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ENVIRONMENTALISTS OUTRAGED ABOUT PLAN TO BLAST THE MEKONG

This is a shortened version of an article by Tom Fawthrop [TTP: 3.2.17]

T

he mighty Mekong has always beguiled explorers and travellers with its swirling rapids, rocky inlets and dotted islets. Currents, reefs and rocks have repeatedly thwarted attempts at smooth navigation since French colonial times, when explorers hoped to open up a lucrative backdoor trade route to tap China’s vast markets.
   But today the natural landscape and the rich biodiversity of this great river are under threat from a plan to demolish the rocks and islets.  Kobsak Pootrakool, a deputy minister at the Thai Prime Minister’s office, told media that China, Burma, Laos and Thailand will set up a team to survey the river. “It is necessary to make way for navigational improvements in the river to make it passable for 500-tonne ships, for the safety of goods and transport of people, as well as reducing risk from accidents,” Kobsak said.
   The “Development Plan for International Navigation on the Lancang-Mekong River (2015-2025)” was approved in December, and has three phases: an initial survey, design, and environmental and social impact assess-ments. The plan requires the Thai authorities to imple-ment the rock-blasting along a 1.6km stretch of the Mekong border with Laos, to enable much larger cargo boats to travel from Yunnan province (where the river is called the Lancang) to the ancient Lao capital of Luang Prabang, a picturesque World Heritage site 630km down-stream. However, Thai authorities say this cannot be approved until the survey and environmental impact assessment (EIA) have been completed.
   Environmentalists are outraged by the project. Pianporn Deetes, the Thai campaigns director for International Rivers, said, “It is nonsense to exchange the world’s best river [which hosts] inland fisheries feeding over 60 million people for commercial [transport of goods] that could easily come by road.”
   Chinese experts say there is no evidence yet that the plan will harm the river’s ecology. But International Rivers, a US-based conservation group, states in their briefing on the project: “Rapids and reefs comprise some of the most productive riverine habitats, serving as vital breeding grounds and safe haven for fish. Blasting of the rapids would threaten the income and food security of villagers living in the area.”
   The strategy behind the recent plan dates to 1992 when the Asian Development Bank initiated a US$40 billion  programme to bring superhighways, power transmission grids, large dams, and mass tourism to the Greater Mekong sub-region.
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READY FOR A BIG BOOM IN ASEAN TOURISM

[TN: 23.1.17] - THE 10 ASEAN nations are making a joint effort to strengthen their tourism industries in the hope of increasing international arrivals to the region from 109 million in 2015 to more than 120 million this year. As part of the push, the region has created an inaugural regional tourism campaign, Visit ASEAN@50, after the Association of Southeast Asean Nations was founded at Thailand’s Bang Saen beach town in 1967.

      According to Devinder Ohri, the new president of the ASEAN Tourism Association (ASEANTA), the campaign aims at attracting more international arrivals from North America, Europe, the Middle East, China, Japan, India, and Oceania.   (
   (contd. from p.1) China’s plan to dredge the river to allow commercial shipping kicked-off when the Commercial Navi-gation Agreement was signed by China, Laos, Burma and Thailand in April 2000, with the approval of a three-phase plan. Cambodia and Vietnam were not consulted. The first phase involved blasting eleven rapids and ten reefs in the river, to enable vessels weighing between 100-150 tonnes to reach the Thai port of Chiang Saen from Yunnan. In 2002, Thai Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra permitted the rock-blasting to proceed.
   However, China’s EIA on the blasting lacked almost any data on fish and ecology, and was rejected after an independent assessment by the Mekong River Commis-sion (MRC). In 2003, China suspended rock blasting plans beyond phase one, after Thailand’s Ministry of Defence objected that more blasting would also upset the Thai-Laos Mekong boundary demarcation that runs along the middle of the river. In December 2016, the old agreement was finally revived, but with a new survey proposed by the Thai cabinet.   

