 

   Many anticipated the infrastructure project would yield enormous development potential for the region's people, but the expected flood of investment has not materialized. When asked whether there has been any sign of growth in line with the nation's rapid economic expansion, Mengla county vice-magistrate Qin Zongmo said: "Common prosperity? Not at all." 

   Several senior officials agreed with Mr Qin. "We face more challenges than opportunities," said Dao Linyin , vice-​governor of the Xishuangbanna Dai Nationality Autonomous Prefecture. Ms Dao cites competition from neighbouring economies, the lack of a manufacturing industry, insufficient infrastructure that needs a huge injection of cash and a dearth of talented professionals as the key challenges the prefecture faces. 

   Since the free-trade area was initiated in 2002 at the first GMS summit in Phnom Penh, the region - known to contain the world's few remaining biodiversity-rich natural forests - has not seen any zeal on the investment front. 

"We can only say that we are positioned to benefit from the GMS and China-ASEAN FTA [Free Trade Agreement] framework when we have overcome these difficulties," Ms Dao said, in a cautiously optimistic note on the area's prospects. 

   The border region - also known as the ‘Golden Quadrangle’, a hub for the global drugs industry, from growing the crops to manufacturing - is immersed in poverty because of its geographic isolation from key economic centres. 

   "Opening up borders will force us to face competition from regional economies that have produced almost the same agricultural products and fruits which have been the pillars of our local economy," Ms Dao said. 

   With heavy tariffs on agricultural produce from border nations, Xishuangbanna yields a good income from selling native produce exclusively in mainland markets. "As the central government cuts tariffs, competition will mount and prices will go down," said Mr Qin. 

   During the GMS summit in July, Premier Wen Jiabao announced that Beijing would further cut tariffs and expand preferential treatment to more products from Laos, Burma and Cambodia from 1 January, marking another concrete step to stronger ties. Since 2002, China has cut or exempted tariffs for 600 products from the three most underdeveloped GMS countries. 

   Trade relations between China and the other GMS members have grown quickly since 2002. Bilateral trade volume last year between China and its GMS neighbours reached US$25.82 billion, almost double that of 2002, and the average annual growth rate reached 41%. However, bilateral trade between Xishuangbanna and border nations during the same period was just a fraction of the nation's, at US$181.69 million, a 12% increase from 2003. 

   Local customs and trade officials said border trade of native produce had decreased since the central government announced it would open its market to neighbouring nations. "We are less competitive and cost-efficient in our land-link transport and business management compared with the sea transport and with trade firms in developed regions," said An Yongxiang , deputy director of the Mohan Border Trade Area. 

   The border trade between the area and neighbouring countries was 647 million yuan last year, or up 3% compared with 2003, which was much lower than the 45% national growth in trade in the same period.   ( 
