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THE REGION

INDUSTRY TO PLAY KEY ROLE IN MEKONG TOURISM PLANS

[Bangkok Post: 2.2.06; PATA: 9.2.06; MTIS: Feb. 2006; E-Travel Blackboard Website: 3.2.06] - LUANG Prabang in Laos will host the inaugural Mekong Tourism Investment Summit (MTIS) from 28 to 30 March.  More than 12 investors and travel industry representatives will speak at the event that should attract 150 executives who have a stake in Mekong tourism.

   The industry-led MTIS replaces the 10-year old Mekong Tourism Forum (MTF), which was financed by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) until the event last year in Siem Reap. Since then, the ADB has pulled the plug on the annual subsidy claiming it was about time the private sector of the six-country region (Burma, China, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam) supported the annual events. 

   The Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA), which managed the MTF, is happy to promote the new MTIS, while the ADB is lending a ''papal style wave of recognition'' from its regional head office in Manila. In the driving seat are a few large travel & tourism corporations - Amadeus Asia Pacific, Bangkok Airways, Best Western Asia, Diethelm Travel Asia and Incentive House Asia  - that have agreed to sponsor MTIS activities and have partnered with the Lao National Tourism Administration to prepare the first conference in the ancient capital of Luang Prabang. 

   The newly formed Mekong Tourism Office (MTO), which recently opened an office at the Ministry of Tourism and Sports in Bangkok will play a key role in Mekong tourism’s future development. It is presently putting together a private-sector task force to review MTO development and marketing plans for the next two years.

   The MTO was set up with seed funding from the ADB-initiated GMS Tourism Working Group which represents the six national governments in the Mekong subregion. The MTO, which has the blessing of the ADB, United Nations Economic and Social Commission for the Asia Pacific (UN-ESCAP) and SNV, a Netherlands development organization, has two functions:

(1) Development - To co-ordinate “sustainable pro-poor” tourism development projects in the Mekong in line with the United Nations Millennium Development Goals;

(2) Marketing - To promote the Mekong region as a single tourism destination under the brand `Mekong Tourism`.   (
ATF URGED TO ADDRESS THE DOWNSIDE OF TOURISM  

[Philippine Sun Star: 16.1.06] - DURING the ASEAN Tourism Forum (ATF), held in Davao City in the Philippines in January, delegates from the 10 ASEAN member countries (Brunei, Burma, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam) made a new cooperative effort to promote the ASEAN region as one tourist destination.

   Beyond the tourism showcase, delegates took steps to charter a new direction for ASEAN countries through the turn of the century. Heads of states and governments have promulgated the Asean Vision 2020 for an "outward and forward-looking ASEAN, living in peace, stability and prosperity, bonded together in partnership in dynamic development and in a community of caring societies."

    In a commentary for the Philippine Sun Star, Radzini Oledan urged ATF delegates to look beyond promotion and also take into account tourism-related problems when drafting their plans and projects. The following are some excerpts from Oledan’s op-ed piece:  

   “The effort to promote tourism cannot be separate from improving the economic capabilities of communities in our city and even within the ASEAN to sufficiently stand on their own. Tourism can never prosper in a land where empty stomachs have to rely on whatever benefits that tourism as an industry can give them. It can never be a panacea to economic development. What we don't want to happen here is an increase in the number of prostituted women and children and of a country, which cannot stand on its own unless foreigners come in and engage in the decadent form of entertainment and tourism.

   “While the ASEAN Tourism Forum is the best venue for member countries to draft their plans for an integrated tourism programme, it should also be an opportunity to put in place the mechanism to ensure that those who are most vulnerable will genuinely benefit from such endeavor. Ideally, I think the forum should discuss the continuing trafficking of women and children as a downside of a thriving tourism industry. This is an issue that should be acknowledged instead of denied in order for the industry to put in place a pro-active response.

   “The exploitation of women and children by local and global sex traffickers violates the human rights of all women and children whose bodies are reduced to commodities in the brutal and dehumanizing marketplace…. This heartless industry preys on sexual, racial, and socioeconomic inequality, profits from it, and reinforces and exacerbates it. We want to see an ASEAN tourism industry that is eventually exorcised of this demon.

   “No doubt, ATF organizers and participants have to come together to strengthen the tourism industry of the region but looking into the implications and emerging realities on the ground can only do it. The ATF could also be an opportunity for the public to understand - and appreciate - the advantages of having an ASEAN. It can open doors to the possibility of an ASEAN exchange rate system including a common ASEAN currency to mitigate the adverse impact of sudden shifts in capital flows.