   Author and Mekong historian Milton Osborne has noted, that “the benefits of the increase of navigation on the Mekong between southern Yunnan and northern Thailand are currently overwhelmingly in China’s favour.”
   Thailand’s Niwat Roykaew, head of ‘Rak Chiang Khong‘, a local community network based in Chiang Khong, argues that goods can now be transported easily via the R3A Highway from China to Thailand. Saowaruj Rattanakhamfu, a senior economist at the Thailand Development Research Institute, was also deeply skeptical about the project’s benefits. “As an economist, I don't think it's sensible to blow up those rocks to serve commercial trade in the river. The government should study whether it is really worth the investment as the project will have an immense impact on the poor,” he said.
   Critics also claim that the UNESCO World Heritage site of Luang Prabang, a major ‘ecotourist‘ draw in the region, would soon find itself transformed into a busy and increasingly polluted Chinese trading hub, destroying its famed charm and serenity. Others argue the growth in shipping will bring more tourists and greater prosperity to the region.
   The prospect of further rock demolition would be another serious blow to South-East Asia’s most important river, already reeling from the cumulative environmental damage inflicted by mega-dam constructions. A cascade of seven Chinese dams has been built on the Upper Mekong (the Lancang) in Yunnan. Two dams are now under construction in Laos. The hydrology of the river has suffered major changes. The annual flood pulse during the monsoon season has been seriously disrupted by reduced water flow. Nutrient rich sediment has been cumulatively trapped behind more and more dam walls, thus starving the delta in Vietnam. Scientists monitoring the delta report that it is both shrinking and sinking. The consultant report by the 2010 Strategic Environment Assessment report on the impacts of Mekong dams recommended a 10- year moratorium on all hydropower construction.
   Hundreds of Thai NGOs are mobilizing for a campaign to save the ecologically precious islets and rapids at Khon Pi Luang. Campaign leader Niwat Roykaew filed a petition with the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) to challenge the cabinet ruling. NHRC member Tuenjai Deetes said the rights of the local people have been violated as they have no access to information and do not have a say on the project, which could affect their liveli-hood.   (
ABUSED FOR OUR ENTERTAINMENT

The following is edited from a commentary on cruelty in animal tourism by Victoria Brown [TS: 3.2.17]

IF you can ride it, hug it or take a selfie with a wild animal, it is likely that the animal experienced some form of abuse.

World Animal Protection estimates that at least 550,000 wild animals are suffering at the hands of irresponsible tourist attractions around the world. That is more than half a million animals being abused for our entertainment.

   According to a 2016 study by the University of Oxford’s Wildlife Conservation Research Unit, commissioned by World Animal Protection, three out of four wildlife tourist attractions involve animal abuse or conservation concerns. Some cruel wildlife entertainment activities include riding elephants, taking tiger selfies, holding sea turtles, dolphins performing, monkeys or elephants dancing, charming snakes and kissing cobras, and touring civet cat coffee plantations.

   A recent video I watched on the cruel side of elephant tourism comes to mind, where elephants are emotionally and mentally broken down so that humans can climb onto their backs. The video showed a number of struggling young elephants being tied up with rope and beaten with bullhooks till they bleed. This process is called phajaan, directly translated as “the crush”, which is to “divorce the baby elephant from its spirit” or to “split the will” of the elephant. These baby elephants are often taken from their mothers at a young age and are typically kept tightly chained and isolated from other elephants. They are chained, deprived of food, water and sleep, abused to break their spirit and made to follow human commands.
   In Malaysia, animal NGO Friends of the Orangutans claims that a 36-year-old Asian elephant named Lasah is currently kept under deplorable conditions on the Malaysian resort island Langkawi. He was born in the wild and has spent over 30 years in several zoos. Friends of the Orangutans say that Lasah was forced to work at a logging camp, perform in several shows and commercials, and even starred in the 1999 film ‘Anna and the King‘. Lasah was sent to this adventure destination in March 2006 to provide rides for visitors, and recent investigations found him chained on all four legs. It is sad to see photos of a majestic creature like Lasah chained up at night, unable to move. It is cruel and heart-wrenching. Friends of the Orangutans are now petitioning to retire Lasah and move him to the Kuala Gandah elephant sanctuary.

   This cruelty does not apply to just elephants. Similarly, tigers don’t pose for pho​tos because they want to, monkeys or dolphins don’t dance because they want to, and sea turtles don’t want to be held for photos.

   I am not saying that all wildlife tourism activities involve cruelty. But often enough, the abuse happens behind the scenes or early in the animal’s life (like in the case of elephants). Judging by the number of positive reviews on TripAdvisor on a number of wildlife attractions, many people are still visiting these places, especially in the South-East Asian region. However, we must give these people the benefit of the doubt: perhaps they just don’t know about the cruelty behind these wildlife activities.
   I believe that animals belong in the wild, in their natural habitat. They don’t deserve to be chained or in cages for our entertainment. Governments should put an end to this unnecessary suffering; tour agencies should also stop promoting these cruel activities, and individuals should stop visiting these places.   (
BURMA: CONFLICTING VISIONS OF
NGAPALI SHORELINE DEVELOPMENT 

[TI: 16.2.17] - ARAKAN State’s Ngapali Beach has been on local and international holidaymakers’ itineraries for gene-rations. Located in Thandwe Township, where the Bay of Bengal ends on Arakan State’s shores, Ngapali is con-sidered the crown jewel of seaside resorts in Burma. It even once served as Burmese ex-dictator Ne Win’s favorite locale for retreats, during the decades in which he ruled the country with an iron fist.

   But the famed Ngapali Beach is now perceived to be under threat by proposed three- to five-storey low-rise construction requests from local businessmen trying to cope with an influx of local and international tourists. People are worried that the building projects could damage the beauty of the shoreline and spoil Ngapali’s famed views.

