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ASEAN CALLED TO ADDRESS PLASTICS POLLUTION IN THE OCEAN

The following is edited from a report by Greenpeace Southeast Asia
A

head of the upcoming ASEAN leaders’ summit in Manila  on 26-29 April 2017, Greenpeace called on ASEAN governments to advance oceans protec-tion. Crucial issues were raised in a forum attended by delegates from Southeast Asian nations on the conser-vation and sustainable use of marine biodiversity in areas beyond national jurisdictions (ABNJ), recently held in the Philippine capital.

   The Department of Agriculture - Philippine Council for Agriculture and Fisheries and the Department of Natural Resources – Biodiversity Management Bureau, in colla-boration with The Pew Charitable Trusts, and Green-peace Southeast Asia jointly organized the event that was attended by government officials, marine scientists and activists from five ASEAN countries, namely Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam.

   A 2015 study named these same five countries to be the biggest sources of plastics pollution in the world’s oceans. Greenpeace is urging ASEAN states to take concrete measures and stop the environmental degradation and dwindling of marine life in the region, including support for global efforts for more marine protected areas.

   Plastic production rates have seen a steady growth in recent years, especially in Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam. Of the 275 million tons of plastic the world produces each year, about 10% ends up in the ocean. Plastic wastes often float in open seas, often ending up in gyres, circular motion of currents, forming conglomerations of swirling plastic trash called garbage patches, or accumulates in closed bays, gulfs and seas. Plastics also kill and injure a wide range of marine life. Consequently, people’s health are threa-tened when they eat fish that have ingested toxin-saturated plastics.
   Crucial to the Manila forum was the crafting of a new international treaty— currently being negotiated at the United Nations— which could close governance gaps in protecting marine life in areas beyond national juris-diction.

   Areas beyond national jurisdiction make up two-thirds of the world’s ocean and are governed by an insufficient patchwork of management mechanisms, with little co-ordination across the bodies that regulate industries such as fishing, mining,  shipping and other industries. A new treaty could help to close gaps where no one country or body has full authority to act, and create opportunities to establish marine protected areas (MPAs), including fully protected reserves, in waters beyond national control.
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   With critical and borderless issues like marine pollution and climate change that adversely affect the productivity of the oceans, ASEAN governments need to create more marine reserves where biodiversity can thrive, both within and beyond national waters. “In order to do that, we urgently need a new Treaty to enable the creation of marine reserves in areas beyond national jurisdiction,” said Atty. Zelda Soriano, Legal and Political Adviser for Greenpeace Southeast Asia.   (
WORLD BANK INVOLVED IN HARMFUL
SOUTHEAST ASIAN PROJECTS 
[IDI: March 2017; AFP: 17.3.17] - WORLD BANK investments in commercial financial institutions are indirectly allowing land-grabs, evictions and pollution in Southeast Asia, a watchdog group charged in a recently published report. By investing in banks and other so-called financial intermediaries, World Bank funds can increase poverty, social strife and promote projects which hasten climate change, according to the report by the US-based Inclusive Development International (IDI).

   The investments by the World Bank’s private financing arm, the International Finance Corporation (IFC), violate its own guidelines on environmental and social conditions, the report alleges.

   “Once again, we have found that outsourcing the World Bank Group’s development mandate to private financial institutions is a recipe for disaster,” David Pred, IDI’s mana-ging director, said in a statement.

   An IFC spokesman however defended the practice of working with private financial firms, saying they were “essential” to poverty reduction and job creation. “The multiplier effect of FI investments enables us to support far more enterprises critical to development than we would be able to on our own,” said IFC spokesman Frederick Jones. “We work with our FI clients to improve their environment and social risk management practices.”

   In 2016, the IFC poured US$5 billion into commercial banks, insurance companies, private equity firms and others, representing about half of its new annual long-term commitments, according to an internal IFC watchdog. The investments are aimed at boosting domestic capital and financial markets and supporting development.