   “Truth to tell, tourism is dwarfed by other immediate economic and social challenges that should push ASEAN leaders for a regional integration as the primary component of the region's response to the economic and social troubles. We are one with social activists in hoping that the ATF can be a venue of an effort of ASEAN nations at integrating the discussion on tourism and its economic and social implications.”   ( 

THAILAND A HUB FOR HUMAN TRAFFICKING 

[The Nation: 27.1.06; WCRWC: 5.1.06] – EXPERTS recently confirmed that Thailand has become a regional hub for trafficking women for the sex industry. With an improving infrastructure in the Greater Mekong subregion, large numbers of people from southern China, Burma, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam have moved to Thailand, said Kritaya Archavanitkul, an academic from Mahidol University. Many of the women and children smuggled into the country with migrant workers entered the sex industry in the Kingdom, before moving to other countries.

   “In that sense Thailand is a regional hub for human trafficking for the sex industry,” she told a seminar hosted by the Toyota Foundation. Sex is a high-margin business and law enforcement to curb its spread in the Kingdom is lax, she added.

   Based on a series of interviews with prostitutes, Kritaya was able to trace the trafficking routes and discovered that girls from China’s Yunnan province travelled through Burma to work in Bangkok and Hat Yai before moving on to Malaysia, Singapore, the Philippines and Taiwan. “The group I interviewed was deported from Taiwan to Thailand, where they were later charged with illegal entry,” she said, adding that the promotion of tourism in Thailand, and its sex industry, were significant factors in stimulating the trafficking of women and girls.

   About half the 23,000 Lao illegal migrants in Thailand work in the sex industry, said Suchada Thaweesith from Ubon Ratchathani University. They are no strangers to the sex industry, she told the seminar. Drinking girls, women promoting brands of beer and vendor girls are now common in the sex industry in Laos, said Suchada. 

   Meanwhile, the Women's Commission for Refugee Women and Children (WCRWC) released a new study entitled, ‘Abuse without end: Burmese refugee women and children at risk of trafficking’. It highlights the sufferings of hundreds of thousands of refugees from Burma, many of them women and children, who have fled into neighboring Thailand in the course of the past two decades. 

   Escaping armed conflict and rampant human rights violations in their homeland, these refugees often find that safety eludes them during and after crossing the Thai border, says the report. The failure of Thailand to offer them meaningful protection puts them at risk of continued human rights abuses, including trafficking. Women and children are particularly at risk of trafficking, and the sexual and physical exploitation and forced labor associated with it, as they desperately seek a way to support themselves and their families.

   Forced into an underground existence by their lack of status and precarious living conditions, Burmese in Thailand are at strong risk of being trafficked. According to the Women’s Commission study, such trafficking can occur at various points during the migration experience, including before the individual has crossed the border, during the border crossing or once present in Thailand itself. It may result from force, coercion or deception. After being trafficked, women and children may end up in a range of abusive situations, including forced prostitution.   (
POST-TSUNAMI DEVELOPMENT

RELIEF AGENCIES CONDEMN HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSES

[The Guardian (UK): 1.2.06] - COASTAL villages hit by the Indian Ocean tsunami are being cleared under the guise of safety to make way for tourist development, according to a damning report compiled by ActionAid International, the People's Movement for Human Rights Education and Habitat International Coalition.

   Presented to the United Nations on 1 February, the report highlights discrimination, land grabbing and violence against tsunami survivors in India, Sri Lanka, Thailand, the Maldives and Indonesia. It said governments in those countries "have stood by or been complicit as land has been grabbed and coastal communities pushed aside in favour of commercial interests".

   The report, Tsunami Response - a Human Rights Assessment, studied 95 towns and villages hit by the disaster and found extensive evidence of forced relocation.

   In Andhra Pradesh, India, residents were moved 2km inland from their original village so a new tourist resort could be built.

   A Thai villager told the researchers: "I came to the village the day after the tsunami to look for my children, but the guards had already put a fence up. I begged them to let me in, but they said it was their land they would be building a hotel. They held their guns and said that, if I didn't go, I would join those who died.

   The report says: "With coastal land at a premium for tourism and sea areas coveted by industrial fishing companies, the governments of India, Sri Lanka, Indonesia and Thailand are discouraging - and even preventing - people from returning to their original land and fishing in areas."

   In some areas, governments have only paid compensation to those who relinquish their rights to coastal land. The report adds: "Economically and politically powerful sections of society have been allowed to exploit the disaster for private gain at the expense of the most vulnerable."

   The report also highlights widespread discrimination against women. In Sri Lanka, the government only gave compensation to men - denying help to widows and other single women. In Indonesia, women were put in danger of sexual assault by the authorities' failure to provide safe emergency shelter.