   In recent years, the beach has seen a large number of local tourists due to a rising interest in travel, as well as an increase in international visitors since 2012 when Burma became more accessible to the outside world. With 20 hotels, three motels and 26 guesthouses in operation, the Ngapali Beach Supervisory Committee said that tourists outnumber the accommodation available on the beach.

   Guesthouses, with more affordable room rates than hotels, typically cater to local visitors. At the rate they are filling up, some owners are looking to expand room num-bers to accommodate more tourists. But with land prices near the beachfront running as high as 3 billion kyats (US$2.15 mio) per acre, according to local lawmakers, many guesthouse owners are thinking about adding more storeys to existing buildings rather than constructing new ones. 
   The move, however, goes against the coastal area guidelines published by the Ministry of Hotels and Tourism in 2004, which prohibits buildings in hotel zones from exceeding two storeys in height. According to U Kyaw Aye Thein, regional minister for finance, taxation, planning and economics, the government already ordered six guest-houses to demolish a third floor which reached beyond the guidelines.

   “Everybody here wants to have more storeys but [the authorities] do not allow us to do that,” said Daw Zarni Sann, who runs a guesthouse in a prime location between the road to Thandwe airport and the beach. Since the National League for Democracy (NLD) government came to power last year, local guesthouse owners have approached lawmakers to ask in Parliament for permission to construct taller buildings in the Ngapali hotel zone as well as in nearby villages.

  The Union Minister of Hotels and Tourism U Ohn Maung said that the restrictions could be amended in the future, but only after a thorough review. It would need to be based on the development of coastal tourism, the impact on environ-mental conservation and on the beauty of the beaches, the livelihoods of people surrounding the beaches and visitors’ convenience in finding accommodation.

   In their recent online survey targeted at visitors to Ngapali, the Myanmar Center for Responsible Business (MCRB) asked whether the government should lift current height restrictions at Ngapali Beach or stick with “existing tallest palm tree” limit in the 2004 tourism ministry guidelines. The survey, which was conducted following lobbying by some businesses of the Ministry, found that more than 95% of more than 400 respondents favored keeping the 10-m height limit, and commented that they would go elsewhere if Ngapali changed its appearance; less than 5% supported permitting taller buildings.   (
BURMA: PRIVATE SECTOR INVITED TO
INVEST IN MRAUK-U AIRPORT PROJECT

[TI: 15.2.17; MO: 21.11.16] - THE Arakan State government has invited private developers to speed up the construction of a new airport at the ancient city of Mrauk-U in order to boost tourism in northern Arakan State. Meanwhile, there have been terror operations against the Rohingya Muslim minority underway in Mrauk U, and the Rohingyas are facing restriction of movement within their own town with government forces taking bribes from them for travel passes from one area to another.  
   A local construction company, Su Htoo San, began to lay foundations on the airport project site in 2015. However, the state government planned to spend only US$1.5 million per year for the project, and the publicly-funded airport would have taken 13 years to complete at that pace. The state government hopes that private investment will speed up construction and plans to offer a deal to private investors under a build-operate-transfer agreement, according to U Aung Kyaw Zan, the regional transport minister. “We are now calling on international and local companies to invest and to continue the project,” he said. According to the Arakan State government‘s estimates, the finished project would cost US$18.9 million. 

  The Mrauk-U airport will make it easier for international tourists to visit the ancient city and encourage private sector development. Daw Khin Than, the founder of the Mrauk-U Heritage Trust said she believes that many foreign tourists travel to the famous sites at Ngapali and Bagan, but they skip Mrauk-U because it is difficult to travel there. Currently, tourists can only travel to Mrauk-U if they fly or take a bus to Sittwe first, and then they must continue to Mrauk-U by bus or boat. “If the airfield is constructed in Mrauk-U, then tourists will be able to reach Mrauk-U in an hour [from Rangoon]. They will save time as well as money,” said Daw Khin Than. With support from private investors, the govern-ment expects to finish airport construction in three to five years. 
   The airport compound is located to the south of Mrauk-U, outside of protected cultural heritage zones but close to the famous Koe Thaung temple with its 90,000 Buddha images. The pagodas in Mrauk-U are a major attraction for people interested in fabulous architecture and spirituality. However, there has recently been increased panic among Rohingyas in the neighbourhood as reports surfaced that the pagodas are being used to store weapons that will be used to attack the Rohingyas at any time. The Rohingyas say they are not able to approach the area near the pagodas; they fear that the Buddhist nationalists are mobilizing for a major attack against them.   (
CAMBODIA: 
MORE TOURISTS, LESS REVENUE

[PPP: 25.1.17] – AT its annual meeting in January, the Cambodian Ministry of Tourism released its 2016 report and launched a campaign to eliminate unlicensed tourist establishments that ministry officials claim slowed revenue collection last year.