   But critics have grown increasingly critical of the practice in recent years, saying the financing can support end-users who violate World Bank environmental and social safe-guards given the lack of oversight on how the funds are used.

   The IFC compliance office said that although supervision of these investments was improving, the corporation still lacked a means to assess whether clients met its stan-dards. 
The IDI report, entitled: “Reckless development: The IFC’s dodgy deals in Southeast Asia“ can be downloaded as pdf-file at: http://www.inclusivedevelopment.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Outsourcing-Development-Part-3-1.pdf.   (
WHO WILL BENEFIT FROM BURMA‘S AQUATIC RESOURCES?
The following is excerpted from a study, entitled ‘Myanmar’s next great transformation: Enclosing the oceans and our aquatic resources‘, published by Transnational Institute, March 2017.

B

urma is on the frontlines of a new cycle of great transformation. In Burma today, a whole series of important changes in access and con-trol of the country’s vast coastal and inland aquatic resources are on the verge of unfolding. Aquatic resources cover everything from fish, mangroves, coral reefs and other plants, to the sand and the coast, to oil and gas and the water itself. A huge variety of aquatic resources currently feed into fisher peoples’ lives and livelihoods in Burma.

     At their core these new dynamics threaten to take these resources out of reach of villagers and the country as a whole, and placing them firmly in the logic of a market-system that is be-coming so prevalent today. The varied processes of enclosure currently unfol-ding the length of Burma‘s coastline and inland raise important questions about who has access and control over the country’s aquatic resources and who benefits from using them. 
     Equally important is that the situa-tion today is raising crucial questions about who will have access and control of these resources and who will be able to benefit from them and for what purposes in the future.

     The huge – and hugely profound – conflict over land and right to land spotlights the fact that such issues have never been simple or uncontro-versial in Burma. Yet, in the case of aquatic resources, the danger is parti-cularly high that poor communities, ethnic minorities, and other vulnerable and marginalized people are on the verge of losing out. The threat is real and the danger is high. Alarm bells are ringing, but who is listening?
     Across the globe today, many fishing communities are falling victim to what some people are calling “ocean grabbing” – meaning “the capturing of control by powerful economic actors of crucial decision-making ... including the power to decide how and for what pur-poses marine resources are used, con-served and managed”. 
     In Burma, such processes are not necessarily new. But they do seem to be entering a new phase – one where the struggle for control over the physical resources in question is also about a struggle for control of their very meaning. 
     Should the river-systems across Burma’s geography continue to feed into the surrounding communities’ diverse social and cultural identities and livelihoods? Or should these rivers instead be dammed and harnessed for hydroelectric power generation? Or should they be turned into spaces for large-scale export-driven aquaculture?

    Should the long coastlines continue to be populated by and support fishing communities? Or should they instead be turned into locations for tourists’ leisurely enjoyment? Or should they be completely remade as sprawling Special Economic Zones? With ever-dwindling biodiversity and increasing destruction of aquatic resources, should marine areas with coral reefs be closed off from fishing activities and turned into things that are purely marveled at when snorkeling?

     Can mangroves continue to play a role in local livelihoods or is their role first and foremost to store and absorb carbon in tune with global plans for climate change mitigation?

     How does Burma’s fisheries sector in all its diversity from the large-scale accumulation-driven fleets in Myeik to the small-scale livelihood-driven fishers in the Irrawaddy fit into all of this? Will certain types of fisheries have to com-pletely disappear? If so, which types of fishery and what should the people that currently rely on this fishery do instead?

     All of these questions relate to the broader vision of development and which role the aquatic resources and the people that rely on them play in this vision. The increasingly dominant vision would have the naturally re-sourced milieu, in which humans live continuously subdivided into a series of neatly defined, ever-narrower one-dimensional categories (land, water, specific fish species). From  this per-spective natural resources would be valued  (and priced) solely in  economic

terms for the ‘service’ to human society that they ‘provide’.