   Mokens, or sea gypsies, who roam the Thai coast in boats for their livelihood, were also denied help, as were lower castes in India.   (
UNEP STUDY ON THREATENED CORAL REEFS AND MANGROVES 

[Reuters Alert Net: 24.1.06] - COSTS of safeguarding the world's fast-disappearing coral reefs and mangroves are small compared to the benefits they provide from tourism to fisheries, according to the UN Environment Programme (UNEP). "Day in and day out and across the oceans and seas of the world nature is working to generate incomes and livelihoods for millions if not billions of people," UNEP executive director Klaus Toepfer said.

   A new report, produced by UNEP with the International Coral Reef Action Network and the World Conservation Union, says that pollution, global warming and expanding human settlements along coasts are among mounting threats to reefs and mangroves. The research, presented at a conference in Paris, states that, "Most benefits from coral reefs and mangroves arise from fisheries, timber and fuel wood, tourism and shore protection." Corals and mangroves protect coastlines from erosion caused by storms, for instance. The report says it is unclear, however, if they had shielded Indian Ocean coasts overall from the disastrous tsunami on 26 December 2004. 

   About 30 per cent of reefs were severely damaged and that 60 per cent could be lost by 2030. As for mangroves, 35 per cent had already disappeared due to logging, disease and conversion to fish farms, according to the report. 

   UNEP's Toepfer said the report should make people "think twice about the pollution, climate change, insensitive development and other damaging practices that are undermining the economic basis for so many coastal communities worldwide."   (
BURMA

VISIT OF A EUROPEAN TOURIST TO THE NEW CAPITAL

This is a shortened version of an article by Maxmilian Wechsler (Bangkok Post: 18.12.05]

I

 wanted to see the new town," said the tourist, on condition of anonymity. A European tourist who has frequently visited Burma because he is fascinated with its people, history, and scenery - and who had no grudge against the military regime - lost his positive impressions after a recent trip to the country.

   "After arrival in Rangoon, I went to buy a ticket to Pyinmana from a bus company,” he said. “But when I told them the destination, its staff shouted at me: 'Why do you want to go there? What are you looking for? Are you working for the CIA?’"

   The tourist was very surprised by the outburst. And when it was obvious that they would not sell him the ticket, he went to a nearby railway station and bought a train ticket without being questioned.

   "I saw some locals being randomly searched by military personnel at Rangoon railway station but no one took any notice of me there or during the roughly eight hours-long journey to Pyinmana. In fact, even though the train was almost full, not even one passenger was courageous enough to talk to me. "This was in contrast to my previous visit only a few months ago when the locals often approached me for a chat."

   After arriving at Pyinmana, the tourist left the railway station to search for accommodation. When he asked for a room at a hotel and the receptionist responded: "No foreigners can stay here." When he asked whether he could use a toilet, he was initially refused, but after repeated requests he was told: "Alright, but do it quickly, because if you stay here too long the police will come and ask us why you came here and what we were talking about. They will give us many problems afterwards."

   It was the same story in the other four hotels and guesthouses in Pyinmana where he requested a room to rest.

   In desperation, he hired a motorcycle taxi and the driver took him out of town. But three guesthouses they found refused to accommodate him. Exhausted and with darkness closing in, he asked the motorcycle rider to take him to a monastery where he asked a monk if he could stay overnight.

   "The monk wasn't very happy with my presence and told me to check-in to a guesthouse instead. But after I told him that I had already been turned away from every place in the area, and pleaded with him to let me stay, he finally agreed and showed me a spot on the floor to sleep," he said.

   The tourist continued: "After about 30 minutes, I was woken up by seven people wearing civilian clothes who introduced themselves as police and immigration officers. They didn't show me any identification. Some were holding a transceiver but I didn't see handcuffs or a weapon."

   They checked his passport and each of them wrote his vital data on a piece of paper, and then one of them declared: "No foreigners are allowed to stay in Pyinmana because it is now a very sensitive area. We are building the new capital here. When are you leaving?"

   When the tourist said "tomorrow morning", the man replied: "No, you should go now." However, after some discussion with his colleagues, he said: "Alright, we will be back at 2.30am and you will have to go away."

   At exactly at 2.30am, three men returned and took him on a motorcycle to a bus stop, and after breakfast put him on a bus to Meiktila without asking him to pay the fare. The bus was filled to its capacity but again, no one spoke to the tourist. A man who came twice to the temple was among the passengers. It wasn't hard to figure out that he was there for the tourist.

   After arriving at Meiktila three hours later, the tourist boarded another bus to Mandalay, and this time the 'bodyguard' wasn't there.

   Two days later, the tourist returned by bus to Meiktila. In order to have another look, he hired a motorcycle taxi and played a trick by telling the rider that he wanted to visit the next town after Pyinmana. This cost him US$40. During the journey over bad roads, he saw dozens of green military trucks loaded with tables, chairs and office equipment, and some covered with canvas, heading towards Pyinmana.