   International tourism arrivals increased by 5% to surpass the 5 million mark in 2016, according to the report. How-ever, total tourism revenue was down from the US$3.5 billion recorded in 2015, amounting to US$3 billion, or 13% of GDP. Tourism business registrations increased by 5% while revenue from tourism licences inched up just 1%. By the end of 2016, there were 647 hotels, 1,996 guesthouses, 1,844 restaurants, 588 tourist agencies and 5,088 guides registered in the Kingdom.

  During the meeting, tourism minister Thong Khon unveiled a plan to improve regulation of the tourism industry. It consists of seven steps starting with enhancing the management of business licences and strengthening revenue collection. Improving the quality of tourism services is the second step, followed by better management of industry standards. 

   Kim Sereiroath, director of the Ministry of Tourism’s industry department, said the ministry would cooperate with the private sector during the campaign to eliminate non-licensed businesses by 2018. 
   Ang Kim Eang, general manager of Great Angkor Tours, said he welcomed the ministry’s efforts to eliminate unlicensed businesses as this would help maintain the quality of services in the tourism sector. He urged officials to also crack down on non-licensed online tourism agen-cies, saying, “Unlicensed tourism businesses not only impact the legitimate companies but also affect the reputation of the entire sector while decreasing revenue from tax payments.”   (
CAMBODIA: MASSIVE PRICE HIKE 
AT ANGKOR WAT

[CNA: 25.1.17] – FROM February 2017, foreigners have to pay almost twice as much to visit Angkor Wat, Cambodia’s most-visited attraction, raising questions about whether the country’s tourist industry will suffer as a result. The temple complex dating back to the 12th century pulls in more than 2 million foreign visitors annually, generating US$62.5 million from ticket sales last year. 
   The price of a one-day pass will go up from US$20 to US$37, an increase of 85%. A three-day pass will cost US$60 and a week-long pass US$72, a jump from US$40 and US$62 respectively. 
   While the increases are huge, they are the first for 22 years, and there is some optimism that tourists will not be put off from visiting the jewel in Cambodia’s tourism crown. “If you look at the inflation, a one-day pass would be worth about US$40 now. There are more than 100 temples and US$37 for one day is still cheaper than other places,” said Executive Director Ly Se from the Angkor Enterprise, a governmental body in charge of ticket sales at the Angkor Archaeological Park. “Tourists will still come to Angkor Wat,” he added.
   However, the same confidence is not felt by some local tour operators.Many of them have questioned the trans-parency of the price increase, which will be implemented at a time when some are reporting a downturn in business. “We find it very strange that the government announced the price increase at short notice. As a tour operator, we want transparency and collaboration before decisions,” said Sareth Duch from Angkor Destination, a tour agency in Siem Reap. Most of his clients are Europeans, who accoun-ted for about a quarter of the visitors to Angkor Wat last year. He is worried the price hike will add to the impact that a weak European economy and Brexit is having on his business.

   The fact that 85% of revenue from ticket sales goes to the national budget may have influenced the government’s thinking. The new entrance fees were announced a few months after the government took over ticketing from Sokimex - the largest oil and gas company in Cambodia with strong links to the ruling Cambodian People’s Party (CPP). Sokimex enjoyed a 17-year concession to sell tickets for the highly-profitable tourist attraction. The agree-ment allowed it to keep 15% of the revenue from ticket sales, a source of criticism by the opposition Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP). However, that is no longer the case. With the establishment of Angkor Enterprise, more income will be directed to state coffers.   (  

INDONESIA: MASS TOURISM A POTEN-TIAL THREAT TO KOMODO ISLAND

[JP: 7.2.17; TG: 31.1.17; 27.2.16] - FIVE foreign cruise ships have already docked in Komodo in February 2017 to marvel at the island’s fascinating Komodo dragons first-hand. The Cruise Eropa II brought 2,000 foreign visitors to the island. Around 230 of them visited Loh Liang in Komodo district, which is part of the Komodo National Park. The next day, two more cruise ships docked at the site, also carrying thousands of passengers. Over 650 Japanese tourists from the MS Asuka reportedly strolled through Loh Liang, followed by hundreds of visitors from Cruise Eropa along-side a local guide and park ranger.

   The park's agency head Sudiyono said that in the next several months, two more cruise chips were already sche-duled to visit Loh Liang to see the world’s largest lizards and head to Pink Beach to dive and snorkel - two of the island’s popular activities for domestic and foreign tourists.

   Labuan Bajo Port administration unit office head Usman Husin said that up to 113 foreign boats and cruise ships visited Komodo Island throughout 2016, bringing 53,562 foreign visitors to Loh Liang. In addition to this, the island also welcomed up to 310 tourism and phinisi boats owned by travel agents in West Manggarai and outside the region.

