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A ‘GREEN‘ FUTURE FOR ASIAN CITIES?

[ANN: 13.7.14] - SINGAPORE, already one of the greenest cities in Asia, now has the distinction of having the world's tallest vertical garden - the 24-storey Tree House condo-minium.
   Asia may not have a completely green city like Van-couver in Canada, which started on this path a decade ago, but there are some cities in the region making the right moves. China is already starting to build eco-cities - places where people can live healthier lives while re-ducing their impact on the environment.
   Steffen Lehmann, a sustainable design and behaviour specialist with the University of South Australia, said that the idea behind eco-cities is to live with the environment and resources. "Eco-cities strive to cut greenhouse gas emissions by producing energy through renewable sour-ces such as solar, wind and biomass, and using low-carbon public transport," Lehmann said, adding that resources are conserved through waste-management techniques such as natural bio-filtration of storm water. "There are even plans to grow food and plant new green areas within the boundaries of the city," he said. "The ambitious ultimate goal of these cities is self-sufficiency.“

   Ramola Naik Singru, who is the regional team leader for the Green Cities Initiative with the Asian Development Bank (ADB), said there is an urgent need for Asia to focus on making cities more liveable and greener. "Liveability comprises three essential ingredients: Air, water and land. Clean air to breathe, clean water to drink, and green, well-managed land to enjoy,"  she said. Green cities embrace a much more holistic view of growth and create an envi-ronment for people to access employment and services opportunities, she explained.
   Asia has already been facing enormous environmental challenges. Three of the top five carbon dioxide emitting economies as well as 11 of the 20 most polluted cities in the world are in Asia. In many parts of the region, losses from traffic-related congestion amount to 5% of GDP.
   The situation is worse in poor cities that experience rapid growth, where pollution is becoming extremely serious, infrastructure supply lags demand, and basic public services such as water connections and solid waste disposal do not reach the majority. In addition, many residents live on marginal lands where they face risks from flooding, disease and other shocks.
sea-tm takes a critical look at tourism policies and practices in Southeast Asia as well as southern China, and particularly highlights people-centred perspectives aimed to advance civil rights, social and economic equity, cultural integrity, 
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Book recommendation

LIVING LANDSCAPES, CONNECTED COMMUNITIES

edited by Justine Vaz and Narumol Aphinives
Living Landscapes, Connected Communities is an ambitious regional project featuring almost 50 contributors from five countries: Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, Japan and the Philippines. Published by Penang-based publisher Areca Books, the book comprises essays, personal reflections, poetry and photographs of people and the communities and environment they live in.

   It examines bio-cultural diversity – the way different communities in different countries interact with their surroundings, drawing upon shared values and cultural heritage, as they negotiate an ever-changing world. More specifically, it explores five areas in these countries – Tasik Chini in Malaysia, Kali Code in Indonesia, Khiriwong in Thailand, Biwako in Japan and Batanes in the Philippines – in its aim to better understand local responses to contemporary social, economic and environmental challenges.

   “If anything, the book is a celebration of diversity, with a focus on the communities and how they react and respond to changes around them. It is an accessible introduction to our social world in Asia,” editor Vaz says. She also notes that there are not enough books about Asian societies that are written by Asians. Living Landscapes, Connected Communities is one such book that sets out to bring together people from all over the region. There are stories in this book that, although not new to the community in question, are relatively unknown to the rest of the world as they are usually documented by the community in another language that is not English.   (
Singru noted how Asian cities are embracing green concepts and identifying ways to become healthier and more liveable through the improvement of air, water and land. "Under the ADB's Green Cities Initiative in Southeast Asia we are working with Hue and Vinh Yen in Vietnam, Malacca in Malaysia, Mandalay in Myanmar [Burma], and four cities in Indonesia," she said.
   Singapore has prioritized waste minimization, and a wide-spread recycling project has resulted in upward of 60% of waste currently being recycled. It also requires all new buildings in the central business district to incorporate green spaces, whether it be within the building itself or a small park on the roof.
   Cambodia has transformed a water system in Phnom Penh that, in the early 1990s, only served one in five resi-dents with poor-quality water intermittently. In place is a system to provide international-standard potable water to over 90% of the population - 24 hours a day, seven days a week.
   So what do people in Asia want to see in their cities? Throughout Asia, citizens are recognizing that cities serve a function beyond business and economic growth. They want their environment to be clean, fresh and in harmony with nature, with more trees, more small parks, fewer cars, in convenient and modern settings.
  So how can Asian cities be transformed from sprawling, gridlocked and polluted commercial centres into healthy, liveable areas that can be sustained for decades? The ADB says the transformation of Asia's cities requires a "complete rethink of the way urban areas are developed and managed".   (
BURMA: ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERNS 
OVER MYEIK ‘ECO-RESORT‘ TENDER

[MT: 16.6.14] – ENVIRONMENTALISTS have expressed concern over a recent tender for an ecotourism project in the Myeik Archipelago, warning that it should only go ahead if the government can ensure the winner properly adheres to environmental standards.