     Such a perspective stands in stark contrast to visions of the future that do not see aquatic or other natural resour-ces simply as ‘inputs’ for conversion into commodities or factors of production. Instead, these alternative views of the future see aquatic re-sources as part of the basis for peoples’ livelihoods and as deeply em-bedded in their social and cultural identities, now and into the future.

     The question is: Which of these visions should Burma pursue in the coming years?   (
CAMBODIA: MASS TOURISM RENDERS
ANGKOR PRESERVATION ELUSIVE
[CD: 27.3.17] – THE global recognition given to the Angkor temple complex in Siem Reap — and other sites around the world that receive U.N. world heritage status — does as much to damage as it does to preserve the historical gem, according new research. The study, published in the Journal of Cultural Heritage and made available online in March 2017, outlines how recognition from UNESCO is used as a tourism marketing tool, resulting in more visitor traffic to cultural sites, which threatens their short- and long-term sustainability.

   “UNESCO status does not necessarily mean that the host [nation] is able to protect the site sufficiently, given the major increase in tourism that results from receiving the status,” said Josephine Caust, one of the study’s authors. Angkor “is a major international cultural heritage site — once it is damaged or destroyed, it may not recover,” Caust said.

   The park, which received heritage status in 1992, was visited by about 5 million people last year, according to Chau Sun Kerya, a spokeswoman from the Apsara Autho-rity that oversees the sprawling 400 sq-km temple complex.

   An influx of tourists raises a number of challenges to site preservation, including structural “wear and tear,” the study says. “Tourists continue to walk over areas of the site that are fragile and thereby damage the Khmer stonework.” 
   Overall, the park’s world heritage status had increased tourism and assistance from foreign countries to preserve and develop it, Sun Kerya said, while acknowledging that there was a downside to receiving more visitors. The park’s visitor code of conduct, disseminated in 2015 in response to incidents involving foreign tourists, including breaking statues, addressed some of the challenges of preserving a cultural site visited by millions every year, she said.

   But Elizabeth Becker, a journalist who has covered Cambodia for decades and authored ‘Overbooked: The Exploding Business of Travel and Tourism‘, pointed out that the massive crowds allowed in Angkor meant “the sense of the sacred is being lost.” She added: “The answer from the Cambodian side is always to say the temple complex is so large it can accept even greater numbers of tourists. That is a false equation.”
    According to the study, Siem Reap “has been allowed to develop in whatever way the market determines with no limitations around size, location or design of hotels and other facilities.”  The city‘s basic infrastructure — water, sewage and electricity — is not able to meet the demands of the city’s increasing number of hotels, and local residents are not benefiting enough from tourism revenue, Becker said. “The rush to expand and make money is jeopardizing the future viability of the monuments. The fear of Angkor becoming something of an ancient amusement park is not unfounded. The big profits are not helping the people of Siem Reap. Too much of the money is going to corpora-tions and not staying in the city or province.”

   Caust noted: “If this development is not controlled in terms of the numbers who visit, the scale of the hotels, the aesthetics of the environment and the infrastructure requirements, then in the end, the site itself and the community around it lose their attraction to the tourist, and the tourist stops coming.”    (  
INDONESIA: TRUMP MEGA-RESORT SET TO DESTROY BIODIVERSITY 
[AP: 29.3.17] - OVER the next four years, a sprawling ‘Trump Community‘ will be built next to Gunung Gede Pangrango national park in West Java. It is part of broader plans, including a massive theme park, that have alarmed con-servationists who fear development will overwhelm a refuge for some of Indonesia's most threatened species.

   The 3,000-ha project is the brainchild of President Donald Trump's Indonesian partner, billionaire and presidential hopeful Hary Tanoe.