   "During low season, up to 20 tourism boats operate daily in the area. While up to 30 boats that cater to domestic and foreign tourists can be found around the island during high season between April and October," said Usman, adding that a marina was slated to be built in Labuan Bajo to meet the high demand as currently cruise ships could only dock at Komodo Island. "If Labuan Bajo had a marina, I expect tour operators and travel agents will be able to sell tourism packages to Labuan Bajo in addition to Komodo and Rinca islands to further boost the local economy in West Manggarai," he added.
   However, the Komodo National Park, a UNESCO-listed natural world heritage site, faces one of the biggest increa-ses in human pressure, according to a new study published in the Biological Conservation journal. 
   Not only the landing of huge foreign cruise ships with thousands of passengers, also the expansion of Labuan Bajo regional airport is bringing more tourists to the 29 islands that make up the national park, potentially threa-tening the Komodo dragons. The airport used to handle 150,000 tourists a year; now it can accommodate 1.5 million, with its new terminal and lengthened run-way. Garuda Indonesia now flies there at weekends from Bajawa and Denpasar.

   Arman Rikardus, a tour guide, said that locals truly appre-ciate the dragons. But he warned that if tourism gets out of control, the demand for new infrastructure could cut into the dragons‘ already limited habitat. At present, less than 10% of the national park is actually open to the public, so many of the dragons are able to live out their lives without ever running into a selfie-snapper.   (
INDONESIA LURES INVESTORS WITH ISLAND-NAMING RIGHTS

[TO: 20.1.17] - INVESTORS in Indonesia’s remote islands will soon be able to leave their mark on the map — literally. Those willing to develop the islands — thousands of which remain officially unnamed — will get naming rights in return. “This is just one of the many ways in our strategy to lure investors here,” said Ridwan Djamaluddin, a deputy mini-ster for infrastructure at the Coordinating Ministry for Maritime Affairs (CMMA). “This could be an incentive for them.” The names will have to go through an approval pro-cess, he added.

   The Indonesian archipelago has 17,508 islands and stret-ches roughly 5,000km from west to east across the equator, with a total land area of 1.9 million sq-km. According to CMMA minister Luhut Binsar Pandjaitan, the country still has 4,000 islands with no names. Should there be any foreign investors interested in turning an island into a tourism destination, they would be allowed to name the island. A Japanese investor, for example, could name an island Yokohama, but it would still be under Indonesian sovereignty, the minister stressed. Turning some islands into tourist destinations, he said, would be a quick way to create jobs for local residents, stimulate the economy, and increase tax revenues.

    Data from the Indonesian Investment Coordinating Board showed that in 2014, total investment in tourism was US$684.9 million, of which US$511.8 million was foreign investments. The Tourism Ministry has set a target for the sector to contribute 9.2% to the gross domestic product (GDP) by 2019, compared with about 4% in 2014. The goal is to attract 20 million foreign tourist arrivals.  
   Damos Dumoli Agusman, the secretary of the directorate-general for legal affairs and international treaties at the Foreign Ministry, said that approval of any foreign invest-ment to manage small islands and their surrounding waters should be in accordance with the 2014 law on coastal areas and small island management. “In order to gain a permit to manage the island, the investor must ensure, among other things, that the island is uninhabited, ensure public access to the island, and [operate] in cooperation with an Indo-nesian partner,” he said.

   Mr Ridwan said Japanese investors had already ex-pressed interest in at least three islands, even though they have already been named: Morotai in north Maluku, which borders the Philippines; the Natuna Islands in the northern maritime frontier area bordering the South China Sea; and Sabang in Aceh.
   Arista Atmadjati, a tourism lecturer at Universitas Gadjah Mada in Yogyakarta, said there was potential for Indonesia to develop its uninhabited, remote or outermost islands into tourist destinations for a niche market. But he is not in favour of giving foreign investors the right to name an island. “It’s not as if we have run out of ideas to name our own islands. It should not be a difficult task for us to come up with our own names,” he said.

   Maritime activist Armand Manila sees a broader threat to the country’s maritime identity beyond the mere matter of names. “The privatization or commercialization of coastal areas could sink local residents into structural impoverish-ment,” said Manila, who is the acting secretary-general of the People’s Coalition for Equal Fisheries (Kiara), a network of environmental and social groups. 
   He said local residents had the traditional rights to passage in the waters off an island, fish in its surrounding maritime area, enjoy access to clean water, and benefit from the environment’s natural resources. “They could lose these rights due to the commercialization and privatization of an island,” he said, adding that there are already examples of local people being barred from fishing in their traditional grounds because they lie within 1.5km of the coastline of a privately managed island. “They are being evicted from their source of livelihood because they are considered to have the potential to destroy the maritime environment which serves as the island’s tourism attraction,” he said.   (
MALAYSIA: PEOPLE WILL 
‘SAVE PENANG HILL, AGAIN‘!