   The Forestry Department of the Ministry of Environmental Conservation and Forestry invited local and foreign companies to bid for a long-term lease inside the Lampi Marine Park, in Tanintharyi Region’s Bokpyin township. The tender for the site, which is on department-owned land on War Ale island, inside the marine park, closed on 30 May. Companies were to submit a proposal for an ‘eco-based resort‘ that would be built under a build, operate and trans-fer (BOT) agreement.
   U Saw Tun Khine, an adviser to the Biodiversity and Nature Conservation Association (BANCA), said the deve-lopment must keep the impact on the local ecosystem to a minimum. In particular, he stressed that it should include proper pollution control management rules that are strictly enforced. “The concessionaire shouldn’t influence the con-servation management body, and should have environ-mental conservation knowledge. Development and conser-vation should be balanced, or the habitat could be destroyed quickly,” he said, adding that park authorities should monitor tourism development to ensure that it is responsible.

   “Visitors should follow basic conservation principles – ‘take nothing but photographs’ and ‘leave nothing but footsteps’ – or the sustainability of the area will be affected. Does the department have enough human resources, funding and capacity to manage these things properly?” he asked.
   Other experts say the answer to this question is a re-sounding “no”. Ministry officials acknowledge that there are difficulties enforcing the conservation zone. While patrols take place once a month, they are sometimes cancelled during rainy season because of bad weather, said a Nature and Wildlife Conservation Division official, who asked not to be named.

   U Saw Tun Khine said the Myeik Archipelago biodiversity was richer than that of upper Burma and its resources should be husbanded wisely. A 2011 report by BANCA and an an Italian NGO said marine and terrestrial biodiversity in Lampi had significant value, and that 50 globally protected species had been identified so far. The report recom-mended that ecotourism be developed only after park management was in place and in a manner that favoured community-based initiatives.   (
BURMA: NGAPALI – AN IDYLLIC GETAWAY, BUT AT WHAT COST?
The following is a shortened version of an article by Sandar Lwin [MT: 16.6.14]

B

lue waters and white sands line a ribbon of coconut palms. Fluf-fy clouds swirl in the sky over the tree-covered mountains. On a re-cent visit to Ngapali Beach, located near Thandwe township, Rakhine State, I found myself thinking the local people were quite lucky to spend their daily lives here. 
     But speaking with the fishermen who’d agreed to give me a tour of the coastline, I quickly realized that the beautiful surrounds don’t make their lives easy. On our journey, I spotted at least 10 hotel construction sites along the beaches, where these fishermen and others bring in and clean their catch. With unsmiling faces, they ex-pressed worry that, although there’s not yet been any order to vacate the beaches, the possibility is there. Their future is uncertain.

     The coastline meanders in a series of curves like the edge of a lace cur-tain. Each curve is called a chai in the local dialect, and every chai (about a kilometre, or half a mile, long) offers the locals fishing spots, motor ports and flats for sun-drying fish. We passed fishing boats resting near a stately guesthouse, in front of a famous statue of a mermaid. A group of men assembled fishing equipment and prepared food baskets for the long hours at sea. Under a falling sun, a woman collected her dried fishes.
     Hotels continue to be built here according to the government’s policy of boosting the tourism industry. As I walked along the beach and past con-struction sites, I could see beyond to the crude houses of some villagers.
     The villagers had made paths through the sand as they trekked to and from the beach, which seemed to be an issue for a nearby hotel. I watched as one of the hotel staff swept all the footsteps with a rake to create a smoother, handsomer sight.

     I was curious to know what the locals think of plans to upgrade Nga-pali including nearby villages to the sub-township level – one part of President U Thein Sein’s beach deve-lopment plan. Would it bring greater luck to the fishery owners?

   A villager in his 60s kept on pre-paring salted fish, responding to my question with an unsmiling, dazed expression. “We could be moved away from the shore at any time,” he said. “The buyers for the plots along the shore are also bustling in the village.”