   Gunung Gede Pangrango is one of the last virgin tropical forests in Java, where only 2% of original forest remains. It nurtures a unique variety of flora and fauna: more than 2,000 species of ferns, mosses and flowering plants and 250 species of birds. Endangered species include the Javan slow loris, the Javan leaf monkey, the Javan leopard, and the Javan hawk-eagle and Javan silvery gibbon. 
   Tanoe's MNC Group will build a six-star Trump hotel along with a golf course, country club, luxury condomi-niums, mansions and villas — billed in its promotional material as a ‘Trump Community‘. Together with a theme park, hotels, shops, homes and a dining and entertainment district that MNC is developing on its own, this first stage called ‘Lido City‘ will occupy between 800 and 1,000ha.

   A visualization on the company's website shows a valley filled with a man-made lake and a fantastical theme park. Tanoe plans to fill out the remaining 2,000 ha and indicated he wants to expand even further. MNC is also building a toll road to improve access to nearby cities and Jakarta. 
   The Lido City project does not require an environmental impact assessment, though some parts such as the theme park will, according to Tanoe. But park officials worry construction will cause wildlife to flee and that the mini-city MNC touts as "fulfilling the dream of the people of Indonesia for world-class entertainment" will bring an uncontrollable influx of people and rubbish. They question how the development will meet its substantial water needs in an area that's a crucial catchment for the 30 million people of greater Jakarta. However, they cannot afford to antagonize MNC or the Trump Organization, which will manage the Trump-branded properties. The project is going ahead whether they like it or not and the main access road to the park, which has a controlled 50,000 visitors a year, cuts through MNC's land. The park, which is part of the Ministry of the Environment and Forestry, has signed a memorandum of understanding with MNC concerning the development of ‘ecotourism‘. Neither park officials nor the company would provide a copy.

   "We are still discussing with them about how to avoid a massive exodus of wildlife while they are working on construction," said the park chief Adison. Meanwhile, MNC's corporate secretary said its executives were too busy to be interviewed and did not respond to Associated Press’s emailed questions about how the company planned to mitigate environmental damage. The Trump Organization redirected questions to a public relations company that did not provide any response.

   Though a private development, Lido City suits the Indonesian government's ambitions to create more tourist destinations it hopes will be as popular as Bali. Getting the construction permits for the first phase was "easy," Tanoe said. The golf course, designed by former world No. 1 golfer Ernie Els, is already under construction.
   Elan Juanda, an environmental activist involved with education in the park, said he is "very pessimistic about forest conservation in this region when the project is built. It's impossible that their project will not cause damage to the environment as well as changes in the behavior of animals." 
      Tanoe teamed up with the Trump Organization about three years ago; they also plan to redevelop an existing Tanoe hotel and golf course overlooking a sacred temple on the tourist island of Bali into a luxury Trump property.   (   
INDONESIA: BRITISH CRUISE SHIP
CRASHES INTO PRISTINE CORAL REEF  
[BBC: 14.3.17; I: 14.3.17; A-E: 14.3.17] – ON 4 March 2017, a British-owned cruise ship carrying hundreds of tourists crashed into one of the world’s most spectacular coral reefs, sparking outrage from locals. The 4,290-t Caledonian Sky caused "irreparable damage" in Raja Ampat, an island chain in the west of Indonesia’s Papua province.  

   The ship, owned by British company Noble Caledonia, was on a bird-watching trip when it veered off course, running aground during low tide and ploughing into the coral. Roughly 1,600 sq-m of the “underwater Amazon” is thought to have been damaged in the incident.
   Ruben Sauyai, a local diving instructor, said he was in “tears” after seeing the ruined reefs. “The damage is huge and acute. It could take 10 to 100 years to repair it," he said.
   A tugboat was deployed to refloat the ship, but that “damaged the reef even more”, according to Ricardo Tapilatu, the head of the official evaluation team. He said he thought the company should pay up to US$1.92 million in compensation, adding the process to repair the coral could take up to 10 years. 

