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WHY IS THERE SO MUCH STUFF IN THE SEA?
[ABC: 8.4.14] - THE search for Malaysia Airlines Flight 370 has been made more difficult by the huge amount of debris floating in oceans around the world. 
   Marine economist Professor Alistair McIlgorm said that the Indian Ocean, for example, contains hot spots of debris which if looked at from space may look like aircraft wreckage. "Just as debris gathers in the corner of a harbour, equally the ocean circulation will actually gather debris in different spots within the ocean," he said. 

   Professor McIlgorm, who works at the Australian Na-tional Centre for Ocean Resources and Security at the University Wollongong, added: "You would think a lot of it would come from ships on the sea but probably that's about 20% of the origin. The rest unfortunately comes from land - about 80% of all marine debris."

   All sorts of stuff ends up in the sea. "Tarpaulins, crates, there's palettes, all sorts of ropes and strapping and packaging, even old building materials and sealed drums. It can be related to large storm events - we saw after tsunamis in both Japan and in South East Asia huge amounts of material that just went to sea."

   "The study that I did in the Asia-Pacific region showed that just the incidental damage to shipping and tourism was probably about US$2.8 billion a year," said Professor McIlgorm.
   However, the economic damage is perhaps outweighed by the environmental effect of plastics in the marine eco-system.

   So whose responsibility is it to clean up this debris? Professor Alistair McIlgorm said the answer to that question is complicated by 'a lack of ownership'. 
   "It sort of reflects the common nature of the oceans - essentially we all care, and we all don't care at the same time," he said. "We have an international convention to do with shipping and waste at sea. We have lots of voluntary clean-ups. Somewhere in between there there's a break-down."

   He said even at the national level finding the re-sponsible government agency is 'perplexing'. "The marine agencies would actually need to talk to the municipal agencies and authorities if the debris is sourced from land."   (
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BURMA’S MERGUI ARCHIPELAGO THREATENED BY TOURISM

The following article is edited from a longer story by Associated Press correspondent Denis D. Gray [21.3.2014]

W

here the Indian Ocean rolls toward Burma's southwestern coast, a lacework of 800 is-lands rises, fringed with shimmering beaches of no footprints. Here horn-bills break a primeval silence as they flutter through soaring jungle canopy. Pythons slumber on the gnarled roots of eerie mangrove forests. Only rarely will you spot the people who live here: the Moken, shy, peaceful nomads of the sea. 

     The Mergui archipelago has been called the "Lost World," but outsiders have found it - first fishermen, poa-chers and loggers, and now develo-pers and high-end tourists. The people losing this world are the Moken, who have lived off the land and the sea for centuries. The islands are thought to harbor some of the world's most im-portant marine biodiversity, and are a lodestone for those eager to expe-rience one of Asia's last tourism fron-tiers before, as many fear, it succumbs to the ravages that have befallen many once-pristine seascapes. 

     As the world closes in, the long-exploited Moken are rapidly dimini-shing in numbers and losing the occu-pations that sustained them for gene-rations. Though they are known as ‘sea gypsies‘, very few still live the nomadic life, and only some aging men can fashion the kabang, house-boats on which the Moken once spent much of every year. They eventually may share the same fate as some of their cousins in neighboring Thailand who have become exotic photo oppor-tunities near highly developed tourist areas (see also p.7: Thailand’s Moken). 

     The former military rulers of Burma kept the archipelago off-limits to foreign visitors until 1996. A nominally civilian government took over in 2011, but tourism remains relatively low. Some 2,000 tourists visited last year - that's about 2.5 per island. To date only one hotel exists, the Myanmar Andaman Resort, tucked under forest cover deep within a U-shaped bay on McLeod Island. But a grab-the-best-island race is being run among Bur-mese and foreign developers, with a dozen concessions already granted and others under negotiation.

     The reefs and islands here range from rocky outcrops to extensive land masses of high hills pierced by caves and blanketed by luxuriant vegetation. A long jetty and two helicopter pads have been built and nine bungalows are under construction on the stunning but rather unwelcomely named Chin Kite Kyunn (or ‘Mosquito Bite’) Island. It is leased by Tay Za, believed to be Burma's richest tycoon and closely connected with its power brokers. 
      The website of one development company, Singapore's Zochwell Group, advertises the island it hopes to develop as "The Next Phuket". Zochwell is negotiating a lease to build a marina, casino, hotels and a golf course to be designed by the company of golfing legend Jack Nicklaus. 

     Visitors, almost all travelling aboard yachts or dive boats, invariably fall under Mergui's spell. "There was no infrastructure, no towns, no streets, nothing - a maritime Shangri-La. Nobody in our group had seen any-thing like it. We were absolutely en-chanted," said Christoph Schwanitz, editor of a China business magazine who came a year ago and now is part owner of Meta IV, a US$1 million yacht offering cruises. 

