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BURMA’S MERGUI ARCHIPELAGO SET FOR TOURISM DEVELOPMENT

[TI: 14.1.14] - FOUR new tourism projects in the largely untouched Mergui Archipelago in Burma’s far south could begin this year, according to a representative of the public company behind the plans.

   The archipelago has more than 800 islands, covering an area of 10,000 square miles, which are rich in rare wildlife and pristine beaches. It is also home to a small commu-nity of indigenous sea people, who practice ancient fishing and live almost entirely cut off from the outside world.

   The area - also known as the Myeik Archipelago - is tipped to become a major attraction as Burma experien-ces a tourism boom. The Myeik Public Corporation - formed in 2012 by local business people in southern Burma with a start-up capital of more than US$50 million — has ambitious plans for the islands. Administration manager Kyaw Myo Paing said the company had ear-marked more than US$10 million for an initial investment in four tourism projects to be completed over the next four years. The plans will see hotels, houses, golf courses and shops built on the deserted Khuntee (or Gabuza) Island, Eastern Sula Island, Langan Island and Tanintharyi Island by 2018, he said.

   Kyaw Myo Paing said the Tennasserim Division government and local officials still had to approve the plans. “Last week, Myeik district authorities and other government officials visited the islands to see whether those islands can be allowed for us [to develop] or not,” he said. “According to our information on the ground, the islands are suitable to be leisure islands for visitors. We will start construct as soon as we get the green light from the government.”
   The manager insisted that the development would not jeopardize the natural beauty and environment of the islands.“We will not construct it all at the same time, it will be step by step,” he said, emphasizing that the area’s coral reefs, as one of the main attractions for visitors, would be protected. The Myeik Public Corporation is confident that it will get permission from authorities, he said. It also aims to sell shares to the public to raise additional funds for the projects, he added.

   At present, there are only two resorts in the vast archipelago - the Andaman Club, a casino resort owned by a Thai businessman catering mostly to Thais, and the Burmese-owned Myanmar Andaman Resort. Burmese tycoon Tay Za is also expected to construct a hotel and leisure zone in the archipelago, according to tourism industry sources, although the precise location of this zone is not known.
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   Aung Myat Kyaw, the chairman of Union of Myanmar Travel Association and an adviser to Burma’s Tourism Marketing Committee, said that infrastructure development is essential to open up the Mergui Archipelago to visitors.

At present, he said, most visitors are specialist divers spending large sums of money to visit the untouched reefs. Some of the islands and dive sites can only be reached after many hours on a boat.

   “No tourists come for leisure to this area because they need to spend a lot of money to be there. It takes time and is tiring [to reach the islands], but visitors can get new experiences—especially divers, who like these places a lot,” Aung Myat Kyaw said. “There are not many tourists arriving at the Mergui Archipelago, but most who do visit come from Thailand through Ranong and Kawthaung [the Burmese border town]. Many of them come from Thailand’s Phuket beach.”   (
BURMA: PAGAN HERITAGE UNDER ATTACK

[TTR-W: 31.1.14] - BURMA’S Ministry of Culture’s Archae-ology, National Museum and Libraries Department recently said it is fighting to prevent developers from building tourist projects and hotels in Old Pagan. The department director, U Naing Win, told local media that land prices in Pagan are climbing fast on the back of the country’s tourism success.

   “With the number of visitors to Myanmar doubling annually over the last two years, to more than three million people, land owners in Bagan are selling to developers within the so-called ‘controlled zone‘. It will have an impact on tourist sites,“ he said.
   Tourism popularity is also dislodging residents from the old town. They are either forced to relocate to the outskirts of the city by landowners who want to sell, or residents own the land and wish to sell it to make a killing as real estate prices go through the roof.

   “We don’t allow hotels to be built around the Bagan cultural zones, but there is pressure as land prices rise and people want to cash in on the boom“, the director explained. “The demand for hotel rooms is good for tourism, but bad for the local property market. It leads to encroachment.”

   According to the police department in Pagan there are 77 hotels in Old Pagan up just two from 2012, but another seven are under construction. Old Pagan was one of 46 sites designated in 1998 as a monument zone, ancient zone or protected zone under a Protection and Preservation of Cultural Heritage Regions law.

   After New Pagan was established in the 1990s, residents of Old Pagan were forced to relocate there. New hotels were allowed only in New Pagan.   (
CAMBODIA: DEVELOPERS, SOLDIERS
DESTROY VILLAGERS‘ HOMES 
[PPP: 28.+31.1.14] - REPRESENATIVES of a Chinese com-pany, backed by soldiers, have destroyed crops and burned the homes of 34 families in Koh Kong’s Botum Sakor district to make way for an‘ ecotourism‘ project.
   According to an NGO report, a two-day fact-finding mission spearheaded by the rights groups Licadho, Adhoc, the Community Legal Education Center and the NGO Forum showed that families were forcefully evicted from their homes by soldiers who were allegedly working for the Chinese Tianjin Union Development Group.