   In Pyinmana again, he spent about one hour riding around the town and talking to some residents. He found nothing exciting there. According to one resident, the new administrative centre where "everything is going on and is heavily guarded" is located a few kilometers from the town. The area is off-limits even for the locals, and they don't really know what is going on behind the hills. At this point the rider told him to leave because someone had just said that something could happen to him and to the people who he talked with. So they left.

   The tourist then photographed many empty buses in a junction about five kilometres north of Pyinmana. One resident there told him that the buses carried officials from Rangoon directly to the new administrative centre.

   A businessman he met in a hotel told him that local people knew that the nearby town would be the 'new' administrative capital of Burma, but advised him - for the security of himself and others - to leave as soon as possible. "If someone reports to the authorities that I have been talking with you, it will be a problem for me. So, please, go away," he said.   (
DUMP OF AN ATTRACTION

[Agence France Presse: 18.1.06] – SILT and debris filled 40 per cent of Inle Lake, one of Burma’s most popular tourist attractions, according to a semi-official Burmese journal.

   Visitors have tossed some 50 tonnes of garbage into the lake over the last decade, the Weekly Journal recently reported, citing unnamed environmentalists who blamed the litter as a major cause of the lake’s shrinking. “Environmental analysts said Inle Lake is now in danger of silting over because of lack of discipline by visitors, decaying natural environments and weak conservation,” said the report.

   Inle Lake, located in central Burma, is one of the country’s most popular tourist attractions. According to official statistics, some 657,000 foreign tourists visited Burma in 2004, despite calls for a tourism boycott to the military-ruled country by Burmese and international human rights campaigners.   (
THE RISE AND FALL OF BURMA’S GAMBLING TOURISM CENTRE

Former casino hub Mong La struggles to reinvent itself as gamblers disappear, writes Clive Parker [The Irrawaddy: Feb. 2006]

THE once famous transvestites that lined Mong La’s market square have gone, and so, too, the East European prostitutes. Renowned in past years as Burma’s premier gambling and entertainment center, the city has now dimmed the lights on what was thought—only a few years back—to be a nonstop party.

   Hard times have fallen on this formerly prosperous city in northeastern Shan State, near the border with China. In September 2003, Beijing began to curb Mong La’s fledgling casino industry after the relative of a Chinese official reportedly lost more than US $100,000 in a single visit to the town.

    Alerted to the city’s excesses in gambling, prostitution and drugs, the Chinese government amassed troops on the border between Shan State’s Special Region 4 and the Yunnan province border with Burma. All Chinese citizens were ordered to return, visas to the area were heavily restricted and no Chinese were permitted to stay overnight in Mong La on the threat of strict punishment.

   Cut off from their largest client base, casinos—many of them joint ventures with companies from China—were forced to close. In a square surrounding Mong La’s central market, the lively karaoke halls of past years are now largely silent. Song books feature lyrics in Chinese, English, Thai and Korean—a sign of the diverse nationalities that once flocked to the town.

    Hotels have also fallen prey to the cruel realities of supply and demand. A mid-range, Chinese-style establishment that once would have cost hundreds of Chinese yuan a night is now just RMB60 (US $7). A plusher hotel down the road—in the process of being finished when the downturn came—also sits empty.  

   Today’s economic reality in Mong La must confound Lin Ming Xian (aka Sai Lin), who heads the 2,000-strong National Democracy Alliance Army (NDAA) that rules Special Region 4 in northeast Shan State. The former Chinese Red Guard who originally came from Yunnan in the late 1960’s to help strengthen the Communist Party of Burma, has until now enjoyed considerable economic success in Mong La. Sai Lin and the NDAA oversaw a hugely ambitious development programme that used gambling profits during the city’s heyday to fund road construction, public buildings and other infrastructure projects that Kengtung—a town under Burmese control just a few hours away— could only dream of. The city has been wired to China’s mobile phone, landline, internet and electricity networks for years. It remains one of the few places in Burma where access to normally censored online content has not been restricted.

    Mong La’s rapid modernization led former prime minister Gen Khin Nyunt to pronounce the city as developed as Rangoon during a visit in 2001. In truth, the city was—and still is—developmentally superior to the capital. Reports suggest Mong La—the capital of an area that is home to less than 80,000 people—has generated up to US$5 billion in total gambling revenues since casinos were first authorized in August 1998. That figure represents an average of nearly US$10,400 per capita annually from gambling profits generated in Mong La alone, up to the end of 2004, when business at the casinos ground to a halt.