     Later, I visited the coastal curve called Myapyin, a newly developed hotel zone with a series of starred ho-tels. Evening already, the beach was far from bustling, with some foreign tourists wearing headlamps and strol-ling the white sands, which were free of trash compared to other stretches.
     The idyllic nature of the beach makes a striking contrast with the village. Behind the luxurious hotels are the small, weathered houses be-longing to Myapyin and Linnthar villa-gers. Different again is the row of up-scale shops in town – art galleries, restaurants and souvenir shops reflec-ting the more luxurious lifestyle of their customers.
     At the back of one hotel, an older woman was selling raw coral and shells. I asked her how the villagers and land owners along the coast were faring. Were they becoming rich from the tourism expansion? “I don’t even know where they have gone,” she responded, seeming to suggest that villagers were simply disappearing. The thought haunted me...   (

BURMA: JOHN KERRY STAYED AT 
US-BLACKLISTED CRONY’S HOTEL
[MT: 10.8.14; AP: 12.8.14] - DURING his recent visit to Burma, US Secretary of State John Kerry touted the significance of what remains of the US sanctions against Burma: "Sanc-tions now are very much focused on members of the junta and on key individuals who may still be representing a challenge to achieving some of these [Burma's] goals," he told members of the media gathered at Lake Garden Nay Pyi Taw.

   Washington seems to be eager to engage Burma’s new nominally civilian government, but does not want to be accused of engaging in bad business practices. But in fact, Kerry was speaking at a hotel owned by a blacklisted busi-ness tycoon where he and other members of his delegation had been staying since arriving in the capital. If this is not embarrassing – then what?

   One of these sanctioned individuals is tycoon U Zaw Zaw, whose company Max Myanmar built the luxury Lake Garden last year. U Bo Chan Tun, project manager at Max Myanmar's hotel arm, confirmed that Max Myanmar built and owns the recently opened Lake Garden property, which is managed by French hotel group Accor under its MGallery brand. Both U Zaw Zaw and his Max Myanmar Group of Companies are on the Special Designated Nationals (SDN) list maintained by the US Treasury Department's Office of Foreign Assets Control. U Zaw Zaw and his companies were added to the SDN list in 2009, according to the Treasury Department's website.
   US State Department spokeswoman Jen Psaki claimed that Kerry did nothing wrong. She said Burma’s Foreign Ministry assigned Kerry and members of his delegation to the Lake Garden Hotel, owned Max Myanmar. The Interna-tional Emergency Economic Powers Act, which outlines dealings with “specially designated” or “blacklisted” natio-nals, “includes an exemption for activities related to travel, including hotel accommodations,” she added.
   Associated Press commented: “In a country where cronies own almost all the biggest and best-known firms - including hotels in the capital Nay Pyi Taw -, Kerry would have been hard-pressed to find anywhere else to stay as he attended a weekend gathering of Southeast Asian foreign ministers.“   (
CAMBODIA: IT’S ANGKOR WAT  VS. 
‘ANCIENT‘ TOUR BUSES

[GP: 6.7.14; CD: 26.7.14] - A thousand years ago, they were temples so sacred only high priests were allowed to enter — the spiritual epicenter of a powerful empire that dominated Southeast Asia. Now, millions of tourists climb among the elaborate, enchanting ruins. They arrive at Angkor Archaeo-logical Park's ticket counter via decades-old tour buses that belch dark, toxic fumes. Here, air pollution is at its worst.

   At the 18 ticket counters, visitors — led by Chinese and Koreans — take refuge from the exhaust clouds by covering their noses with scarves. The aging tour buses are resus-citated from back when Japan or Korea themselves were struggling, unable to afford clean modern technology. The tired vehicles can no longer be sold there, so they end up here.

   Also contributing to the noxious ambiance are tuk-tuks — Cambodia's answer to rickshaws, pulled by rickety motor-bikes. No one bothers to turn off the engine while waiting for clients at the ticket counters.

   It is not just bad air that is assaulting this world-class archeological site. The sheer weight of millions of tourists has long taken its toll. Wooden stairs have been installed to protect the original ones underneath. Some areas are limited to 2,000 tourists per day. 
   But for the air pollution that worries scientists, no quick fix is in sight. Research suggests that a decade ago, air pollution here in Siem Reap, a city of about 250,000 inhabi-tants that accommodates temple tourists, was worse than in Thailand's capital Bangkok, a city of more than 8 million. 

   More than ten years ago, when the annual visitor num-bers were around 300,000, UNESCO warned of the expected surge in tourists. Not only were the ancient stones crumbling under the steady beat of the millions that were expected, but mounting air pollution had caused acid rain that darkens the stone, and eventually leads to its decay.

   UNESCO has long advocated for a sustainable, long-term solution for the park's ever-increasing traffic and air pollu-tion issues, a means of transportation that is self-reliant but does not produce toxic fumes.