   Hour In, a provincial coordinator for Licadho, said that homes were destroyed and fields set on fire over a period of several days. “They destroyed mango, coconut and water-melon plantations and were violent to the villagers who tried stopping them,” he said, adding that soldiers kicked and handcuffed protesting residents.

   Adhoc provincial coordinator Neang Boratino said women were beaten and some restrained for trying to stop the demolition of houses. “That is a blatant rights abuse, because they used force to burn and destroy the properties, and beat people as well as handcuffed them. They are victims of land grabbing and of physical abuse,” he said.

   Prak Thuok, a Botum Sakor community representative, said that the demolition crew consisted of paratroopers, soldiers, military police, security guards and Chinese nationals representing Union Development. “We showed them the documents we got from district and provincial authorities to seek a solution, but they did not look at them at all. They just said the words ‘burn and demolish’, and that it was a fake document,” Thuok said. “I do not know what to do when the country has a law and they are law enforcers, but they do not follow it.”

   On Phearak, Botum Sakor district governor, claimed that villagers had already been warned to leave. Authorities in Kiri Sakor and Botum Sakor districts gave orders for families to vacate their land last year to make way for a large-scale ecotourism development. And yet, last week, according to Ing Kong Chet, a provincial coordinator for Licadho, more than 340 families remained because they had yet to receive any compensation.

   In 2008, Union Development Group were the recipients of a 36,000-ha land grant to construct a US$5 billion mega-tourism zone in Botum Sakor and Kiri Sakor districts. According to the Phnom Penh Post, the company could not be reached for comment.   (
CAMBODIA: NGO CAMPAIGN TO END
‘ORPHANAGE TOURISM‘

[TG-A: 2.1.14] - CHILD protection and NGO workers are pleading with tourists and volunteers to stay away from orphanages in Cambodia, claiming so-called “orphanage tourism” damages the children and enables exploitation. 
   The number of tourists visiting Cambodia is increasing, as are the number of orphanages in the country, rising by 75% in the five years to 2011, according to UNICEF. However, most children living in them (about 77%) are not orphans and child protection workers say such institutions should be an absolute last resort.

   In 2010, there were 269 residential care homes in Cambodia housing 11,945 children. In the five years before that about 44% of children entering institutions were taken there by their parents or other family members, government data showed.
   The Cambodian government has introduced policies to impose minimum standards for child protection, but it is struggling with implementation. There are still rogue institutions and a lack of enforcement around registration. Numerous institutions have been accused of exploitation and abuse.

   “It is quite simple in Cambodia for people, especially foreigners, to come in and set up an organization, set up an orphanage, and either have it registered or not,” said Luke Gracie of the NGO Friends International in Phnom Penh. Visits from tourists and volunteers – known commonly as “orphanage tourism” – lend credibility to institutions, and the numbers are increasing.

   “It’s a big business in Cambodia,” said Gracie. “People are coming in, attaching to [the children] and then leaving. It’s highly damaging for the emotional and cognitive deve-lopment of the kids. It’s a dangerous situation, because particularly bad [orphanages] will keep the children and the orphanage looking just pathetic enough in order to illicit sympathy and get donations.”  (
INDONESIA SELLING ISLANDS AND
RELOCATING LOCALS TO BUILD RESORTS 

[AJ: 5.1.14; TR: 13.1.14] - ONCE home to 109 families, Indonesia's Gili Sunut island now lies deserted. Skeletal concrete structures dot the landscape, their door frames and windows removed. Only the roof of the mosque has been left out of respect for Allah, but that too will be razed when a "six-star resort" is constructed here over the coming years.

   "The government came to Sunut, to the mosque, and held a meeting with the local people to talk about the develop-ment," said Mustiadi, a fisherman. "We refused the idea of relocation, but after more consultations they told us that we didn't have any choice."

   The People's Coalition for Fisheries Justice Indonesia (KIARA), a sea and land rights advocacy group, says the fate of Mustiadi and his community will become more common under a new government programme to promote investment in islands and coastal areas. KIARA said many more islands will effectively be sold to foreign buyers, trampling the rights of fishermen and threatening traditional livelihoods.