   By contrast, the average Burmese citizen living in areas controlled by the Burmese regime was estimated to have made just US$1,800 in 2005. Like the Burmese government, the NDAA offered its citizens little in the way of financial returns, and many remain poor.

    “The number of tourists has decreased, and the economy has dropped off,” says Sai Sam, sales manager of Shwe Lin Star Tourism Company, a Sai Lin-owned business. “Business is not so good.”

   Now that Mong La’s gaming days are all but over, it is difficult to see what industry the town might turn to next. Sai Lin’s army has traditionally relied on fast-earning industries—most notably opium and gambling—since the early 1990s. As a supposedly “opium-free” area, and with few gamblers, there appear few alternatives left to save Mong La from economic collapse.

   Sai Lin seems to have reverted to the development of illegal and vice-based businesses elsewhere in Special Region 4, which now serve as his main source of income. While the nearby United Wa State Army is thought to be the biggest methamphetamine producer in Burma, sources along the border between Shan State and Thailand say the NDAA is also deeply involved in manufacturing the drug.

   The NDAA is also said to have stepped up coal mining and logging in its area of control, though Sai Lin still seems to see his future in gambling. Casinos have sprung up throughout Special Region 4 since the Mong La market dried up, including in Eu Si Lin and Ban Kawn on the Chinese border. Recent reports also suggest Sop Lwe—beside the Mekong River near the border with Laos—is fast becoming Sai Lin’s newest gaming hub. As it did in Mong La, Sai Lin’s construction outfit Asia Wealth Company has built a new sealed road that links Sop Lwe to the outside world. Chinese investors are also reportedly pouring money into the small riverside town, building hotels, karaoke halls and, of course, casinos.   (
CAMBODIA

AFRICAN-STYLE ECOTOURISM FOR THE NORTHEAST ?

[IIED: 4.1.06] – THE London-based International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED) and the WWF in Cambodia claim that poor communities and endangered animals such as elephants, tigers and wild water buffalo will benefit from an ecotourism project they have jointly initiated. According to an IIED media release, the new project in the dry forests of northeast Cambodia will conserve species through the involvement of local villagers in all aspects of tourism development and operation.

   "Being pro poor, pro wildlife and pro tourism may seem like a tall order, but our experience of similar projects in southern Africa shows that these things can be happy bedfellows," said IIED’s James MacGregor. 

   The media release says the northeastern part of Cambodia has seen a dramatic decline in species populations as a result of habitat loss and unsustainable harvesting. It further states that to generate new sources of income and meet obligations under international treaties such as the UN Convention on Biological Diversity, the Cambodian government has identified the development of ecotourism as a key priority in its national plan. 

   The new project is based in the forested "Srepok Wilderness Area" and draws on a model first piloted in Namibia. The IIED said it plans to work in alliance with grassroots organizations, such as the "Dry Forests Coalition", and provide the necessary start-up research and project-building training to "tool up" local communities to manage the emerging ecotourism infrastructure. 

   The southern African approach is known locally as the "Event Book", but its technical title is "Management Orientated Monitoring System", said the IIED, adding it would encourage local people and park rangers to collect and analyze their own conservation data without having to rely on outside expertise. The Namibian experience has spawned similar devolved systems in Botswana, Mozambique and Zambia, according to IIED’s media release.  

   "This system has worked well in Africa and can work in Cambodia and other parts of the world if it is used as a handbook and not a blueprint," said Richard Diggle, one of the pioneers of the Event Book system in Namibia.   (
EVERYDAY URBAN HERITAGE STILL LIVES IN PHNOM PENH 

Edited from a story by Augusto Villalon [Philippine Daily Inquirer: 6.2.06]

ANGKOR, unsurpassed as the most outstanding collection of monuments in the country, is either a blessing or bane to Cambodian heritage. Overshadowing all other heritage sites in Cambodia and being a powerful tourism earner, it is understandably the focus of government conservation efforts. It is still not understood or even seen by many that the everyday urban heritage in the country is of equal importance as the great monuments of Angkor.

   Heritage is not confined to the monumental Angkors of the world. Of equal conservation value, urban heritage is the traditional, non- monumental "ordinary" streetscape where daily city life takes place. These ordinary streetscapes record and tell the story of today's everyday existence in the same manner monuments tell a part of the everyday existence of past times.

   Having recently survived war and turmoil for more than three decades, Phnom Penh has managed to retain its identity. Some of its structures are obviously urban heritage: wats, stupas, royal palaces, monuments and parks. Equally obvious are grand buildings, whether public, private, or residential villas from the French colonial period lining grand tree-bordered avenues that evoke French cityscapes.

   Existing alongside the grand urban heritage are groups of unappreciated, outstanding but forgotten architecture from the 1950-1970 era still remaining in many central streets and neighborhoods. These are the ordinary urban images that must be preserved along with the monumental and the grand because together they form the urban heritage that gives Phnom Penh a unique identity.