[NST: 4.2.17; FMT: 20.12.16] – PENANG citizens are ready to launch the “Save Penang Hill 2.0” campaign if the state government goes ahead with the proposed cable car pro-ject for the sake of tourism. Friends of Penang Hill reminded the administration of how the first series of its “Save Penang Hill” campaign back in September 1990 succeeded in saving one of the last remaining natural forest sanc-tuaries from being lost to development. That campaign was said to have even cost then chief minister Tun Dr Lim Chong Eu his seat in the general election in October the same year. 

   According to then ‘Friends of Penang Hill‘ legal adviser Meenakshi Raman, if the state authority continues to push for the cable car, the citizens group will have to revive the “Save Penang Hill 2.0” campaign. 
   Meenakshi said they would have to raise awareness about the consequences of the proposed cable car on the environment and its surroundings. “I think the ‘Save Penang Hill’ campaign was such an important lesson for everybody that it garnered much opposition then. Penangites feel passionate about the state’s environmentally sensitive areas and, in fact, many people come to the island precisely for what they view as green,” she said. 

   The following is from a statement released by the Penang Forum, a broad alliance of public interest groups fighting for democracy, sustainable development, transport, heritage and environmental consciousness in Penang: 
Shelve cable car linking Penang Hill and Botanic Garden!
The proposals are ill conceived, not properly studied and based on the whims of businessmen and fancies of politicians. The Special Area Plan of the Botanic Gardens underwent due process. It was presented to the public for feedback but no mention of the cable car was made.

   A special review panel was appointed by the state government to study the special area plan. The cable car proposal was put in at the last stage and not presented to the public. The state review panel itself strongly objected to the cable car for various reasons of environment, usage and traffic.

   Penang Forum wishes to highlight its concerns:

# Our last and largest water catchment area on the island will be threatened. The forest reserves which will be affected by the proposed cable car link are the Teluk Bahang Permanent Forest Reserve and the Bukit Kerajaan Permanent Forest Reserve.

# Our forests and trees will be threatened (although all kinds of assurances will be given). The Teluk Bahang and Batu Ferringghi hills contain the last expanse of undisturbed forests in Penang.

# The proposals will involve constructing massive concrete towers in our forests.

# The construction process includes getting to and from the towers and will involve cutting and destroying large parts of the forests. The possibility of landslides and soil erosion will arise due to the cutting of steep slopes. (Teluk Bahang hill slopes up to Western Hill and Penang Hills are very steep.)

# The proposals will involve huge pylons hanging over a great distance over hills and valleys.

# Traffic congestion is already intolerable at Botanic Gardens, Jalan Utama, Bagan Jermal and Gottlieb Road, and Tanjung Bungah and Telok Bahang. To promote any proposal that would cause the situation to drastically deteriorate, while threatening the ecology of our beloved hills, demonstrates both a lack of caring for Penang as well as a lack of any sustainable vision.

# Massive bus parks and car parks will have to be constructed involving more removal of trees, more concrete hardscape and more flooding.

# Thousands of passengers will have to be transported from buses and cars to the base stations.

# Our beloved and highly used greens of the Youth Park will be invaded by tourists, buses, flyovers and bus parks and become totally polluted.

# No public input or consultation was carried out; no stakeholder meetings were held.

# Hawkers and itinerant traders will start setting up stalls all over the base stations causing more congestion and pollution.

# Previously residential areas will become untenable.

# The hills of Penang are already at maximum carrying capacity level and cannot tolerate more intrusion into its fragile ecosystem.

# This cable car plan will jeopardise the state-backed proposal for a 500ha UNESCO biosphere reserve on Penang Hill, which will be fragmented by development of this scale.

   The suspended cable car cannot in any way present itself as a form of public transport. Very few places in the world would seriously consider suspended cable cars as public transport. Would a Penang commuter pay possibly RM50 [US$11.25] or more per work day? The people of Penang are appalled today to face a revival of a determination to profit from a very fragile environmental system. The Penang public just wants its hills preserved, guarded and cared for. We look to our state government to ensure that self-serving, profit-driven entrepreneurs take their ill-conceived plans elsewhere. Our future and the future of our children cannot be left in the hands of exploitative businessmen.   (
MALAYSIA: PROPOSED BRIDGE IN
SABAH RAISES WILDLIFE CONCERNS 