   After their eviction in June, the former residents of Gili Sunut were relocated to a new settlement on the other side of the bay. The Singaporean developer, Ocean Blue Resorts, has provided each family with a new bungalow and between US$246 to US$411 in compensation. Yet, the villagers have many problems.
   "They gave us a bungalow, but the roof leaked and it was very poor quality. I decided to rebuild mine, but not everyone could afford to do that. They still haven't paid us for our ruined houses on Gili Sunut," said Mustiadi. "Now life is harder because we live further from our fishing waters. In our new village, there is no school and we still have no road and no running water. It feels like the government hasn't taken care of us."
   Tourism is booming on the island of Lombok. In Septem-ber, the land division of Indonesian media conglomerate MNC reportedly set aside US$57.4 million to invest in an "integrated tourist resort" in Kuta on the island's south coast. The completion of a sealed coast road and the opening of an international airport in 2011 are rapidly boosting the number of visitors.

    Development promises to bring new wealth to the region, but for many villagers the pace of change has been disruptive. "The biggest loss for the community is their tradition, which has been passed from generation to generation," said Selamet Daroyni, KIARA's coordinator for education. "Fishermen don't know their rights, and in some cases the private sector has been able to get away with paying only 1 million rupiah (US$82) in compensation for their land. The locals take what they're given and they don't know how to fight the government. Often the police and the army are used to push people out."

   According to KIARA, more than 100 islands across the archipelago have been "sold" to investors in recent years, including the Alor Islands in East Nusa Tenggara, the Mentehage Islands in North Sulawesi and Maratua Islands and Sebatik Islands, both in East Kalimantan.
    Selamet said developments like the proposed resort on Gili Sunut go against Indonesia's constitution. "The basic laws laid out in 1945 [when Indonesia declared itself an independent nation] said that everything of the land, air and water is supposed to be managed by and used by the Indonesian people. And so if it is being used by the private sector and overseas investors, it is clearly a breach of the law. Why isn't the government paying attention to this?"

   The sale of islands is prohibited under Indonesian law, but there are concerns that the government will circumvent this issue through its "Island Adoption Programme" announced in November. There is currently no legal mechanism by which private investors may buy an island, but it is possible to "manage" islands for up to 50 years on a renewable basis. "How can an island be adopted? It's not a baby," Selamet said.

   For many of the former residents of Gili Sunut, the claim that their land has not been sold is a lie. "I don't tell lies," said Gufrin Udin, an official from the East Lombok regional government. "We don't sell islands ... [Gili Sunut] belongs to the government. The company or the investor applies to do some investments on the island. And then we put it into an agreement, a memorandum of understanding, signed by the government and the investor or company."

   Gufrin confirmed that under the memorandum of under-standing, Ocean Blue Resorts would control the island for 30 to 50 years, with the option to renew at the end of the period. On a blog run by Ocean Blue Resorts, the company claims to have US$120 million ready to invest in the island, with the partnership of two five-star hotel operators.   (
INDONESIA: THE BATTLE OVER 
BALI’S BENOA BAY CONTINUES
[JG: 19.1.14] - “Bangun Bali, subsidi petani. Kita semua makan nasi, bukannya butuh reklamasi.”  (“Build Bali, subsidize the farmers. We all eat rice, don’t need recla-mation.”)
   If Bali needed a protest song, then the lyrics above from the song “Bali Tolak Reklamasi” (“Bali Refuses Reclama-tion”) summarize quite succinctly one of the most conten-tious issues bubbling beneath the veneer of the idyllic island paradise projected by tour operators. The song was written by a band called Nosstress and sung by dozens of Balinese artists, including renowned bands such as Superman Is Dead, The Bullhead, Nymphea and Gold Voice.

   It’s a rallying cry against the reclamation of land in Benoa Bay, in southern Bali, by the developer Tirta Wahana Bali Internasional — a massive project that critics contend will devastate the mangrove ecosystem and put the local fishing community out of work. The land-use permit issued for this project, meanwhile, makes provisions for yacht marinas, race tracks, casinos, nightclubs, a large enter-tainment complex and theme park, resort hotels, a golf course, a luxury shopping complex, restaurants, bars, cafes, apartment buildings, and large numbers of condo-miniums and villas for sale or lease.

   A decree permitting the project was first issued without any fanfare on 26 December 2012, but later revoked by Bali Governor Made Mangku Pastika. However, the governor later issued a new reclamation decree granting TWBI permission to conduct a feasibility study on the plan to use, develop and manage the Benoa Bay area. 
   “Many people were fooled when the governor revoked the reclamation degree,” says said Jrx, the drummer from Superman Is Dead. “They think the reclamation has been canceled, but there are still attempts being made in that direction.” This is why, he said, the protest from people grouped under the Balinese Against Reclamation Forum (ForBALI) continues.

   ForBALI is a cross-sectoral civilian alliance consisting of student groups, NGOs, musicians, artists and others con-cerned about Bali’s environment and who believe the planned reclamation of 838 ha of land in Benoa Bay is part of an irresponsible environmental policy that will destroy Bali.

   “The governor claims [the reclamation] is for Bali, expanding the land,” said I Wayan Gendo Suwardana, the head of the environmental group Walhi. “But he forgot to mention that this reclamation is going to make the sea disappear. [It is] the sea with many sociocultural functions and which is important for the local people’s livelihood.”