      Burma's Minister of Hotels and Tourism, Htay Aung, said the islands will be promoted, but that protecting the environment and "minimizing unethical practices" are top priorities.  For the time being, however, the region remains a free-for-all, with no overall management plan for tourism or the environment. Nor is there a known blueprint for the precarious future of the Moken, whom French anthropologist Jacques Ivanoff de-scribes as "the soul of the archi-pelago." About 2,000 Moken are be-lieved to inhabit the archipelago, significantly reduced through migra-tion, intermarriage with Burmese and deaths of males from rampant alcohol and drug abuse. 

     What happens to the local people will depend greatly on Burma's power-ful politicians and generals, and their business cronies. Pervasive corruption breeds doubt that the islands will be managed sustainably. Adrian Zdrada, marketing manager for the Myanmar Andaman Resort, said the government could create "sustained tourism, like on the Galapagos. ... But it's a dream that will never happen. They will just sell and lease as many islands as they can. It will be a Thailand scenario. It will be another Phuket."

     On Island 115, several Moken fami-lies recently hunted for squid and whatever else they could collect be-fore returning to their village on another island. The children, none of whom attend school, romped on the beach or expertly paddled out in dugout canoes. At night, all slept on the white sand or just inside the tree line hugging the beach. "We just want to do what we are doing. We don't have the knowledge or motivation to do any other work [e.g. in tourism]," Aung San said. "We live here. We don't want to go anywhere else."  (
BURMA’S FRAGILE ECOSYSTEMS PROTECTED ONLY ON PAPER

[AP: 5.4.14] - OFF a remote, glimmering beach backed by a lush tropical forest, Julia Tedesco skims the crystalline waters with mask and fins, looking for coral and fish life. "There is almost nothing left down there," the environmental project manager said, wading toward a sign planted on the shore reading ‘Lampi National Park‘. Some 50m behind it, secreted among the tangled growth, lies the trunk of an illegally felled tree. Nearby, a trap has been set to snare mouse deer. And just across the island, within park boundaries, the beach and sea are strewn with plastic, bottles and other human waste.

   The perilous state of Lampi, Burma’s only marine park, is not unique. Though the country's 43 protected areas are among Asia's greatest bastions of biodiversity, encom-passing snow-capped Himalayan peaks, dense jungles and mangrove swamps, they are to a large degree protected in name alone. Park land has been logged, poached, dammed and converted to plantations as Burma revs up its economic engines and opens up to foreign investment after decades of isolation.

   Of the protected areas, only half have even partial biodiversity surveys and management plans. At least 17 are described as ‘paper parks‘ — officially gazetted but basically uncared for — in a comprehensive survey funded by the European Union. So rangers rarely see a tiger in the 21,891sq-km Hukaung Valley Tiger Reserve. It's the world's largest protected area for the big cats, but has been overrun by poachers supplying animal parts for traditional medicines in nearby China.

   And Burma's first nature reserve, the Pidaung Wildlife Sanctuary set up in 1918, has been "totally poached out and should be degazetted," said Tony Lynam, a field bio-logist for the New York-based Wildlife Conservation Society.

   Inaugurated in 1996, Lampi fit squarely into the paper park category until possibly last year, when six rangers from the Forestry Department were finally assigned to protect this marine area. It had been, and still largely remains, a do-as-you-please place. Without any management plan in place, four settlements in the park and a fifth within a proposed buffer zone have grown dramatically and now total about 3,000 people, many of them Burmese migrants from the mainland. Blast fishing has become so intense that the Burmese navy sent four vessels to the area in January in an attempt to curb it.

   The park‘s evergreen forests harbor 195 plant species, including trees soaring as high as 30m, and many of the park's 228 bird species. Sea life ranges from dugongs — large mammals similar to manatees — to 73 different kinds of seaweed. Nineteen mammal species, seven of them globally threatened, are at home here, including macaques seen on rocky headlands hunting for some of the 42 crab species. There's even a wild elephant, lone survivor from a herd earlier transported from the mainland.

   These wonders have sparked a recent push by tourism developers into the once isolated Mergui archipelago. Tedesco said that a Singapore company was already granted permission to build a hotel within the park "even before a management plan is in place." 
   Naing Thaw, director of Myanmar's Forestry Department, said the government intends to expand the protected areas from 5.6% of the country to 10% by 2020, adding eight more reserves. But he added authorities face "material, human resources and financial constraints" in turning demarcated areas into viable havens for wildlife and natural habitat.   (
UP TO DEBATE: WHO BENEFITS FROM
BURMA’S TOURISM BOOM?