   Stay Raja Ampat, a local tourism promoter, took to Facebook to express his anger, alongside images of the stricken cruise liner. Another Facebook user said: “Unbelievable! I hope these people get fined billions for the irreparable damage they are causing.”
      Noble Caledonia described the incident as “unfortu-nate”. The company said it was “firmly committed to pro-tection of the environment, which is why it is imperative that the reasons for it are fully investigated, understood and any lessons learned incorporated in operating procedures.”  (
INDONESIAN TRIBES RALLY FOR 
LAND RIGHTS
[TRF: 17.3.17] - THOUSANDS of Indonesian Indigenous People from 2,000 communities recently gathered in Tanjung Gusta village outside North Sumatra's provincial capital Medan to call on the government to protect their land rights as fears grow some tribes could become extinct.

   A sprawling archipelago with more than 17,000 islands, Indonesia is home to an estimated 50 to 70 million Indigenous People, but many do not have formal title to the land their families have lived on for generations. For decades they have been locked in bitter battles with logging, palm oil, mining and other companies that have been expanding into their homelands in the resource-rich Southeast Asian nation.

   President Joko Widodo has pledged to improve their lives, but activists say his ambitious plans to boost infrastructure and energy production mean more tribes are at risk of being displaced.

   "Even though the government has nice policies on paper, we continue to face land grabs... and forced evictions throughout Indonesia," said Rukka Sombolinggi, deputy head of the Indigenous Peoples Alliance of the Archipelago. "We are willing to share, but development has to be done with our consent," she added.

   Indonesia's Constitutional Court ruled in 2013 that Indigenous Peoples have the right to manage forests where they live, in a verdict hailed as a victory for indigenous land rights. The government last December announced that it would return 13,000 ha of customary lands to nine indigenous communities, and committed to giving back a total of 12.7 million ha - roughly the size of Greece - to local and indigenous groups.

   Campaigner Sombolinggi, of the Sulawesi island's Toraja tribe, lauded these developments but said legal reforms have been slow. More than 230 indigenous leaders and activists are currently on trial for battling to save their homelands, she said, while at least six tribes face the threat of extinction as a result of land conflicts.

   "Our livelihood and our existence are being affected. When we are evicted from our land, what else do we have?" she asked.   (
MALAYSIA: PERAK PAYS THE PRICE FOR ‘EXCESSIVE TOURISM‘

[TMMO; 20.3.17] - PULAU Sembilan, a cluster of nine islands off Perak, has been declared off-limits because of public apathy and environment degradation. Tourism and culture committee chairman Datuk Nolee Ashilin Mohd Radzi recently said the state government decided to impose the ban on tourists flocking to the islands as overcrowding had led to negative environmental effects. “Pulau Sembilan will be officially closed for an indefinite period from 1 April due to ‘excessive tourism’,” she said.

   Recently, shocking reports were brought to light of how visitors would wade into the sea and scoop plankton known as Blue Tears in order to take pictures. The luminescent Blue Tears plankton can be found in abundance along the coastlines  of two of the islands — Pulau Lalang and Pulau Rumbia — after dusk. This phenomenon, for the past 10 years has been the pull-factor which brought visitors to the uninhabited  islands.
   Besides the Blue Tears phenomenon, marine life such as simulate octopus, adolescent bamboo sharks, seahorses, nudibranchs, juvenile yellow boxfish, juvenile blue-ringed angelfish, butterfly fish, long-finned bannerfish, blue-ringed angelfish, groupers and tuna are rich in waters surrounding the islands. The waters are also abundant with coral reefs which consist of large and little nudibranchs, staghorn coral reefs, tube coral reefs, whip coral reefs, barrel sponges, and lively soft reefs.

   “At the moment, there is no control on the number of visitors who can make their way to the island despite the state having imposed a 120-visitor per daily limit,” Nolee said. “There have been times, we learnt, that between 300 and 400 people were on the islands each day. The presence of such a large crowd also damages the pristine white sand and this was evident with discolouration noted on the beach. The beach surface has changed to a darker shade.” She added the plankton on the islands’ coastline could move away if their natural habitat was disturbed.