[TS: 26.1.17; TMMO: 25.1.17] - THE Sabah Government has been urged to re-examine the proposed Sukau bridge project, with conservationists saying it will affect the state’s pygmy elephant population. Environmentalists fear the bridge project will disrupt the movement of Borneo pygmy elephants between forests, and they are urging the state government to scrap the project.
   In response, Sabah Assistant for Tourism, Culture and Environment Minister Datuk Pang Nyuk Ming acknow-ledged that the bridge project would have serious implications not only for the elephants, but also for tourism in the internationally renowned Kinabatangan conservation area. “I believe such a bridge over the migratory path of the elephants would definitely bring more conflict between elephants and humans,” he said.
   In Kalabakan (Tawau), elephants have been reported as going on the rampage after forests were cleared for oil palm plantations. Pang told reporters this after meeting Kinabatangan-based Danau Girang Field Centre director Dr Benoit Goossens. 
   The Kinabatangan conservation area has been dubbed the “Corridor of Life.” Dr Goossens briefed Pang, saying the proposed project would have a critical impact on Borneo pygmy elephants and other wildlife, including orangutans, in Kinabatangan.   (
THAILAND: KOH SAMUI HIT 
BY EXTREME WEATHER EVENT

[BBC: 10.1.17] - THE start of 2017 in Koh Samui was greeted by a week of unremitting tropical storms. Supposedly the high season, Mr Supit's hotel was dripping with umbrellas and soaking towels. The rains prevented many staff from getting to work, made his international guests miserable and washed away his organic garden.

   "We are going to cross the sea in front of us," he joked as he attempted to drive down Main Street, floodwater sloshing up to the gunwales of his Ford. "This is very strange weather. We had similar storms five years ago, but that was in March. I have never known a New Year like this. We are thinking this must be the result of climate change."

    Like the scooters abandoned beside the flooded roads, many of the resorts dotted around Samui's coast spluttered to a stop. A few plucky guests filmed themselves laughing on lilos bobbing down the street, beers in hand, but Thai tourism is an industry that floats on sunshine, and there was virtually none of that for a week.

   The local TV news reported that hundreds of families on the holiday island were left homeless, bridges were down and many roads were impassable beneath brown, malodo-rous floodwater. Elsewhere in the province, the unexpected deluge killed at least 18 people.

   "We need to be focusing on green again," said Supit. He recalled the environmental initiative launched with much fanfare by hoteliers and tour companies on Koh Samui in the late 90s. In 1997, after massive currency speculation led to the total collapse of the Thai economy, mass unemployment and food shortages, the late King Bhumibol Adulyadej (Rama IX) addressed the nation, appealing for what he called a "sufficiency economy" - a philosophy of moderation, balance and caution that would help the nation cope with the socio-economic, cultural and environmental challenges of globalization.

   Some translated the speech as a decree to introduce a ‘sustainable tourism‘ policy - a change considered long overdue in a country that had witnessed almost uncon-strained development for decades. Deforestation, the destruction of natural habitats and a brazen prostitution industry were among the ugly faces of the tourism goldrush.

   A number of private hoteliers joined the Green Leaf Foundation, committing them to make their resorts more socially and environmentally friendly. But political rhetoric has rarely matched reality. The tourist strips are still overflowing with sex bars, cheap beer and greasy burgers. Among Koh Samui's top attractions are monkey shows that animal welfare groups blame for wiping out half of Thailand's white-handed gibbon population. Government figures suggest the average Thai uses an astonishing eight plastic bags a day. In the last two decades, around 60 environmental activists have been killed in Thailand while campaigning against powerful logging companies and industrial polluters. Some question just how serious the military-backed government is in pursuing green policies.

   In his flooded organic garden, Supit reflects on the 40 years since he landed his first tourist job as a pot washer in a Bangkok kitchen. In 1960, only 81,000 tourists visited Thailand, mostly high-rollers and adventurers from Europe and the Far East, people prepared to pay for something exotic. A record 33 million tourists visited Thailand in 2016, more than eight million of them from China, pushing revenues up 18% in a single year. "Today many more come, but they don't spend...," Supit laments. "I am very much concerned. We have to lift up the quality and we must focus on green again. At the moment I don't think my guests are prepared to pay more for that."   (
THAILAND: SEA PEOPLE WIN 
COURT CASE IN PHUKET

[BP: 1.2.17; TN: 1.2.17] - THE Phuket Provincial Court dis-missed a case, in which four indigenous sea people - Aew Hadsaithong, Woranan Hadsaithong, Bancha Hadsaithong and Nirun Yangparn - were accused of unlawfully occu-pying beachfront land on Phuket's Rawai tourist beach, saying the sea tribe owned the land before the title deed was issued for the property.
   “The court has examined several pieces of evidence including the pictures of the visit of the late [King Bhumibol Adulyadej], which took place in 1959. Included in the pictures are coconut trees, which the plaintiffs claim are just 10 years old,” Nirun said. Experts have also confirmed that the coconut trees must be at least three decades old. The pictures also showed local residents gathering to welcome the late monarch. 

   About 100 tribal residents gathered at the court to show their support for the defendants, who have insisted that they have lived on the disputed plot of land for several generations. Many cried tears of joy when they heard the verdict. 