[DVB: 20.3.14] - FOR decades, Burma’s tourism sector suffered under military rule. The country’s self-imposed isolation and poor human rights record meant few foreign visitors chose to visit. However, over the last two years, political reforms in Burma have seen the country open up, and thousands of tourists are now making their way to the ‘Golden Land’. 
   Democratic Voice of Burma recently organized a panel discussion with Kyaw Swa Min, from the Myanmar Tourism Marketing Committee; tour operator Aye Kyaw; Khin Maung Pyone from the Myanmar Hoteliers Association; and reporter Aung Thura, who specializes in tourism.

   The panellists discussed whether Burma is ready for the invasion of tourists predicted this year, and raised concerns about high hotel prices, limited accommodation as well as environmental and cultural impacts.

   “Hotels owned by foreigners are more expensive than those owned by Burmese,” said Khin Maung Pyone, in response to claims that hotels in Burma are overpriced. “Burmese hoteliers take only around US$100. This is a reasonable fee.”

   According to the Ministry of Hotels and Tourism, 2013 saw over two million international visitors enter the country – a growth rate of 93% on the previous year. And Burma’s Tourism Master-Plan has set a target of over three million international visitors in 2015 and 7.5 million by 2020.

   But the rapid increase in foreign visitors leaves the tourism sector struggling to keep up with demand. Mean-while, tourists travelling on a low budget face difficulties in finding places to stay.

   Tourism has also seen a spike in foreign investment and joint ventures. Burma currently allows 100% foreign owner-ship of hotels rated at three or more stars, and many Burmese-owned hotels have a foreign partner. Panellists disagreed on whether steps should be taken to ensure more opportunities for local businessmen.

   “Tourism businesses should be 100% Burmese-owned and not owned by foreigners,” said Aye Kyaw. “In joint ven-tures, if foreigners own 1% and Burmese own 99%, then the Burmese partner is not a real owner but is just giving his name for the company which really belongs to the foreigner.” However, Kyaw Swa Min from the Myanmar Tourism Marketing Committee disagreed. He thinks that joint ventures could benefit Burmese citizens and busi-nessmen in the wider region.

   The audience also raised concerns regarding ‘sustainable tourism’ and the preservation of the culture and environ-ment. Journalist Aung Thura said certain hotel associations are trying to build hotels in areas of historical significance and are destroying Burmese heritage. “A certain hotel association requested to build a hotel zone in the Tu Ywin Mountains in Bagan. I cannot understand why they are doing this?” he asked.

   Devi Thant Cin, the chief editor of environmental maga-zine, Aung Pin Lae, said the same thing is happening in tourist spots of natural significance like Inle Lake. She said Burmese crony businessmen are not thinking of the future and just build without any care for the environment.

   Andrea Valentin from the NGO Tourism Transparency questioned the current approach to development. “There is no transparency about who benefits from the planned tourism development zones,” she said. “We want to know whether the communities are being consulted or whether this is a top-down development approach. We worry about the lack of meaningful stakeholder consultations, and we particularly worry about land rights in tourism development.”

  Aye Kyaw asked why the policymakers were not in the studio to answer questions. The Ministry of Tourism was invited to attend the debate but declined to join. (  
CAMBODIA: SEEING ANGKOR FROM HOME
[PPP: 4.4.14] - THE ancient temples of Angkor have entered the digital age before most of modern Cambodia has. From the intricate bas-reliefs at Angkor Wat to the watchful smiles of Bayon, more than 100 temples in the Angkor Archaeo-logical Park have been digitized and mapped at a first-person perspective, meaning it is now possible to roam the cradle of the Khmer Empire from your living room. Since July, tech giant Google, in partnership with the Cambodian Ministry of Tourism and the APSARA Authority, has stitched together more than a million photos to create 90,000 panoramic images that allow a 360-degree virtual tour of Angkor.

   Google funded the project – launched on 3 April to a throng of international press – entirely on its own, but it is expected to be a boon for Cambodian tourism while cre-ating a repository for Khmer culture and history. The image-ry will also be available at the online Google Cultural Institute, where nearly 300 Angkor-related artifacts are already displayed. 

   Manik Gupta, who leads all of Google’s mapping efforts, said such cultural projects are not divorced from the com-pany’s aim of “organizing the world’s information” and then making it freely accessible. “Obviously, everyone knows that Angkor is the eighth wonder of the world, [but] it’s hard to imagine the sheer beauty of this site and the cultural significance unless you actually go visit it, and for us … it’s [about] really helping Asia and the rest of the world bring their culture online – that is the reason we do this,” he said.

   The company has done similar projects at UNESCO World Heritage sites including the Taj Mahal in India, the Palace of Versailles in France, Pompeii in Italy and Mount Fuji in Japan, though the Angkor temples are the largest cultural artifacts that have been mapped in this way.