   Enter France's solar-powered Blue Solutions electric vehicles, already successfully introduced as a car-sharing project in Paris, with cities such as Indianapolis next in line. Last year, Blue Solutions set up Siem Reap's first solar-panel farm next to a new ticket center that will be able to accommodate the growing number of tourists. Two electric buses as well as electric cars are already standing under a wooden bus station. “Here we have so much sun and are so close to the equator, it would be stupid not to use [solar power],” said Blue Solutions Cambodia CEO, Vincent Calzaroni. “If air pollution is already a problem now, and the condition of the temples is getting worse, imagine in a few years when there'll be 5 million tourists,” he added.
   The Apsara Authority said in response to recent media coverage about the destructive threat posed to Angkor Wat by pollution that it is taking the issue seriously. Sok Sangvar, head of Apsara’s Angkor Tourism Management Plan, emphasized in a statement that the authority last year created a working group to implement measures including upgrading existing weather stations to provide accurate data on pollution levels, the modernization of the tourist transport system and piloting a recycling programme that involves locals living in and around the temple complex.
   “This will not only reduce negative impact on Angkor but at the same time enhance the visiting experience and involve the local community in the development process with education programmes and incentives to recycle,” he said.   (
CAMBODIA: INDIGENOUS GROUPS 
URGE ACTION ON LAND ISSUES

[PPP: 11.8.14] - DURING celebrations for World Indigenous Peoples Day on 9 August, ethnic communities called on the Cambodian government to keep its promises regarding the protection of community forests. 

   Cambodia has 24 ethnic minority groups that comprise an estimated 1.4% of the population, according to the NGO Forum, which helps protect indigenous land rights. Indigenous communities are not mentioned in the constitu-tion and were not acknowledged by any legislation until the 2001 Land Law granted them the right to establish commu-nal land tenure.

   People who gathered in Kratie, Mondulkiri, Koh Kong and Preah Vihear on World Indigenous Peoples Day decried the government’s slow progress; so far, only eight communal land titles have been allotted to indigenous groups. Mean-while, as of last year, economic land concessions (ELC) covered over 2.2 mio. ha – almost 65% of Cambodia’s arable land, according to Licadho, a local human rights organization. 

   “While the communities wait to be recognized, they are losing their land to ELC companies’ projects,” NGO Forum executive director Tek Vannara said. A government morato-rium on new ELC’s has been in place since 2012, though rights groups have noted that land disputes have only intensified since then.

   Before ethnic minority villagers can seek land titles, they first need to be officially registered by the government as an indigenous community. There are currently 99 recognized communities but no estimate of how many remain unregistered, Try Meng, secretary of state at the Ministry of Rural Development said. 

   So far, 76 communities have been suggested for regis-tration, and the government intends to register 10 communi-ties per year for the next four years, Meng said. “We need time to study and examine their identity before we recog-nize them officially,” he said.

   Indigenous villagers, however, said they were tired of waiting. “We need the government to recognize us offi-cially,” said Kha Sros, a Kouy ethnic villager. “We don’t want our culture to disappear.”   (
INDONESIA: JAKARTA RESTORES CRUMBLING HERITAGE BUILDINGS

[JP: 8.8.14] - THE Jakarta administration has given owners of buildings in the historic Kota Tua area a two-year deadline to restore the city’s crumbling heritage or face severe sanctions, as part of efforts to revitalize the zone for tourism.

   Deputy Governor Basuki Tjahaja Purnama and the owners “have been in direct contact to discuss cooperation in terms of restoration, usage and so on,” said Sarwo Handayani, the city administration’s deputy for spatial planning and environmental protection. “We will see how [the restoration process] goes over the next two years. We want to see results.” 
   Building owners, she continued, are obliged to submit restoration plans to the Jakarta government that would ensure that the buildings will retain much if not all of their original form. The government will then provide compen-sation in the form of tax breaks. “We will also help in deve-loping plans on how the buildings will be utilized so that they become tourist attractions and the whole area be-comes alive once more,” she added.
   Jakarta is also offering to buy the buildings if the owner cannot afford the restoration costs. Failure to meet the deadline will result in a fine worth 10 times the buildings’ annual property tax, Sarwo said. In some cases, the government might even order a seizure of assets.

   According to Sarwo, restoration work is already underway for 85 buildings owned by state-owned firms, including the Toko Merah building now owned by state trading company Perusahaan Perdagangan Indonesia. The building was built in 1730 by then Dutch East Indies Company’s (VOC) Governor-General Gustaaf Willem van Imhoff and was originally used as official residence of Dutch leaders.

   Lin Che Wei, the CEO of Jakarta Old Town Revitalization Corporation, a consortium handling the revitalization project, said that it would be prioritizing restoration works in fourteen buildings including Toko Merah.  ( 
INDONESIA: IS IT TOO LATE TO SAVE BALI?

[SBS: 29.7.14] - MORE than 10 million people are expected to visit Bali this year, but locals say the demands of tourists are increasingly threatening the Indonesian island’s future. The annual number of visitors now outnumbers the local population by almost three times, causing a conflict be-tween the lure of the tourism dollar and the traditional Bali-nese way of life.

   “What’s this mountain called?” asked SBS Dateline repor-ter David O’Shea as he was shown around by environ-mental activist Moko. “Mount Rubbish,” he replies bluntly. “Kids used to draw pictures of the sun rising behind green mountains. Now it’s a mountain of rubbish.”