   Daily travelling licences were issued by the Perak State Parks Corporation with the assistance of boat operators and tours agents promoting island tours. “The overcrowding occurred as visitors trespassed on the islands without licences and using unauthorised boats,” Nolee said. “The Perak State Parks Corporation could not take action as they don’t have an enforcement unit.”

   With the travel ban imposed, the state government will monitor movements to the islands with cooperation from marine enforcement authorities. Nolee said there is no specific date on when the islands will be reopened. She added that there would not be any structural development on the islands as the authorities wanted to keep them as natural as possible. (  
MALAYSIA: DAVID ATTENBOROUGH
OPPOSES PLAN FOR SABAH BRIDGE 
[TG: 2.3.17] – RENOWNED English TV presenters  and naturalists David Attenborough and Steve Backshall have joined conservationists and charities asking officials in Sabah to reconsider a bridge that threatens one of the last sanctuaries of the rare pygmy elephant.

   There are now just 1,500 of the world’s smallest pachy-derm, according to WWF, and about 300 of them make their home in the 26,000-ha Kinabatangan Wildlife Sanctuary, in the Malaysian state of Sabah. But construction teams have begun preparatory work for a bridge that will cross the Kinabatangan river which weaves through the region. The area is also home to critically endangered orangutans, proboscis monkeys, clouded leopards, gibbons, sun bears, pangolins and thousands of other jungle species, and receives visitors who view wildlife from boats on the river and hike into the forests.

   Attenborough has written to the chief minister of the region, Musa Aman, arguing that the plan will harm already embattled wildlife populations and create a new barrier for migrating elephants. Listed as endangered by the IUCN, they require large areas of habitat for foraging and many fear that the increasingly fragmented populations will lead to genetic problems. “I have had many encounters with the magnificent and unique species with which your state is blessed,” Attenborough wrote. “If this construction is allowed to go ahead, I am left in no doubt that the bridge will have significant negative effects on the region’s wildlife, the Kinabatangan’s thriving tourism industry and on the image of Sabah as a whole.”

   Sabah and the Kinabatangan rainforest have been transformed over the past few decades. Palm oil plantations have fractured much of the habitat, forcing species into ever-smaller pockets of forest. Already, the Bornean rhino has vanished from Sabah entirely. Conservationists fear the pygmy elephant could be next.

   The bridge would span 350m across the Kinabatangan River, connecting the village of Sukau, of around 2,000 people, to Litang and Tomanggong. It would be funded by the federal government. The project would also require paving a dirt road, bringing more traffic to the area.
   Wildlife presenter Steve Backshall has added his voice to the campaign against the Sukau bridge. He and his wife, Helen Glover, the Olympic champion rower, are cur-rently planning to kayak non-stop for 125 miles in the UK to raise funds for the World Land Trust, which has purchased several wildlife corridors in the area to enable orangutans and elephants to move freely. “My concerns about the bridge in the Kinabatangan are that it would provide easier access into forests that will then be more accessible for logging, poaching, slash-and-burn agriculture and palm oil plantations,” said Backshall. “These fragile forests are on a knife-edge – any tiny negative influence could have brutal effects.”

   The project has been stalled for a year as debate pro and con the bridge has raged. Now the public is awaiting an official environmental impact assessment, although con-struction machines have already started moving dirt.   (
PHILIPPINES: BORACAY PLAGUED 
BY GREEN ALGAE GROWTH

[PDI: 2.4.17] - BORACAY is considered as close to the tropical ideal one will find in the Philippines, especially the island’s scenic coastlines and transporting sunsets. Today, however, that “tropical ideal” is besieged by green algae growth – a sign of worsening pollution. The algae, which can be found in Stations 1, 2 and 3 of White Beach, is most visible in Station 2, where most of the commercial estab-lishments are located.