   The bay area remains one of the few places in heavily developed southern Bali where traditional fishing methods are still practiced. Hundreds of fishermen gather off the shore from the afternoon until night during low tide to collect fish, shrimps, crabs and seaweed. “This culture and type of fishing shouldn’t be wiped out just like that. These fishermen can’t instantly make the transition to tourism work. It doesn’t make sense,” Gendo said.

   Critics argue the creation of small new islets in the middle of the bay will damage Bali’s coastline, from Kampung Bugis Benoa to Tuban, Kuta and Serangan, all the way through to Sanur — essentially the entire beach stretch of the main drag. The changing tidal patterns will also increase the risk of soil abrasion on the runway of Ngurah Rai International Airport, opponents say. A feasibility study by experts from Udayana University, the leading academic institution in Bali, has also recommended that the project should not go ahead, yet the local government has insisted otherwise.

   As the singer Glenn Fredly said at a concert late last year at the Hard Rock Cafe Bali, “You can have fun in Bali, but you also have a responsibility to preserve Bali.” Other celebrities have lent their support for the push against the reclamation project, including the singer-songwriter Iwan Fals, known for his own brand of protest music in decades past. “The fire is alive,” he says in a video uploaded to YouTube for the campaign. “So many militant young people, but not vandals, are willing to act to fight for the lives of others.” He ends it with a moving rendition of “Bali Tolak Reklamasi.”  ( 

LAOS: FARMERS FIGHT AGAINST LAND GRAB FOR AIRPORT PROJECT

I

n a rare act of resistance, dozens of rice farmers in northern Laos have defied armed police orders to va-cate land seized by a Chinese com-pany wanting to build an airport as part of a casino-driven special economic zone. 
     Some 50 farmers refused to budge when policemen, armed with AK-47 assault rifles, moved on 17 January to enforce an order by the King Romans Group for the farmers to leave their rice fields to make way for the con-struction of the airport in Tonpheung district in Bokeo province. The far-mers, who have been cultivating paddy in the area for generations, defiantly stood in front of bulldozers sent to flatten their rice fields, promp-ting the company to seek police intervention.
     "When the policemen arrived and told the villagers, 'Move out! Move out!,' the villagers angrily replied, 'No way, No way'," said one  villager. "Why are the police and military, instead of helping the people, helping the 'Tiao Nai' traitors who are selling the na-tion’s land away," he asked, apparent-ly referring to local high officials involved in the land deal with King Romans, which is planning to build the airport as part of a Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone project almost exclusively catering to Chinese investors.

     ”We do not have money to buy land to cultivate a new rice field," one far-mer was quoted saying to the police. "Once the rice fields have been taken away, we will have nothing left. It’s like having our hands and feet cut off.”
     After the farmers' refusal to budge, the police retreated. But the farmers, who come from six villages in Ton-pheung district, are not taking any chances. They are taking turns daily to guard their land round-the-clock to prevent the bulldozers from entering their rice fields. "We will continue to keep vigil over our land," one villager said. 
     This is the second attempt by the Chinese company to clear the villa-gers' rice fields covering about 1,000 ha  for the airport project.  According to sources, King Romans had attemp-ted to clear the land in 2012 but the villagers resisted, although the police were not called in at that time.
     The Lao government has conceded to King Romans 10,000 ha of land — 3,000 ha of which are dedicated to the SEZ for 99 years, with the objective of promoting trade, investment, and tou-rism. The SEZ, which is tax exempt, began construction in the early 2000s and now includes an international border checkpoint and river port, the King Romans Casino, hotels, and a Chinatown market with as many as 70 restaurants and shops selling a variety of retail goods.
     According to the villagers, the Chi-nese company offered to compensate them for their land and loss of crops, but the offer was rejected as extremely low.
   A local Lao official in Bokeo said that the authorities will continue to nego-tiate with the farmers over the com-pensation although it is not clear when such talks will be held. [RFA: 22.1.14]
(See also the video about the farmers‘ resistance at Facebook: 
https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?v=521614531269155)  
MALAYSIA: PENANG’S HYSTERIA OF
‘DEVELOPMENT’ IN 2014 

[FZ: 6.1.14] - SINCE early last year, residents of Malaysia’s most famous resort island Penang have been riled up by the sight of the Bukit Relau‘s verdant summit and green slope having been illegally cleared into a monstrous dusty scab by a developer. Environmentalists have protested the abject failure to regenerate the vegetation and repair the damaged expanse till today. This despite the developer having been convicted and fined by the courts in July.