   Thousands of cubic metres of unsorted waste are dumped there every day, leaching toxins into the ground-water. Campaigners say it’s just one example of the way tourism is damaging the island and making life increasingly difficult for local residents.
   Demands on the limited local water supply are also threatening traditional rice farmers. Phyllis Kaplan, the founder of the Sawah Bali foundation for the protection of the traditional subak irrigation system, said:  “When you have development it disallows that subak system to work efficiently, delivering water democratically to those who need it.

    “If there is no water, then we all die,” said one of the farmers. “Please don’t take all the water from the springs to sell to hotels.”

   But with land prices increasing by 1000% in five years, some hard-pressed farmers are finding it hard to resist selling to developers. And it is those developments that others say are the key to Bali’s future economic success, as it looks to attract even greater numbers of tourists.

   Reclaiming land to create nine islands for a tourist park in Benoa Bay in the south of the island is one of the latest plans to divide opinion. “We have to widen our area… that is a must… if it will not damage the environment,” said Bali’s governor Made Pastika. “We need jobs, we need new icons of tourism.” But the area was an official conservation area until a newly issued presidential decree controversially removed its status to allow ‘revitalization’.

   “It’s going to kill my business,” claims diving shop owner I Nyoman Sugita. “They’re going to kill all the reef, the fish, the coral, it’s all gone, it’s going to destroy this area.”

   Elsewhere on the island, activist and artist Sayur is holding out against developers. His best known work is a huge ‘Not For Sale’ sign in the middle of his rice padi. “The rice fields are my last defence,” said Sayur. “With all the villas, the profession of farmer has changed drastically.”

   “We Balinese should take the move to save Bali… before it’s too late,” fellow campaigner Dedik Rachman says. “Bali is so small, and we don’t have time to play around.”   (
MALAYSIA: LANGKAWI RISKS 
LOSING GEOPARK STATUS
[TMI: 15.7.14] - MALAYSIA's widely promoted tourist island, Langkawi, is in danger of losing its UNESCO Geopark sta-tus following the world body‘s move to issue a ‘Yellow Card‘ warning because of the local authorities‘ failure to abide by conservation and sustainable practice requirements.

   A civil society group, which calls itself FLAG for ‘Friends of Langkawi Geopark‘, has now taken upon itself to under-take programmes to improve the situation before the UNESCO inspection by the middle of next year. If the UNESCO panel is not convinced that there is any signi-ficant improvement, Langkawi will be slapped with a ‘Red Card‘, which would end its Geopark status completely.

   Formed earlier this year, FLAG, spearheaded mainly by residents and local travel trade operators, is conducting an awareness drive on the importance of the Geopark status. Its latest activity - a ‘No Plastic Campaign‘ - was recently held in Kuah town. 
   Langkawi was issued the ‘Yellow Card‘ during a review by a UNESCO expert panel in October 2011. According to the review, there were 27 areas not maintained in accordance with UNESCO guidelines. Generally, these included failure to implement conservation measures for local geology and the environment, to educate and preserve local communi-ties and indigenous people, and to have proper tourism practices that promote nature and local culture. There was also failure to have appropriate development and planning that do not damage the local nature and community.

  It is understood that the main agency responsible for Langkawi is the Langkawi Development Authority (LADA), which comes under the Finance Ministry.

   Globally, there are now 100 Global Geoparks in 30 coun-tries. Langkawi is the first UNESCO Geopark in Southeast Asia. Unlike other UNESCO sites, which are only sections of a province, the whole Langkawi island and its surroun-dings, covering 478 sq km, are recognized as a single Geopark.   (
MALAYSIA: ONLY THE RICH GET
PROJECTS IN LANGKAWI

[FMT: 2.8.14] - THE big projects on the island are only going to corporations and wealthy individuals, thus depriving small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) of such oppor-tunities, recently commented Pishol Isahak, the former chairman of the Malaysian Association of Tour & Travel Agents (MATTA) for Kedah. Pishol said the authorities should look into how the local community and enterprises could benefit before approving projects.

   “The workers want to move on to become managers and not remain as waiters,“ he argued. “The planners and local authorities should opt for a balanced distribution of wealth by placing more emphasis on SMEs and entrepreneurs.“
   Pishol added: “There is also a need for more greenery instead of man-made attractions. Mega-projects should not affect the environment.” 
   According to Langkawi Development Authority (LADA) statistics, the resort island recorded about 3.4 million domestic and foreign tourists last year. Pishol said LADA had always played a strategic role in developing the island that was considered one of the best recreational spots of former premier Tun Dr. Mahathir Mohamed. “LADA has been the catalyst behind Langkawi’s growth, but it is now time for the private sector, of which 80% are SMEs, to play a greater role in promoting tourism,“ he said.   (
PHILIPPINES: WATER VS TOURISM DEVELOPMENT IN CAVITE

[Rappler: 19.6.14] - ENVIRONMENTALISTS and concerned citizens of Cavite recently filed a petition for Writ of Kalika-san to scrap a project that threatens the province's water supply. The Save Water in Indang Movement (SWIM) accuses the PTK2 H2O Corporation of building a dam and water delivery pipes aimed at extracting more water than is sustainable from 3 major watersheds in Cavite. 