   Gupta admitted that Cambodia’s low internet penetration – 2.7 million web users out of 14 million people as of 2012 – means the imagery will largely be accessed by foreign users, but said he hopes Cambodians will feel “proud they have these iconic temples available” to the world.   (
CAMBODIA: ENVIRONMENT PROTEST
AGAINST LAOS DAM

[PPP: 31.3.2014] - YIN VUTH, one of hundreds of Cam-bodians who recently protested against the Don Sahong dam, said that if construction on the project in Laos goes ahead, the fish will disappear, and once the fish disappear, the dolphins will be next. “All we will have left will be water contaminated by the dam,” said Vuth, who runs a dolphin-spotting tourism business about 2 km from the construction site in Laos’s Champasak province, just over the border from Cambodia.

   About 400 protesters traversed the Mekong River on about 50 longboats through Kratie province’s Sambor district and Stung Treng’s Thala Barivat district near the two countries’ border in the northeast. The demonstrators unfurled banners as they travelled on the waterway, calling for the preservation of the river system and the cancellation of the multimillion-dollar dam.

   They called on the governments of Laos, Cambodia, Thai-land and Vietnam to axe the development at a meeting of the Mekong River Commission. “This dam was established against international law and the Mekong Agreement of 1995, which was signed by Laos, and it was not discussed with the people in other countries either,” Vong Kosal, legal aid officer at the NGO Forum, said. “The Mekong basin has been chopped up into stairs for building the hydro-electric dams, and it brings more disadvantages.” 

   Sean Kin, Kratie provincial director of fisheries, said that the river was his constituents’ spiritual home, a source of essential nutrition and tourism income. “Fresh water dolphins are our living heritage, which brings in more tourists,” he said. “The dam will slow down the water currents, and the environment will be changed for both animals and people.”

   The 260-megawatt Don Sahong dam is one of 12 large-scale hydropower projects planned for the lower Mekong river basin. It has drawn strong criticism from rights groups and local communities. In a recent report on the dam, the WWF said that judging by the low standards of an environ-mental impact assessment for the project, the negative impact on millions of people could be severe. “If it depends on this weak evaluation, Mekong river fishery resources and the 60 million people who are living in the Mekong river basin will face high risks,” the report said.   (
INDONESIA: HOW NORTH BALI
PEASANTS BECOME LANDLESS

[BD: 15.3.14] – VILLAGERS in the Kubutambahan District of North Bali have expressed concerns that the planned development of a new international airport in his area will be socially disruptive on the lives of the people living in his village of Tamblang.
   I Nengah Sudharsana, the village chef who also holds a university degree in agricultural studies, said: “Of course, I have to support the government programme to develop a new international airport in Buleleng. But Tamblang village is located less than 10km from the designated location. We don’t want the project to affect our lives here in a negative way.”
   Tamblang village is a traditional farming village pros-perously producing rice, cloves, coffee cacao and tropical fruits. The village is home to 8,200 residents working primarily in agricultural pursuits. Sudharsana said news of the proposed airport in North Bali has brought property agents and land speculators trying to persuade villagers to abandon their ancestral lands to outside investors. 

   The prices being offered are ten times the normal price for agricultural lands, according to Widiastra, a local land-owner. Viewing the airport as a political commodity leading up to this year’s elections, Widiastra has thus far refused offers to sell his family’s lands. Other land owners in the north of Bali have, however, succumbed to the high prices being paid for land and sold their lands. The proposed airport, to be located in either east of west Buleleng, will require 3,000ha of land.
   A development expert from Bali, AA Putu Ngurah Wirawan warned of the social disruption that will result from the new airport, saying, “The development of an interna-tional airport in one of the old villages in Buleleng will likely shake the present social and cultural condition of the agri-cultural society.” He pointed to the development of a new international airport in nearby Lombok, which he said has resulted in the marginalization of local landowners surroun-ding the new aerodrome (see also p.8: Long Thanh airport in Vietnam).   (
INDONESIA: SEX AND DRUG TRADE 
THRIVING IN BALI

[BD: 9.3.14; 6.4.14] - BALI governor Made Mangku Pastika recently admitted that there are an estimated 400 commer-cial sex workers in Bali infected with the HIV/AIDS virus. He shared these figures against suggestions that following the closure of the massive commercial sex complex “Gang Dolly” in Surabaya, East Java, prostitution businesses may shift their activities to Bali.
   The governor said the tally of 400 HIV/AIDS infected sex workers was most probably only the tip of the iceberg based on limited health checks carried out by health officials. He added that there are more than 1,000 commercial sex workers operating in Bali spread across specific “locations”. But this is probably also a low estimate, as there are many more “locations” not visited by officials. For instance, certain areas of Sanur, only hundreds of meters from the doors of five-star hotels, are heavily populated by private homes operating as bordellos, but they remain unchecked by the authorities. 
   Pastika told the press that Bali would not allow the notorious “Gang Dolly”  to reopen in Bali nor would permits be issued to such operations because the government as well as the public were opposed to such prostitution enterprises. He said he wanted officials to be on guard to ensure that the closure of “Gang Dolly” in Surabaya will not bring negative impacts to Bali.