   “I am glad that the court has recognized the history and culture of the sea people,” Nirun said. He added that on 13 December last year, the court had also acquitted two defendants in another land encroachment case based on convincing evidence that their families had lived on the disputed land before land rights documents were issued for the Mukdee family. 

   The Mukdee family has land rights documents, which were issued for 12-rai (1.9-ha) plots of land in Phuket’s Rawai area in 1955. The family has sued 117 tribal residents for allegedly encroaching on the land and asked the court to issue an eviction order. 

   The court had previously ruled on several such cases with some defendants having been told to vacate and six defendants acquitted to date. Many other cases are pending. Somsri Damrongkaset said defendants who had lost their cases were long-time residents but they did not know how to prepare evidence to defend themselves.  

   Nirun said he defended his case with the help of the Department of Special Investigation (DSI). The DSI presented aerial pictures, results of DNA tests that showed links between bones buried on the disputed plot and current sea people residents, old pictures and a student registry. The first student registry book of the Wat Sawang Arom School was made in 1954, before the issuance of land rights documents for the Mukdee family.   (
 

VIETNAM: RED VS GREEN

The following is edited from a longer article in The Economist [16.2.2017]

I

n April 2016, the tides spewed thou-sands of dead fish onto Dong Hoi’s beaches. Authorities dithered for months before naming the culprit: a new steel mill up the coast which had flushed its pipes with toxic bilge. Nearly a year later, Dong Hoi — like all the settlements on a 200-km stretch of affected coastline — is still tallying the cost of that calamity. Worst affected are its fishermen, whose red and blue skiffs cluster serenely on the town’s wide river. Some locals refuse to eat their catch, for fear of lingering toxins.  Freezers in many seafood restaurants are now stocked with chicken and pork.
     The disaster has sapped tourism, too. The town was flattened during the war with America, but has profited from gargantuan caves discovered on its doorstep. These include Son Doong, said to be the world’s largest, which only opened to visitors in 2013. But last summer, hordes of people cancelled their holidays, fearful of splaying out on tainted sand. Half-built hotels and condos dot the outskirts of town, left orphaned by twitchy inves-tors.

     Pollution mars many of Vietnam’s stunning landscapes. Dam-building, well-digging and intensive farming are corroding the Mekong Delta, where roughly half the country’s rice is grown. Each year, its soil becomes saltier as seawater washes up its weakening streams. Pungent smog smothers Hanoi, the capital. By some counts nearly two-thirds of Vietnam’s industrial wastewater flows into lakes and rivers. In 2015, the authorities identified a score of villages with un-usually high cancer rates, perhaps the result of water supplies laced with lead.

   A category of environmental trouble not entirely of Vietnam’s making will soon add to this list. With more than 3,200km of coastline, Vietnam is espe-cially vulnerable to climate change. Some estimates suggest that one-fifth of Ho Chi Minh City, its swiftly expan-ding southern metropolis, could be underwater by the end of the century. Harsher weather and flooding could batter settlements up and down the long seaboard.

     Such worries are increasingly seeping into Vietnam’s politics, posing challenges to the repressive rule of the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV). A government report says that at least 200,000 people were directly affected by last year’s disaster. Some of them have dared to protest at the mill re-sponsible — owned by Formosa, a Taiwanese company — or in front of a local courthouse. Even more striking is the rage among Vietnamese who have not suffered from the poisoning them-selves. Shortly after the disaster, a spokesperson for Formosa implied that industry and fishing were incom-patible. Demonstrators in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City retorted: “I choose fish.”
     All this is frightening to the CPV, which saw how environmental move-ments in Eastern Europe buffeted communists there, and which has dealt thuggishly with leaders of the protests. So Vietnam’s lawmakers are becoming greener. The country has fairly comprehensive green regula-tions, and it has pledged to cull carbon from its economy (though how this squares with plans to build dozens of coal-fired power stations is anybody’s guess). In November the government hosted a big pow-wow on wildlife con-servation, obliterating tonnes of con-fiscated ivory in a satisfying fireball.
     Yet, there is more talk than action, and the government’s shallow coffers are only partly to blame. Powerful officials in the provinces ignore rules made in Hanoi, and powerful state-owned firms often seem untouchable. A justice system that deals swiftly and ruthlessly with dissidents fails dismally at enforcing quotidian regulation. Whereas smog-fighters in Beijing have begun closing factories and restricting car usage, bigwigs in Hanoi still struggle to prevent scooter-riders from parking on the pavements. Smoul-dering ire over pollution will make it harder for the party to cope with politi-cal or economic shocks.

     Dong Hoi’s prospects, meanwhile, hinge on whether the tourists return this summer. The authorities say that the sea is safe for swimming again, but not everyone believes them. A fisherman says he has been back at work for a while, but would not feed his catch to small children for another five or ten years.   (
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