   The project is for PTK2 H2O to fulfill a contract it signed with the Tagaytay City Water District (TCWD) in 2012. A government-owned and controlled corporation, the TCWD contracted the company to supply 50,000 cubic meters of water a day to be delivered to Tagaytay City's commercial establishments, hotels, and real estate projects. In fact, 50,000 cubic meters a day is 77.1% of the total amount of water discharged by the four major rivers that spring from the watersheds – 64,885.6 cubic meters a day. According to Noel Sedigo, environmental scientist and chairman of the forestry department of Cavite State University (CSU), "the rule of thumb is that no more than 30% of a river's average flow can be taken out each year without risking a shortfall in supply every 20 years."

   The project "allows the extraction of water ultimately for commercial and industrial use in the single City of Tagaytay to the prejudice of domestic and municipal appropriation for 12 cities and municipalities of Cavite Province in violation of the Water Code," reads the petition. 

   The petition challenges the TCWD for entering into the contract, the National Water and Resources Board (NWRB) for granting PTK2 H2O the water rights to extract that volume of water, and the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) Region IV for issuing an Environmental Compliance Certificate without the required documents. 

   Tagaytay is one of the most popular tourism destinations in Luzon because of its cool climate and view of Taal Lake. Recent years have seen condominiums, restaurants, ho-tels, golf courses and theme parks sprout all over the area.

   "During the summer season, long holidays and week-ends, water demand is expected to increase tremendously, even as high as double the normal demand, and upon completion and full operation of all the ongoing establish-ments and hotels currently being built," reads the water supply contract. Because of the city's "dire need of addi-tional water resources," the NWRB granted PTK2 H2O the rights to source water from four rivers - namely the Ikloy, Indang, Lambak, and Saluysoy rivers. 

   "Practically the entire province of Cavite is sacrificed to benefit real estate moguls who seek to rake in billions in profits from their Tagaytay investments," decried SWIM legal counsel Renecio Espiritu.  (  

MANGROVE FORESTS – 
BARRIERS AGAINST DISASTERS

Edited from an Editorial in The Philippines Star [3.8.14]

Filipinos were mostly unfamiliar with storm surges, until one struck the bay area of Manila in September 2011. The force of the surge, with waves as high as 20 feet, destroyed hotel fronts and Manila’s Baywalk, and submerged the western section of the city all the way to Taft Avenue in several inches of water. That surge, however, was nothing to the one that flattened Tacloban City and several other areas of Leyte and Samar a year ago. Super Typhoon Yolanda left thousands dead and billions in property and crops destroyed as it roared across the Visayas.

   Today, memories of the typhoon have encouraged the development of more disaster-resilient dwellings and public infrastructure. There is another tool for storm surge resi-lience, however, that has so far been generally overlooked: the propagation of mangrove forests around vulnerable areas.

   For nearly two decades now, 26 July has been observed as the International Day of the Mangrove Ecosystem Defense. Mangrove ecosystems promote biodiversity and are natural habitats for wildlife. Considered the rainforests of the seas, they also help ease global warming.

   As in other countries, however, mangroves have dwindled in the Philippines, making way for real estate development, aquaculture and other commercial activities. Several envi-ronment groups have moved to save the remaining man-grove forests – in the coastal area at Las Piñas, for example. The 175-ha area has been declared a conserva-tion zone and listed among the world’s important wetlands.

   A mangrove forest also saved the Leyte town of Palompon from the fury of Yolanda. Mangroves serve as natural protective barriers, breaking the force of storm surges. In popular travel destinations such as Palawan, mangrove patches are used for kayaking and other tourism activities.

   With 7,100 islands and one of the world’s most extensive coastlines, the Philippines is among the most vulnerable to storm surges. Propagating mangrove forests in coastal communities is an inexpensive way of mitigating the impact of climate change. In a country as vulnerable to natural calamities as the Philippines, any weapon against disaster counts. (
THAILAND: BURMESE WORKERS RUN
KOH TAO’S TOURISM BUSINESSES 

[TI: 17.7.14] - ABOUT 70% of Koh Tao’s tourism industry is run by Burmese waiters, cleaners, shop assistants, boatmen and even hotel and restaurant managers. “The Thais don’t want these jobs any longer. They just own the businesses and boss around their employees,” said a long-time foreign diving tour operator.  
   During the tsunami in 2004, an unknown number of illegal Burmese workers died on the affected Thai islands. Nowadays, the Burmese work legally in Koh Tao and earn close to Thai-standard salaries. Ko Thura, a waiter, stresses that the money to be made on the island is much better than in northern Thailand. Especially with the current economic crisis, Thailand depends on immigrant labor to keep this vital industry afloat amid dwindling numbers of tourists who are discouraged by warnings from their respective foreign ministries.