   In a separate development, the head of the Bali division of The National Narcotics Agency (BNNP) described Bali as a center for the international narcotics trade. I Gusti Ketut Budiartha of BNPP warned: “Bali is an island heaven, an international tourism destination. Bali is prone to be a place for drug circulation. While there are many positive aspects to tourism’s development, the negative aspects of that development are being exploited by narcotic dealers."
   In fact, a large number of foreigners have been apprehen-ded and imprisoned for drug offenses in Bali. The top law enforcement officer in the agency battling the international drug trade in Bali said there are currently 65 foreigners incarcerated at Kerobokan prison, 60% of whom are in jail from drug-related crimes.

   Budiartha explained: “In Iran 1kg of sabu-sabu (methamphetamines) costs between Rp. 15 -30 million (US$1,300-1,600). Once it is landed in Bali the value reaches Rp. 2 billion (US$175,000). This is why [drug dealers] are so keen on Bali because the profits are enormous. If they get caught they go to prison. If they evade arrest they become rich.”   (
’VISIT MALAYSIA YEAR 2014‘
GONE AWRY

[CSM: 31.3.14; TMI: 3.+ 5.4.14] - 2014 was supposed to be ’Visit Malaysia Year’ (VMY), an initiative by the Malaysian Tourism Board (MTB) to boost tourism to the country. Tourism officials had planned events, overseas trips promoting tourism, and even a tagline - ’Truly Asia’- for the push, which they hoped would bring a new high of over 28 million visitors to the country in 2014.

   But in the weeks following the mysterious disappearance of Malaysia Airlines flight MH370 on 8 March, the hope of attracting more people to Malaysia is being dashed by the day. Already there have been reports of numerous cancelled Chinese tours and dips in interest on travel websites from Western countries. There are concerns that Malaysia’s tourism industry may take a long-term hit.

   Before Flight 370 disappeared somewhere over the Indian Ocean, Chinese tourists were a major source of income for the Malaysian tourism economy. In 2013, 12% of tourists to Malaysia were Chinese, according to Merrill Lynch Bank of America’s data. China’s middle class has enjoyed considerable disposable income growth in recent years, and the research group Crédit Lyonnais Securities Asia (CLSA) estimates that China’s outbound tourists will double by 2020, hitting 200 million. 

   Recent events could compromise Malaysia's once-promising chances of getting a piece of the pie, however.  With over 200 Chinese passengers on the missing Malaysian Airlines flight, and few answers over the past few weeks, Chinese have channeled their frustration through their tourism dollars. Chinese travel agents say they have had customers avoid planning Malaysia trips or cancelling their Malaysia trips altogether. Over 77% of more than 38,400 people responding to a poll on Sina Weibo (the Chinese version of Twitter) said MH370 would influence their decision to travel to Malaysia. 
   In response, Malaysian Tourism Minister Nazri Aziz has canceled the VMY 2014 road show events in China until the mystery is solved. And the effect is even reaching the other side of the globe. Germany-based travel website Trivago found that Malaysia hotel searches from the US dropped 22% in the 10 days following the disappearance.

   Yet, Malaysia has not given up hope on VMY. Roadshows continued in India, though five Indian nationals were on MH370. “The show must go on,” says MTB Director General Dato Mirza Mohammad Taiyab.  “Business has to be carried out. Airlines need to continue to operate flights. We are very concerned about the incident and the government is looking into the matter with all seriousness.”
   But the kidnapping of a Chinese tourist and a Philippine hotel worker on 3 April at Singamata Reef Resort near Semporna in Sabah has dealt another serious blow to Malaysian tourism. The kidnapping incident spread like wildfire on China’s Sina Weibo, where photos of the incident were circulated. “Why go there?” asked one Chi-nese commentator. “Cherish life, away from Malaysia,” said another.

   Sabah’s tourism minister Datuk Seri Masidi Manjun said the abduction, occurring just five months after a similar incident on Pom Pom Island, has hit hard on Sabah's VMY. “With these incidents coming one after another within a space of five months, to say 2014 would be a challenging year is an understatement. The VMY 2014 is going to be very challenging for Sabah and for those in the Sabah tourism industry.”   (
PHILIPPINES: NO TO ‘NO-BUILD ZONE‘ 
POLICY !
[PDI: 29.3.14; 4.4.14] - AN environmental advocacy group is calling for the revocation of the government’s “no-build zone” policy within 40m of shorelines, saying it was only an excuse to eject coastal communities for commercial interests. 