   The ugly blight on Bukit Relau is emblematic of the mounting upheaval affecting not only the natural environment, but also the social fabric of communities across the state. As though the scar on the hill is not distressing enough, on the mainland part of Penang, over the other side of the channel, one cannot miss the huge swathes of land clearings, particularly in the southern district. Acres upon acres of plantations, villages and fertile fields are being acquired and earmarked for projects. 

   The trend is especially hastened in anticipation of the US$1.34-billion Second Penang Bridge, which connects the south-eastern part of the island to the southern part of Seberang Perai. The 24km structure, expected to open next month, will fling open traffic flow between the two sides in a manner never seen before. As it introduces this new passage across the Penang Channel, it is bringing about drastic changes to the occupancy of land areas close by. 

   Large tracts of hitherto rural areas on the mainland as well as the island – like Batu Kawan, Nibong Tebal, Relau and even remote Balik Pulau - are being actively planned for new townships and other development projects. In effect, it will mark a pendulum shift in the lifestyle and economics of many communities, whether they be those uprooted from affected areas or those that are inseminated in.

   The state government has since 2008 touted the green line, having implemented a string of environmentally-friendly moves – the no-plastic bags campaign, the car-free days and the ban on polystyrene containers, among others. However, the sheer scale of new physical projects surging forward puts into question whether the abrupt incursions onto the local setting are compatible with truly sustainable practice.

    The impact of such acute changes in the landscape and culture - the congestion, the increased density, the altered pace of life – can already be seen in Tanjung Bungah. High-rise condominiums, shopping malls and modern commer-cial outlets are sprouting up in unfamiliar terrains where there used to be shorelines, kampongs, open spaces and old shophouses. Like an interminable hysteria, the glitzy rushed promise of modern commercial construction is sweeping over traditional vistas and communities that have characterized the idyllic charm of Penang for generations. 

   The irony of this is that Penang itself is home to a UNESCO-listed World Heritage Site. However, immediately beyond the margins of this protected inner-city of George Town, there seems to be an almost free-for-all - at least for those with the financial muscle - for alien behemoth structures to be brusquely grafted over the local street-scapes.

   And the trend is not likely to slow down. Instead, it will hasten, at a brisker, some might even say wilder, pace as the year 2014 rolls along. The planned US$7.5-billion reclamation project off the coastline around the popular Gurney Drive, for example, will see some 891 acres of brand new land, with scores of new buildings and streets, being introduced onto Penang. It will also indelibly change the marine ecology and tidal patterns off the island. Uncannily enough, very nearby lies the 250-year old Kampung Tanjung Tokong, the oldest Malay settlement in the region, whose age-old residents are being evicted for a concrete crowded mesh of apartments and flats to take over the site.  
   In the same vein, there is also much concern about the fate of Penang Hill, for which a special area plan drafted by the state will undergo scrutiny in the months to come. There are genuine worries that the plan will usher in the creeping in of "soft" commercialization of the once quiet, ecologically-rich hill.

   The transformation of Penang is escalating at such an unnervingly abrupt rate in some areas that existing public infrastructures are not able to fully accommodate. Meanwhile, the local folks’ purchasing powers and sensi-bilities are also unable to match and adapt. As it is, most Malaysians have begun to feel the distressing pinch of price hikes, of everything from food to electricity to general logistics. Property values are also surging upwards. The populace at large is bracing for much uncertainty and a tough economic year ahead.   (
MALAYSIA’S CAMERON HIGHLANDS – 
A PARADISE LOST 
[AFP: 8.1.14] - On a Malaysian ridge-top, R. Ramakrishnan scans a rugged landscape famed in British colonial times as a fresh-aired slice of England in the tropics, but he sees a paradise lost. Illegal farms covered in unsightly plastic sheeting stretch into the distance along the steep slopes of the Cameron Highlands as bulldozers mow down nearby forests. “Everyone is grabbing land. There is a free-for-all,” the local environmental activist said as chainsaws growled.

   Perched more than 1,000m high on Malaysia’s central spine, the Cameron Highlands emerged as the country’s first tourist destination during early-20th-century British rule. Known by some as a “Little England”, it was beloved by homesick colonials who presided over afternoon tea or a few gin and tonics amid its cool air, lush gardens, and arresting tea-plantation vistas. Colonial architecture still graces a region that is Malaysia’s main domestic source of temperate-zone crops like strawberries and apples and a habitat for flora and fauna, including the severely endangered Malayan Tiger.

   But rampant farm, condo and hotel development is shattering the area’s legendary repose, raising growing concern for its ecological balance, tourist appeal, and even safety as landslide and flood fears grow (see also sea-tm 4[6] ).

   “The pain inflicted on Mother Nature is terrible. We are losing the highlands,” said Ramakrishnan. Voicing a com-mon local refrain, he blames “greedy and corrupt” officials and farm interests for flouting land laws in the mountainous region of Pahang state, which is governed by Malaysia’s graft-plagued ruling coalition.