   “We pay 1,000 Thai baht [US$30] upon arrival and subsequently 500 THB monthly for the right to work here,” says Ko Aung, another waiter. “Policemen come to collect at the resorts and restaurants.” Falling outside the purview of authorities in Bangkok, these local arrangements seem to serve everyone — the Thai police and Thai owners as well as Burmese workers, who say they feel safe and well treated.

   Still, although the Burmese do not need to fear as much abuse here as they might in the sweatshops of Mae Sot, they are still wary of the police. ‘Fees‘ are paid not only for the right to drive a scooter, but also by anyone caught out after 8 pm. Given the long opening hours of restaurants and bars, Koh Tao’s police officers must be making a handsome profit from immigrant laborers.

  Most Burmese workers come from the southern parts of Burma, such as Tenasserim Division and Mon and Karen states, and some manage to visit home about once a year.
   Ma Mala, 21, sells clothes in a shop and is visibly afraid of her Thai matron boss. She misses her native Dawei and plans to return as soon as she saves some money. 
   Others have no intention of returning; Ko Myo helps out on a boat bringing tourists for snorkeling trips. Now 23 years old, he comes from an island in southern Burma that he left as a teenager. 

     Unemployment and economic hardship are major push factors for migration. Even two and a half years into the reform process, Burma’s rural youth continue to go abroad in search of work. ‘Agencies‘ offer to bring them to Thailand, Malaysia and even South Korea and Japan.  (        
THAILAND: HOW THE MILITARY COUP SAVED PHUKET FROM RUIN

The following is edited from a commentary by Alan Morison and Chutima Sidasathian [CNN: 8.8.14]

R

addled by allegations of corruption and mismanage-ment by inept authorities, the Thai holiday island of Phuket looked destined within a few years to have its once-beautiful beaches destroyed by the effects of mass tourism.

     Since the 2004 tsunami made Phuket even more of a household name around the world, tourism boosters have catered to sharply increasing numbers of visitors, with the island's overwhelmed infrastructure deteriorating rapid-ly.Some beaches eventually succumbed each tourism high season under a colorful sea of sunbeds.

     Along the foreshores at many beaches, illegal busi-nesses sprang up and grew. Beach clubs predominated, but a visitor could spend hours in a beauty salon on the sand or even buy a time-share property. A constant stream of vendors left tourists little time to snooze. Paradise was evaporating, if it hadn't already.

     Then an odd and unexpected event happened. On May 22, Thailand Army chief General Prayuth Chan-ocha assumed control of the country in a military coup following months of political deadlock between opposing sides. Within 72 hours of taking control, soldiers were on the holiday island, bearing promises to save the beaches and berate the administrators accused of contributing to the island's simultaneous ride and slide towards increased popularity and ruin.

     A few months on, and Phuket continues to shake off the effects of decades of corruption that have been plaguing the island since the 1970s, when the first backpackers discove-red the brilliance of the island's gleaming west coast beaches and locals discovered a new source of income.

     Until recently, tales of mafia-connected taxi drivers ruling Phuket made regular headlines, whether it was for charging ridiculously high fares that were six times those of the capi-tal, Bangkok, or forcing passengers to pay double - not just for the trip to their destination, but also for the cabbie's ride alone back to his base. In more extreme cases, drivers threatened violence against those who attempted to use alternative transportation options.

     Today, all that is changing, due to the arrival of khaki and camouflage-clad soldiers. They tromped Patong, Phuket's main west coast beach, enforcing the message that the hedonistic days of lazing on sunbeds were at an end, along with the vendors' privateering ways. Though many Western countries have condemned Thailand's latest coup, it may just have saved Phuket from further decay.  

     All beaches in Thailand are public space by law. The prohibition of private business operations on these public beaches is without exception, but has been ignored on Phuket and other tourism destinations. Restaurants and beach clubs illegally encroached onto the beaches, right down to the high-water mark in some places, too many deriving private profits by ignoring the law and doing as they pleased. Because Phuket is 860 km south of Bangkok, administrators posted by the central government seemed reluctant to interfere.

     Once the army took charge, though, local mayor Ma-Ann Samran, of Cherng Talay, says he began receiving daily visits from officers in civilian clothes. He had no hesitation in admitting he eventually acted to save the beaches in his district out of fear. ''I was genuinely scared,'' Ma-Ann said. ''The Army let me know I had to act.''