   The Kalikasan People’s Network for the Environment (Kalikasan PNE) said in a statement that the real objective of the policy was not to build disaster-free communities but to clear coastal areas to pave the way for private developers. “The national government is again using this policy to displace coastal communities particularly in typhoon-affected areas in Leyte and Samar provinces,” Clemente Bautista, national coordinator of Kalikasan PNE, said in the statement. “President Aquino claims it is for the purpose of building safe and disaster-resilient communities, but its apparent real intention is to clear communities off the coastal areas to pave the way for land-grabbing by special economic and ecotourism zones of private corporations,” he said. 

   The no-build zone policy of the government prohibits the construction of permanent structures within 40m from the shoreline as stipulated under the Water Code. Environment Secretary Ramon Paje had earlier announced the mapping and marking of the 40-m danger zones covering approximately 100 km of coastline in Samar and Leyte provinces, although not all the areas would be subject to them. “There are areas where growing mangroves and beach forest is not applicable…. There are places, where infrastructure is more applicable, meaning dikes and break-waters,” he said. 

   The policy was in response to the devastation suffered by coastal communities due to powerful storm surges spawned by Super Typhoon ’Yolanda’ (international name: Haiyan) in November. But Kalikasan PNE said the policy fails “both to protect our coastal and marine ecosystems and ensure the safety of our coastal communities.” 

   “In spite of this policy, most of our public domain like mangrove areas and shorelines were converted to private ownership and were used for commercial purposes. This included the proliferation of fishpond production, private resorts, shopping malls, economic zones, and luxury sub-divisions,” Bautista said. 

   According to a recent report by Refugees International (RI), tens of thousands of Filipinos affected by Yolanda could lose their homes and livelihoods, unless the controversial ‘no-build zone’ policy is changed immediately.  The report, entitled Philippines: Typhoon Survivors Face Obstacles to Recovery, calls on the Philippine government to ensure that the rights of people in the ‘no-build zones’ are respected, and that any relocations take place in a legal and humane fashion. 

   “Many Filipinos who live near the ocean lost everything in Typhoon Haiyan, and many want to be relocated,” said RI Climate Displacement Program Manager Alice Thomas. “But the government’s current approach is unrealistic and possibly illegal. There is nowhere near enough available land for the 60,000 families who previously lived in these areas. So if this policy goes forward, it could lead to forced displacement, making recovery for thousands of affected people far more difficult,” Thomas explained. 

    “As climate change continues and coastal nations across the world are threatened, millions of people may face the prospect of relocation. Yet governments and humanitarians have no good strategies for deciding where, when, and how relocation should be carried out,” she added.   (
PHILIPPINES: AYALA PLANS MONSTROUS
‘ECOTOURISM’ PROJECT ON PALAWAN

[BM: 6.4.14] - PROPERTY giant Ayala Land Inc. (ALI) recently announced it will be investing an initial P6 billion (US$135 mio) to develop the first ‘sustainable ecotourism estate‘ in the Philippines. Located in El Nido, Palawan, one of the Philipines’s prime tourism destinations, Lio is a 100-ha development that will feature hotels and resorts, tourism and commercial establishments and residential communi-ties with world-class amenities that blend with the natural landscape, according to ALI officials. Lio is the original name of the area in El Nido, where the new project will rise. The mega-resort will be built right beside the El Nido airport.
   ALI President Antonino T. Aquino said the first phase of the project consists of 25 ha, which shall include a unique township development called Lio Beach Village, featuring bed and breakfasts, resorts, shops and dining establish-ments amid civic spaces. Ten Knots Development Corp., a subsidiary of ALI, will develop the property.

   After visiting the project site, Tourism Secretary Ramon R. Jimenez Jr. described Lio as ‘a new jewel of sustainable tourism in the Philippines‘. He added: “In more ways than one, we will find that Palawan and El Nido will become even more, as some people will describe it, the most beautiful place in the world.”