   In the 1920s, British growers began establishing the picturesque tea plantations that hug the undulating terrain like a green quilt. The area gained a measure of mystique with the unsolved 1967 disappearance of American businessman Jim Thompson. Credited with reviving Thailand’s silk industry – his eponymous apparel brand still bears his name — Thompson vanished during a Cameron stroll, sparking rumours of intrigue due to his documented US intelligence links.

   Today’s problems are a microcosm of a greater national failure to balance development with Malaysia’s rich natural environment. Data published in the US journal Science in November showed Malaysia lost 14.4% of its forests from 2000-2012, the world’s highest rate. Critics largely blame the politically-connected timber and oil-palm industries.

   “There is total disregard for laws,” said Gurmit Singh of the sustainability-advocate Centre for Environment, Technology and Development, Malaysia. “We are killing our land and our forests.”   (
THAILAND’S POLITICAL CRISIS
AFFECTS TOURISM

[TN: 25.+31.1.14; WSJ: 29.1.14] – EXPERTS say Thailand‘s tourism industry is losing out in the new year because of  political developments in Bangkok. Small hotels and restaurants near sites of mass rallies have started to cut down their part-time workforces in response to lower occupancy rates and the lack of customers.
   According to Tourism Council of Thailand (TCT) president Piyamarn Techapaibul, hotel occupancy in the affected areas of Bangkok has dropped to 50%, while those the in central business district near protest sites have seen their rates dwindle to 40%. The TCT's 2014 revenue target for the tourism industry is Bt1.3 trillion (US$39.2 b), but Piyamarn said that because of the protests and the government's decision to declare a state of emergency in Metro Bangkok, the industry was expected to see around Bt50 billion (US$1.5 b) worth of income evaporate in the current quarter. That loss could swell to Bt80 billion (US$2.4 b) if the situation turns violent or remains unsolved until the next quarter.
   "In the past three months we have lost around a million of the 7.5 million tourists who had been planning to come to Thailand but now have decided not to because of the current political situation," she said. Regarding the trimming of the part-time workforce, Piyamarn said most big hotel chains like the Centara Group could still cope as long as there is no violence, since the number of tourists in other major destinations has not declined.
   Thai Hotels Association president Surapong Techaruvichit confirmed that the occupancy rate of hotels in Bangkok, particularly those near the protest sites, had continued dropping  by between 30 to 40%  since the Bangkok Shutdown by anti-government protesters on 13 January. The demonstrations, which are unlikely to end soon, will affect advance bookings for hotel rooms over the next two months, he said adding that some foreign tourists have suspended their plans to come to Thailand on safety concerns.
   Due to Shutdown Bangkok, many flights between Singapore and Bangkok have been cancelled as travellers are shunning the Thai capital.
    The decision to impose an emergency decree to curb the intensifying anti-government protests in Bangkok also led to the cancellations of all Japanese tours to Thailand, according to Anake Srishevachart, president of the Thai-Japan Tourist Association. 

   Moreover, Chinese package-tour bookings to Bangkok and the neighboring beach resort of Pattaya during the Lunar New Year holidays fell by 90% compared with the previous year, said Davidstone Sek, a director at Bangkok-based tour-group operator CCT Express Co., which specializes in serving Chinese tour groups. "If the political crisis continues into April when tourists are supposed to come celebrate the Water Festival, another peak season for tourists, it will have an even bigger impact on the tourism industry," said Mr. Sek.   (
VIETNAM: CAM MOUNTAIN CABLE CAR
SYSTEM PLANNED 

[VNN: 14.1.14] - A BUSINESS cooperation agreement has been signed for the development of a cable car system to Cam Mount in southern An Giang Province. A ground-breaking ceremony for construction of the cable car system project was already held at the foot of the Cam Mount on 24 December 2013. 

   The 3,461m cable car system will be jointly built by the MHB Bank, Chau Doc branch and An Giang Tourism Development JSC. With 89 cars, it will be able to carry 2,000 passengers per hour when completed. The system will connect Lam Vien Tourism Park at the foot of the mountain with Vo Ong Buom on the peak of Cam Mount in An Hao Commune of the Cuu Long (Mekong) province of An Giang's Tinh Bien District.

   Cam Mount, which is 716m above sea level, is the highest peak of the That Son (Seven Mounts) Range. It is also considered the rooftop of the Mekong Delta in Viet Nam.

   With an investment of about US$13 million, the cable car project is scheduled to begin at the end of this year.

   Thanks to its natural beauty and historic relics, such as the Great Buddha Pagoda, La Pagoda, Thanh Long Spring and Thuy Kiem Cave, the Cam Mount receives more than one million visitors annually.