   Heritage of the everyday in Phnom Penh consists of architectural blocks scattered throughout tightly packed city center streets, shophouses, office and apartment buildings, the rapidly vanishing cinema theaters built in the 1960s. The undisputed star of the city is the magnificent Psar Thmei (Central Market) of 1938.

   It is not all congestion in Phnom Penh. The city has much breathing space. Former colonial officials transplanted broad tree-lined avenues, legacy of French urban planning influenced by Baron Haussmann from the Napoleonic era which gives Phnom Penh a sense of grandeur. Grand avenues and packed urban districts behind them form the urban network that sustains the daily life pattern of Phnom Penh residents today. To raze the network obliterates the local way of life, ends continuity with their shared urban past, and erases collective urban memory. It also removes the identity of the city.

   Conservation legislation is urgently needed to protect the fragile urban network. The first step required toward formulating a legal framework is to commission a national inventory of heritage structures. Criteria for declaring structures of heritage value should be established. A list of historical, urban, architectural and intangible values must be agreed upon, as well as appropriate conservation measures be supported by the government, which include technical assistance, financial and psychic incentives for private conservation. Above all, residents should be involved in conservation of their neighborhoods. Public-private cooperation assures that local residents enjoy the benefits of conservation. It is their city after all.   (
THAILAND

CHIANG MAI TOURISM PROJECTS 

NIGHT SAFARI OPENS AFTER LONG DELAY 

[Bangkok Post: 4.2.06; 7.2.06; The Nation: 2.2.06] - AFTER a 10-month delay, the controversial Chiang Mai Night Safari Park finally celebrated its grand opening 6 February, but without the long-awaited 175 wild animals it has been trying to obtain from Kenya. The ceremony was presided over by Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra who has initiated the ambitious project in his home town Chiang Mai. 

   Besides an extravagant performance staged by the zoo's director, Plodprasop Suraswadi, a highlight of the opening was the debut of a pair of white tiger cubs - Lizhen and Zhaojin - donated by a zoo in China. Zoo staffers said the stressed-out cubs had arrived at the zoo just three days ago and were having trouble adjusting to their new surroundings and Thailand's hot weather.

   The zoo was originally scheduled to open on April 13 last year, but the date was postponed several times, partly because of problems involving the import of wild animals from foreign countries, including Kenya and Australia. The Kenyan government suspended its plan to deliver 175 birds and animals to Thailand last year following a controversy over Plodprasop's plan to serve the meat of wild animals, such as giraffe and zebra steaks, at a zoo restaurant (see new frontiers 11[6]). Most of the 900 animals presently being displayed at the Night Safari were obtained from domestic zoos. 

   Meanwhile, civic groups in Chiang Mai have demanded a probe into the embattled project. Nikhom Puttha of Wildlife Fund Thailand, citing a source at the zoo, said 104 animals of at least 21 species have died because zoo staff lacks expertise in animal welfare. The source also said that the project has triggered an over-priced wildlife trade and possibly fuel the illegal trade in animals.

    Despite widespread criticism, Plodprasop announced he would propose two more related projects – an elephant park and a cultural theme park – to the government. ''The Night Safari is my proud achievement. And I will carry on with it no matter how hard the protesters attack this project,'' said Prodprasop, who has been bombarded with accusations of irregularities involving the zoo's operation over the past several years.

   Premier Thaksin said the zoo was part of the multi-billion-baht ‘Chiang Mai World’ project (see commentary below) that was aimed to make his hometown the country's ''second capital''.   (
CHIANG MAI DISNEY WORLD 

Edited from a commentary by Bob Kimmins [The Nation: 24.12.05]

SIX months ago, Thailand’s tourism and sports minister announced the Bt 2.1-billion [US$52.5 million] ‘Lannaland’ scheme, which included restoration of the city’s Tha Pae area, but nothing has been heard of since. Instead, Chiang Mai could soon become a ‘tinsel town’, with zoos, theme parks and coloured cable cars gliding across the mountainside. If the Rose of the North - as Chiang Mai has often been called - withers and dies to make way for ‘Chiang Mai World’, who cares? After all, more money can be made from tourists at funfairs than those staring at the national heritage or relaxing in peace and tranquility.

   Chiang Mai World is a multifaceted mega-project that kicked off with the soft opening of the Night Safari – a ‘world-class attraction’ that hopes to lure 1.2 million tourists per year. This so-called nocturnal-animal collection is heralded as the third largest of its kind in the world, and will be accompanied by a horticultural expo, world spa centre, theme park, elephant camp, luxury hotel, bird tunnel, cable car system, monorail, aquarium and conventional exhibition centre – clustered in the landscape between Chiang Mai City and the nearby mountain Doi Suthep.