   AyalaLand Hotels and Resorts Corp. (AHRC) President Jose Emmanuel Jalandoni said more tourism projects are in the pipeline for the company. “It has always been our vision and thrust to support the Philippines’s flourishing tourism industry. [AHRC] will continue to build its tourism portfolio by expanding into more geographical areas with hotels, resorts and tourism estates,” he said in a news statement.
   The Department of Tourism aims to attract some 10 million foreign visitors to the Philippines, and 56 million domestic tourists by 2016.   (
SINGAPORE’S INSATIABLE HUNGER
FOR SAND AGAIN IN THE NEWS
[TOC: 5.4.14] -  ONE of the main purposes for Singapore’s high demand for sand is land reclamation for the many mega-projects, including tourism complexes. Since the 1960s, the city state’s land area has increased by 20%, or 130 sq-km, according to a recently published UNEP report. “Having imported a reported 517 million tonnes of sand in the last 20 years, Singapore is by far the largest importer of sand world-wide and the world’s highest per capita con-sumer of sand at 5.4 t per inhabitant.” And the environ-mental consequences are often devastating.

   The Burmese news outlet Eleven reported on 2 April: “[Locals] from Taninthayi Region are now facing landslides and river erosion due to digging up of the Dawei River basin and lower parts of the river using dredgers.” It added, “The Myanmar Ports Authority under the Ministry of Transport and Kyaw Kyaw Phyo Company Ltd used dredgers to dig up sand from the Dawei River before exporting it to Singapore.” It cited a regional Minister for Transport and Communications confirming “that Myawaddy Trading Limited — which is part of the military-owned Myanmar Economic Holding Ltd — signed an agreement with a Singapore firm to export sand from Myeik and Kawthaung areas.”

  This is not the first time that concerns about negative environmental consequences have been raised by coun-tries from which Singapore is purchasing sand or granite. The latest report from Burma is only one in a long-running series of accusations against Singapore. In 2002, Indonesia effected a temporary ban on sand export to Singapore. In February 2007, a full ban was imposed, causing Singapore to seek alternative sources.

   Following the ban by Indonesia, the Burmese military government offered to sell sand – and more – to Singapore that had just approved the construction of its much touted mega tourist attractions, the two Integrated Resorts (IRs) including casinos.  
   Concerns over environmental damage caused by dredging in ecologically sensitive coastal areas have prompted several Southeast Asian countries to ban the export of sand. Besides Indonesia, Malaysia, Vietnam and Cambodia have also imposed such bans. In Singapore, however, the island’s insatiable hunger for sand and construction raw materials has continued.  
   In 2010, Global Witness, an international environmental group, accused Singapore of destroying Cambodia’s envi-ronment with its demands for sand, through illegal trade by smugglers. The Singaporean authorities promptly issued a statement to deny the accusations, saying that Singapore is “committed to the protection of the global environment.”  (
THAILAND’S MOKEN:
THE VANISHING SEA TRIBE

[AJ: 14.3.14] - ON Thailand's tropical Surin Islands lives one of the world's fastest disappearing cultures.The Moken, a nomadic sea tribe that has roamed the Andaman sea for centuries, are in a desperate fight to keep their traditions alive. Having survived the 2004 tsunami by recalling their ancestors' cautionary tales, the winds of modernity are now proving a greater threat to their way of life.

   Two hundred Moken gypsies live on the Surin Islands, as part of one of the only communities where children still speak fluent Moken and young men spear fish the traditional way, by holding their breath and diving to great depths. But the islands are part of a national park, so the Moken are prohibited from cutting down trees to make their traditional boat, the kabang.

   During the dry season, Mokens would spend months at sea aboard their wooden kabangs, only living on land during the rainy season when the seas were menaced by monsoon storms. Just a few generations ago, most noma-dic Mokens were born on kabangs. But today, there are hardly any left in Thailand.
   Spearfishing has long been integral to the Moken way of life, but overfishing has emptied nearby seas. Moken divers now have to dive deeper and go further out to sea to find fish. Many have died from decompression sickness.
   Today, many Mokens have abandoned their nomadic ways, and live where their ancestors spent monsoon seasons. Those stretches of shoreline are now greatly sought after by developers, eager to cash in on the growing tourist demand for tropical beaches. As property values skyrocket, fiercely contested land battles are playing out, with the Moken often on the losing side.

   One such community can be found on Rawai beach on Phuket island. More than a dozen lawsuits have been filed by a deed owner against residents of Rawai. To investigate the Mokens' claim to the land, the government has dug up old Moken graves in the area. Businessman and deed owner Piyawat said he legally purchased the land in 2008, not knowing that so many Moken were living there. Since then, he said he has not been able to use his land because local residents chase him out. After years of legal battles, there is still no resolution in sight.