   The cable car project is expected to pave the way for the further development of tourism at Cam Mount as well as An Giang Province as a whole, according to the provincial authority. It is not clear, however, if an environmental impact assessment was done for the project. More often than not, the construction of such cable car systems leads to environmental damages such as deforestation, loss of biodiversity and land degradation.   (
VIETNAM: WHAT’S BEHIND THAT BEAUTIFUL HILL TRIBE SMILE?

The following is edited from a commentary by Khai Don  in Thanh Nien News [TNN: 5.1.14]
M

any netizens have praised a recent camera com-mercial, in which a foreign tourist is shown taking amazing pictures around Vietnam. Among the pictures he takes are shots of the beautiful landscapes and hill tribe children of Sa Pa. This man is lucky because he is just an actor in a commercial. If he was a real tourist, the children would have clung to him until he gave them money. Or if he didn’t give them money, they wouldn’t have smiled and instead would have hid their faces in their hands, demanding a fee before allowing a photo. 

   These children are not at fault. But their actions are a result of Vietnam’s poor management of tourism – an industry in which only the companies and corporations benefit, not the local people.

   At the Sa Pa Stone Church, groups of ethnic locals surrounded me, insisting that I buy a bracelet for VND20,000 (US$1). Any tourist is afraid of this. But why do the vendors do so?

   At an old pagoda in the northern province of Ninh Binh, I encountered an old man who walks a buffalo with a red cloth on its back. He always clings to visitors, asking them to take picture with the buffalo for VND10,000 (US$0.5). Nearby, many old women surround tourists, begging them to buy paper fans, all with the same decorations. Why do they do so?

   There is one answer for all the questions above: It’s because of the selfish way local authorities and travel companies manage the tourism market.

   A woman in Sa Pa who sells bracelets told me that they used to make brocades and sell each piece for VND500,000 (US$25). But it is not enough to make ends meet because it takes a month or even more to make just on piece. As a result, they hawk bracelets. The only way for them to benefit from tourism is by selling bracelets or being a porter for tourists who climb Mount Fansipan for VND150,000 (US$7) per day. Meanwhile, the trips’ guides, who are from the city, earn 3-5 times more than a local porter. A porter carries the luggage, cooks, and helps the guides and tourists do all the heavy lifting. The guides do no hard labor at all.

   What local people earn from tourism is insignificant. They have to find other ways to earn money, like the bracelet vendors who hassle tourists, or the children who hide their faces and demand money before allowing tourists to take photos.

   At the Ninh Binh Pagoda, the old men and women do not earn anything from the pagoda in their hometown. The tourism companies organize tours and make profits, while the natives have been left on the fringes and are struggling to survive on their own.

   A culturologist told me the story of a famous mountainous pagoda that received big money from pilgrims and visitors. There used to be a committee voted in by the locals to mange the money and use it to build schools and bridges. They bought an ambulance for a local clinic and met the demands of the locals wisely. However, thanks to tourism development, tourism agencies jumped in to manage the pagoda. The new manager immediately bought two cars, saying they were needed to serve “management purposes.” The pagoda has made no more investments in public services since then. 

  It is a small story but it represents how Vietnam manages tourism. Relevant policies have forced local people, the actual owners of the local beauty and heritages, out of the business. The locals then struggle to earn scraps from tourism in any way possible, causing the kind of mess we now see in Sa Pa.

   Tourism development has only benefitted the corporations and tourism companies and not the local people, who are the owners of the heritages, landscapes and natural beauty. 

  If the northwestern farmers do not make terraced rice paddies, how can tourism companies take a number of tourists to the site and introduce the fields as national heritage?

   In a Dong Van ethnic minority community in the northern mountainous province of Ha Giang, management agencies forced locals to move their shops into a new concrete market, opened hotels and cafés and called the place an “old town” in order to earn money from tourism. They stepped in and earned from the values that the locals had created for hundreds of years. They don’t care how adversely it affects local life. They don’t care that locals receive no benefit from all this. When local people are no longer the owners of their homeland, and receive no benefit from the vast profits being made off of what they built, they can no longer love the place they call home.   (
YUNNAN/CHINA: 
FIRESTORM IN SHANGRI-LA

[CD: 13.1.14] – IRREPARABLE damage to ancient architecture and traditional culture was caused by a fire that raged in an ancient Tibetan town in Yunnan province on the weekend of 11/12 January. The blaze in Dukezong, foun-ded 1,300 years ago and a noted tourist attraction, de-stroyed 343 of the 1,084 houses in a town known for its cobbled streets and well-preserved wooden houses. 
   The Shangri-La county government said the fire started when a hotel owner accidentally set curtains alight. Investigations are continuing. Although there were no re-ports of casualties, more than 2,600 people were evacuated from their homes.
  Although the Diqing Tibetan autonomous prefecture Red Army Long March Museum and Diqing Museum survived, at least half of Dukezong was destroyed in the blaze. One of the best-preserved old houses, a provincial-level key cultural heritage site and a major tourist attraction, was reduced to ashes and a number of other ancient sites were also destroyed. In addition, the blaze consumed important cultural relics, precious Tibetan thangka and other pieces of ethnic art.  