   Estimated at an overall cost of Bt5 billion (US$125 million), the project has been met with immense opposition from environmentalists, animal-rights groups and ordinary folk, who don’t want to see the character of their hometown ripped to shreds.  Amid controversy concerning cruelty to animals and constraints on the local power and water, Chiang Mai Night Safari recently opened its doors.

   It seemed clear to me that if daily attendance targets are met, traffic and logistical problems are likely to follow. Parking facilities could prove inadequate and a lack of tour trams was already causing two-hour waits. The lighting was pretty, reflecting in the water, but the monkey islands showed no signs of life, and most enclosures were no different from ordinary zoos. There was also an obvious shortage of animals. On the catering side, the thought of watching tigers at night before eating them for breakfast made an awful lot of people feel sick. And after international condemnation, the wildlife buffet has been largely revoked.

   From the mid-1980s, the Chiang Mai area relied largely on backpackers, who appreciated traditional Thai values and the natural environment. They became the grassroots of Thailand’s tourist industry, pumping money into guesthouses and cheaper restaurants. Package tours soon followed, bringing better times to middle-market establishments, and an overspill of nightlife revelers kept the clubs and bars happy.

   Unfortunately, this bread-and-butter business has been almost obliterated in favour of five-star tourism. And have the millions of people who got themselves those exclusive Elite Cards arrived? [The Elite Card project was initiated by the Prime Minister to attract luxury tourists.] No, and they never will, because sticking up a few luxury hotels and spas doesn’t make the whole region ‘high-so’. 

   So the theme park perception is a gamble against fierce competition worldwide. Chiang Mai is in danger of losing its individual charm and becoming another mere choice among fun locations such as Hong Kong’s disappointing Disneyland. The northern capital should preserve what it has and revise a basic marketing strategy before it’s too late.   ( 

HUMAN ZOOS TO ATTRACT TOURISTS ?

Ethnic groups living in the hill areas surrounding Chiang Mai are also severely affected by ‘Disneyfication’ for tourism purposes. Bangkok Post Assistant Editor Sanitsuda Ekachai  has provided a critical analysis of  plans to establish hilltribe “tourism villages” [Bangkok Post: 2.2.06]
FORGET morality. This is the era in which making a fast buck has become our religion. So if the hill peoples cry foul against Thaksin Shinawatra's idea to turn them into slaves in the government's human zoo, just feign deafness.

   Who needs to listen to these dirt-stained tribals when we are talking big tourism money?

   Never short of ideas to turn everything in sight into banknotes, Thaksin Shinawatra has come up with a plan to transform denuded mountains into tourism villages by ''gathering'' different hill peoples there to attract tourists. Don't worry if those denuded mountains happen to be in national parks or wildlife sanctuaries where human resettlement is prohibited. We can be sure that our premier has all the legal experts he needs to turn what many of us deem immoral or illegal into a totally legal venture. It does not matter if the idea of a human zoo and forced resettlement are denounced all over the world. Why worry what the world thinks when our leader has bravely declared that the UN is not his father?

   Mr Thaksin's sidekicks are now busy finding the right denuded mountains to resettle the highlanders in order to build Mr Thaksin's dream village - and the hill peoples' nightmare. While his admirers may describe Mr Thaksin's idea as an ingenious effort to solve the problem of deforestation and to make tourism money at the same time, human rights advocates have blasted Mr Thaksin's idea as a smokescreen for the government's policy of forced resettlement, which has long been a cause of misery for the hill peoples.

   Being made scapegoats of Thailand's deforestation problem, numerous hill communities have been evicted from their forest homes and subjected to forced relocations which have destroyed their culture and consequently plunged them into deep social problems. One of these resettlements is Ban Wang Mai in Lampang province. Branded a threat to the environment for inhabiting rain-catchment forests, the hill people of different tribes were thrown together to live in the same resettlement, where the promised land was arid and there were no decent jobs for hill peasants with neither education nor citizenship. To survive, their children migrated to work in the cities. The young men mostly ended up as labourers, the girls became waitresses, with many among them lured into the flesh trade. As families broke up and community ties weakened, their hill culture crumbled. Drug addiction became rife as the community tried to grapple with the AIDS problem.

   But the hill peoples cannot escape those tourists who trek up to their villages day in and day out, anyway. So why not make some money out of it through better planning and management? The hill peasants at Lorcha in Chiang Rai's Mae Chan district have the answer. They have organized themselves to manage the tourists by taking turns acting as tour guides to show them around, provide them with accurate information about their culture and charge them entrance fees. Yet, they have found tourism money unreliable. Farming, which has been made difficult by constant eviction threats, remains their bloodline.