   While the post-tsunami aid has brought education and healthcare to the Moken, it has also left many on the fringes of society. Now, as the Moken attempt to strike a balance between tradition and modernity, they can hardly maintain their life as the ocean resources they depend on are fast depleting. They will hardly be able to preserve their tradi-tions while adapting to modern Thai life. And they may not survive a cultural crisis that is probably a greater threat than any tsunami.
Watch the video ‘101 East: The vanishing sea tribe‘  produced by Al Jazeera: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XwOsGGiJMpM
VIETNAM: RESORT TOWN CONCERNED NUCLEAR REACTOR COULD HIT TOURISM 

[TNN: 31.3.14] - DEPUTY Prime Minister Vu Van Ninh has asked central authorities to consider Lam Dong Province’s proposal to relocate the site of a future nuclear reactor outside the resort town of Da Lat, following years of protest by local agencies. The proposal is reasonable and would “make people feel safe in a developing resort town,” he said. 

   Plans for the construction of a nuclear reactor in Da Lat have been controversial since they were announced in 2012. The National Atomic Energy Institute currently plans to build the new reactor – 30 times larger than Da Lat’s current reactor – and a new “nuclear center” near the Da Lat Nuclear Research Center, which is home to the old reactor inside the city limits of Da Lat. The province has repeatedly asked that the location of the newer, larger reactor be moved away from Da Lat.

   Opponents have recently begun to raise their voices again because  authorities have so far made no changes – and seemingly no intention to make changes – to the initial plan.

   Vyacheslav Pershukov, deputy general director of the Russian State Nuclear Energy Corporation (Rosatom) for research and engineering, said the company plans to build the center under an agreement between the Vietnam and Russia. The center will include a nuclear reactor with a capacity of 15MW, he said, adding that Russia will provide US$500 million in aid to build the center in Da Lat and a theory research establishment in Hanoi, in order to help train personnel for Vietnam’s nuclear power projects.

   While experts claim that the planned location in Da Lat is safe, local authorities are concerned that the project will have a bad impact on the resort town. At a meeting with Deputy Prime Minister Vu Van Ninh on 25 March, Lam Dong authorities officially proposed not to build the nuclear center in Da Lat. 
   “We are not opposing the central government’s decision. But I think the high-capacity reactor will spoil a zoning plan for Da Lat that the Prime Minister signed in 2002,” he was quoted as saying. He pointed out that local residents also do not want to have the new nuclear reactor in town.

   Nguyen Nhi Dien, deputy director of the National Atomic Energy Center, said besides fearing the negative impacts on the zoning plan, Lam Dong authorities are concerned that the new reactor will affect Da Lat tourism.   (
VIETNAM: NEW AIRPORT PROJECT AT 
LONG THANH UNDER FIRE

[TNN: 4.4.14] - THE Ministry of Transport has rejected proposals by a group of constituents who want to expand the current Tan Son Nhat airport instead of building a new one in Dong Nai Province. Plans for the new airport also envisage building a new golf course at Tan Son Nhat on land that critics say could be used for airport expansion instead.

   In a petition last month, the constituents said Vietnam should not build Long Thanh airport, which is expected to cost at least US$7 billion in the first stage, because the country is still poor. Vietnam should not use official development assistance (ODA) to build the airport while the Tan Son Nhat airport has not even been fully utilized yet, they said. They also demanded a revocation of plans to turn the airport’s buffer zone into a golf course instead of using it to expand the current airport.

   In its response, the transport ministry said Tan Son Nhat airport served 20 million passengers in 2013, and it would be overloaded soon. Expanding Tan Son Nhat to serve 40-45 million passengers a year will be costly and unfeasible because it is located in the residential area only 7km from the city center.
   The transport ministry also said Ho Chi Minh City, Dong Nai, Binh Duong and Ba Ria - Vung Tau provinces are major airline transport markets that link to bustling air transport routes in Southeast Asia. A major international airport is necessary to meet domestic and regional demand and Long Thanh is the best location in the area, it said.

   Regarding the golf course project at Tan Son Nhat, the ministry said it was approved under proposals from the ministries of defense, construction and planning and investment after being reviewed by other relevant ministries.
   According to the Airports Corporation of Vietnam, the Long Thanh airport is expected to serve up to 100 million passengers and five million tons of goods a year by 2030, becoming a major airport in Southeast Asia.

   The project is set to be built on an area of 5,000ha overlapping six communes in Dong Nai’s Long Thanh District. In January, Dong Nai authorities met with relevant agencies to discuss the resettlement of local residents for the Long Thanh airport project. A total of 5,381 households of more than 17,000 residents will be affected by the project, including 3,321 households that will have all their land revoked.

   At a government teleconference last December, autho-rities in Ho Chi Minh City and Dong Nai both supported the construction of Long Thanh airport. However, Nguyen Xuan Thanh, director of the Public Policy Program at the HCMC-based Fulbright Economics Teaching Programme, said that his team had assessed the project and found it to be financially-ineffective. 
   "No investor is interested in investing in the airport under a BOT [build-operate-transfer] project,“ he said. “It will need to use ODA. The problem then is that the whole country has to pay the debt.”   (
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