     After decades of local ''law'' being applied, the Army transformation came at great speed, within days of the May 22 coup.mGraders toppled beach clubs and restaurants, while the sunbeds and umbrellas were carted off in pickup trucks, banned forever. Tourists on all Phuket beaches now sit on towels.

     What happened with the alleged bullying that taxi drivers were accused of, was even more remarkable. Present-day Phuket police commander Major General Praveen Pong-sirin found the army to be perfect allies to conclude his covert months' long investigation of the island's 'mafia‘. In June, more than 100 taxi and tuk-tuk drivers were arrested and charged with alleged intimidation and extortion, accor-ding to police. Local officials who allegedly sponsored the bullies were also arrested, police officials said. 

    Anti-money laundering officers have conducted raids and more arrests have been promised. Investigations into illegal activities at Phuket airport have also been launched. The major general said: ''Phuket wasn't like this 15 years ago. As the power of the taxis grew, so did their greed and arro gance. The only laws they recognized were their own laws.''

     The army takeover, though, brought to the island the one organization in Thailand that is large enough to confront the taxi drivers and end corruption on, and abuse of, the beaches. The message from the army's Major General Somchai Ponatong on arrival was blunt but effective: ''I told the local authorities to do their jobs. The novel idea appears to be working.''

   Investigations are now underway into resorts suspected of encroaching on national park land, led by the Public-sector Anti-Corruption Commission. Villas dot the hillsides, well above height restrictions. On Phuket, regulations stipulate constructions can be no higher than 80 m above sea level.

     Now, says Major General Somchai, complaints are being listened to and acted upon, without regard to the degree of influence Thailand's resident 'big people' have always had under civilian governments.

     ''Enforce the law,'' the major general tells his officers. ''By November [start of the tourism high season] we will have made Phuket safe, clean and appealing to everyone,'' he says.

     Coup, what a difference it's made here.   (
YUNNAN/CHINA: CULTURAL TRADI-

TIONS VANISHING IN LIJIANG
[CO: 8.8.14] - SINCE its Old Town was granted UNESCO heritage status in 1997, Lijiang has undergone unpre-cedented changes. The population has swelled from 50,000 to 1.2 mio, and the number of annual tourists has risen from 1.7 mio to 5 mio. 

   In his 1955 memoir The Forgotten Kingdom, Russian writer and explorer Peter Goullard recounts the eight years he spent living in this little town in Yunnan. Integrated among the delicate cultural balance of Naxi, Tibetan, Yi, Lissu and Bai, he found his ‘paradise‘ here in the cobbled streets and drifting waterways, before being forced to leave when the Communists arrived in 1949.
  Walking through Lijiang today, it is hard to negotiate a sense of the place evoked in Goullard's writing with what you see. With its dense lines of tourists and monotonous repetition of faux cultural shops, the Old Town strikes an unlikely balance of Old China and Disneyland, lost somewhere between the traditional and the commercial. 
  Although many of these shops, restaurants and guest-houses bear the names of Naxi or Dongba (the Naxi religion), the majority are run by Han Chinese, renting the space on long-term leases. An official at Lijiang Old Town Conservation Bureau said: "There are no rules that discri-minate in terms of race, when it comes to buying or renting property. Whether you are Naxi, Han or a foreigner, the same rules apply." Despite this apparent equality, there is no way the Naxi can compete financially with the many Han businessmen who come here. As such, the Old Town appears to be doing more to undermine Naxi culture than it is to protect it. 
   Outside influence has indeed played a huge role in shaping the course of events of the last two decades, and it is telling that the tourism boom of the 1990s was not instigated by the provincial government or local people, but by the central government, which saw the potential that lay in the region's subtropical climate, natural beauty and authentic local culture. In the end, all it took was an airport and a carefully planned promotional campaign to change the face of a town that had for so long remained unchanged.
   The sheer pace of change that Lijiang has seen over the last 20 years, from self-serving village to the most popular tourist destination in the world's most populous country, is remarkable even by Chinese standards. This not only raises issues with defining a sense of Lijiang's identity, but also makes it difficult to say where it is heading. 
   Going back to Goullard once again, we can see that the developments of the past 20 years were not so much un-predictable as inevitable. Discussing Naxi opposition to a highway linking Lijiang to the outside world, he wrote, using the old spelling for Naxi: "The Nakhi did not want too much of western civilization just yet. The highway would bring much more trouble than benefit into their peaceful land. The little town would be swamped by hordes of Chinese crooks and loafers, in the guise of small traders."

   Want it or not, western civilization has been thrust upon Lijiang and its people. So far, they have thrived in this new environment, and the growth of tourism may have brought on a renewed sense of cultural pride. But with no real structure in place to control such growth, will tourism benefit the Naxi, or is there a tipping point?   (
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