   Ask what they want, and they similarly plead for land security and citizenship. But our government only wants to sell their culture. Having been through the pain of forced resettlement, Komkrit Wongchanisara, the village head of Ban Wang Mai, noted that the government should not expect to move the hill peoples around as easily as before.

   The tourism village idea was okay - if the villagers were willing to work there and get paid for it, while still keeping their forest homes, he said. ''But if this is about forced resettlement, things won't be as easy as the government plans.''   (
YUNNAN/ CHINA

TROUBLE IN SHANGRI-LA 
Edited from a longer article by Clifford Coonan [The Irish Times: 4.2.06]

ANYONE visiting Shangri-La, a mythical place of enlightenment in the eastern Himalayas, is destined to forget how they got there and will never find it again. It's an unattainable paradise, created thousands of years ago by Tibetan monks who sought tranquility in the remote parts of what is today Yunnan province in China. A state of mind as much as it is a place, many places in this part of the world claim to be the real Shangri-La and explorers have long sought it out, combing the region to find clues to the whereabouts of what Tibetan scriptures call Shambhala.

   However, the more prosaic demands of development in modern-day China have entered this mystical realm and things are changing in paradise. The Chinese government, keen to build on the tourism potential of the legendary destination, has officially declared the town of Zhongdian as Shangri-La and is pumping millions of dollars into a huge development programme. Now Shangri-La is officially located in Yunnan, a huge province bigger than Germany which stretches from the snowy peaks of the Himalayas and to the tropical jungles on the borders with Burma, Laos and Vietnam. The government has built an airport and more than one million visitors come here every year.

   It has always been a place with many names. Originally called Diqing in Chinese, then Zhongdian, a name inspired by the Tibetan Gyalthang. And now it's officially Xiangelila, the Chinese rendering of Shangri-La. 

   Newly christened Shangri-La is a frontier town - dusty, not pretty, with huge construction projects lining its main drag. The new buildings are modern, parodies of local architectural styles, with monstrous Tibetan details superimposed onto Las Vegas-scale hotels. Shangri-La's bars and cafes have been geared towards Western backpackers for a couple of years now, and have names like the Yak Bar, the Raven or the Treehouse. 

   Increasingly the clientele is Chinese, arriving in tour buses, and the menu is offering more and more staples to suit their tastes. For the Han Chinese, the dominant ethnic group in China, Tibetans are a mystical people and Shangri-La is a hip destination for the new rich of Shanghai, Guangdong and Beijing to find their spiritual selves. Growing wealth in China has given more people than ever the chance to travel.

   Just outside the town, a raised area of land is a prime vantage point to view the Gadan Song Zan Lin monastery, and has been colonized by local business people who charge for the view. The monastery is at 3,200 metres and the air is thin. Climbing scores of steps to the shrine is a lot more arduous than it appears. At the top, a 400-year-old temple is crowded with tourists and pilgrims spinning prayer wheels and the air is heavy with incense. 

   It is here that one starts to get a feeling for the real magic of Shangri-La. It is on the road leading up to the town, and the road heading out into the vast Tibetan countryside. Shangri-La is a staggering 1,800 kms from Lhasa, capital of the Tibetan Autonomous Region, an arduous week-long drive in a Land Cruiser or, nowadays, a convenient flight away and soon reachable by a state-of-the-art railway.

   In the East Tibetan Languages Institute (ETLI) in town, 16- to 20-year-olds from the area are learning English, with Australian funding. The class is a cross-section of the nationalities that live there - Naxi, Tibetan, Yi, Muslim and Han Chinese. He Gang has taken the English name Tom. "My family didn't have enough money to send me to school, but here at the ETLI, everything is free. I'll work very hard, because I want to speak English and do something with it, like be a guide," he says. "My parents are farmers. Everyone plants food but no-one has any money in our home town," says Tom.

   It is not just the towns where things are changing. Two hours' drive from Shangri-La, deep in the heart of the countryside, farmers are trying to shift from scrabbling a living on the land to reeling in tourist yuan. And what a drive it is. The fields off the road are lined with brightly coloured, open-fronted houses, with large pillars and gorgeously painted eaves bearing swastikas, ancient Tibetan symbols of peace. 

   This area is home to the Yi people, and the women wear stunning traditional headwear of a square of black material secured with colourful scarves. In the courtyard outside the factory the children play with their mothers - Yi women practice "walk-in" marriages, where they choose men to father the children - China's single-child policy does not apply to ethnic minorities - but do not live with them, with uncles taking on the paternal role. In this matriarchy, women do all the work and run the villages. The men basically plant the fields and carry things.   (