   “The value of Dukezong lies in its architecture and functional integrity. The fire destroyed the pattern of the town that was laid down in ancient times and has dealt a fatal blow to research in the region and to traditional cul-ture,” said Li Gang, the director of the Diqing Tibetan auto-nomous prefecture historical relics preservation agency. 
   “Everything was in a pitiful state. There was nothing left except broken, blackened walls. The once-prosperous town center is totally ruined and almost unrecognizable. Nothing remains of the magnificent buildings. The water that had been used to extinguish the flames lay frozen on the ground. I could see smoke coming from collapsed houses. The town looked as though it had been the target of an air raid,” he said. 
   Li said changes made to the original infrastructure to accommodate the vast numbers of tourists the town attracts and insufficient fire safety procedures and equipment were among the root causes of the devastation. For example, the town’s only water tank has a capacity of just 800 metric tons, far from sufficient to tackle a fire of such intensity. 
   From a distance, Dukezong looks like an amazing ancient town, but seen up close it is a business area that sports bars, nightclubs, hotels and small shops. Electric cables hang everywhere. 
   Tourism has been a double-edged sword for this ancient settlement. The influx of visitors has raised the local standard of living, but the town has also seen many changes in recent years, and some locals said they hardly recognize it. 
   “Our memories of a simple, relaxed life are gone forever. In traditional Tibetan architecture, the roof isn’t nailed onto the supports, so if a fire breaks out, it can be removed quickly and easily, and the fire-affected section can be cut out. But the new buildings don’t follow that rule. In one sense that accelerated the spread of the fire,” said Li. Recent construction work has reduced the size of the “safe area” and the crowded buildings and narrow streets have become hazardous, he said.
   Cao Baoming, vice president of the Chinese Folk Literature and Art Society was also critical of the recent changes. “The over-exploitation of business potential isn’t just a problem in Dukezong, but also in many other ancient towns and villages, such as Dali and Lijiang. Because the traditional buildings are made of wood, this fire has rung alarm bells about the safety of ancient architecture nationwide,” he said. 
   Many experts are of the opinion that having residents living and working inside the old settlements is the best way to keep towns and villages alive in the modern age, but it should all be contained within a certain range, because the cultural heritage is unique and can’t be replicated. Once destroyed, it is lost irretrievably, he said.   (
YUNNAN/CHINA: 
LIJIANG LOST TO TOURISM
The following is edited from a commentary by Mark Elliott  in Travel Daily Media [TDM: 12.1.14]

At what point does tourism so completely overwhelm a place that it ceases to function as a town, and simply becomes an attraction? On my travels, I have seen many places swamped by tourism, including resort towns that would collapse if visitors ceased to come. But if you get up early in the morning, or explore the backstreets and alleyways, you usually find some local flavour – some semblance of life before the tourist masses.

   But, for the first time, I think I have visited a place where tourism has taken over completely. The ancient town of Lijiang, in southwest China’s Yunnan province, is stunning. A labyrinth of cobbled alleyways flanked by classical dwellings with traditional curved roofs, babbling streams, stone bridges and willow trees, it is the quintessential Chinese-Tibetan town. However, there is one major problem with it – it’s not a town. Lijiang has become a theme park.

   On arrival, I rashly compared Lijiang to Luang Prabang – a similarly ancient and UNESCO-protected Asian town. But while Luang Prabang attracts a large number of tourists, and has many facilities to cater for them, it still functions as a town. People still live and work there, monks still collect alms in the morning and children go to school – it still works.

   The days of Lijiang experiencing everyday life are long gone. The only services here are souvenir shops and restaurants, and the only displays of local culture are pre-rehearsed. And another thing; Lijiang’s “ancient town” is growing! Everywhere you look, new buildings are rising. And while they are being built in the traditional style, as per UNESCO standards, you often wonder what’s real and what’s not.

   And that’s when I realized what Lijiang actually reminded me of. It’s not Luang Prabang, it’s Palio – the weird purpose-built Italian-style town on the edge of Thailand’s (also UNESCO-listed) Khao Yai National Park. It feels so fake you wonder if it’s really ancient at all, or whether it was designed from scratch, simply to give the tour groups somewhere to visit.

  So a bad trip, then? Well no, actually. Once we found our way outside the ancient town and into the “new” Lijiang, with its bustling markets and real life people, the place suddenly became more interesting. Which is probably not what China or UNESCO intended, but it reflects the real China better than the ancient town ever could.   (
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