   According to the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA), Boracay’s sewage system can no longer accom-modate the burgeoning population. While JICA agrees that tourism helps the Philippine economy, the agency likewise implores Boracay concerned parties to be more decisive regarding the protection of the resort island’s marine resources.

   Dr. Miguel Fortes, University of the Philippines scientist and member of the Coastal Ecosystem Conservation Management (CECAM) project, noted that untreated sewage on the eastern side of Boracay has reached alarming levels. And while the Environment Management Bureau says the water condition in Stations 1, 2, and 3 at White Beach on the west side is still OK, long-time residents of the municipality of Malay, Aklan, where Boracay is situated, claim that the algae are harmful.
   Meanwhile, the Aklanon and Boracay’s tribal group, the Ati, who were interviewed regarding this issue, mention a folk belief that the algae growth is a harbinger of summer. Algae multiply rapidly because it thrives in sunlight. Discovery Shores Boracay senior operations manager Julius Alegre supports the locals’ belief. “The algae along White Beach simply indicates that summer is coming, he says. But it now comes as early as January and February, when before it came during March and April. I think it’s the shifting of the climate that made the algae growth come early this year, what we call climate change.”

   Boracay has been consistently topping the list of summer travel destinations for local and foreign tourists. In 2008, the Department of Tourism (DOT) named Boracay as the “Number One Beach” in the Philippines, after it generated more than US$234 million in revenues that year.  It was also the top pick of Condé Nast Traveler’s Readers’ Choice Awards in 2016.   (
THAILAND: SEX TOURISM FRUSTRATES
MILITARY JUNTA

[R-N: 27.3.17] - WITH mascots dressed as smiling fish and a police rock band, Thai authorities recently launched a ‘Happy Zone‘ to improve the image of a city notorious for sex tourism. Stung by foreign headlines portraying the seaside resort of Pattaya as ‘Sin City‘ and ‘The World's Sex Capital‘, Thailand's junta has begun a new effort to re-brand it.

   But the contradictions in Pattaya highlight Thailand's challenge in tackling a side of its tourist industry that remains economically vital while being officially excoriated.

   "I want people to see that we are not like what they say. We are not allowing prostitution in these entertainment places," provincial governor Pakkaratorn Teianchai told reporters on the infamous Walking Street in Pattaya, southeast of Bangkok.

   Less than 10 meters away, women accosted foreign men to offer sex for 2,000 baht (US$60). Others lined up with numbers so customers could take their pick. Masseuses in miniskirts offered ‘happy ending‘ massages whose euphe-mistic title has nothing to do with the Happy Zone of the authorities.

   "Everyone is here to make a living," said one woman who came originally from a village in central Thailand. Tagged with the number ‘136‘, she declined to give her name. "I would rather be a waitress, but then I couldn't send my children to school and I want them to have a better future than this." 
   Given a 305 baht (US$9) a day minimum wage, the chance of earning several times more as a sex worker is an obvious lure, particularly in poorer rural regions.
   The latest of many crackdowns in Pattaya happened after foreign newspaper reports in February 2017 drew an angry response from junta leader Prayuth Chan-ocha, for whom bringing order is a mantra. A handful of bars were raided. Bar owners and working women were fined. Scared to venture out, tourists looking for sex stayed in hotels. Street vendors and shops saw sales tumble. The money which flows to all levels in the city — including law enforcement agencies — fell off.

   The Happy Zone approach is a softer way to try to show that something is being done. If it works on Walking Street, the idea will be spread to the less sanitized side streets. Businesses in the Happy Zone are asked to make the area feel safer, there are increased security patrols, and police have launched a mobile phone app for visitors to summon them in an emergency.

   "This is a pioneer project to organize a tourist destination and elevate it to promote quality tourism in Thailand," Apichai Krobpetch, chief of Pattaya city police.   ( 
VIETNAM: UNIQUE SON TRA RESERVE
SEVERELY THREATENED
[VNB: 24.3.17] - THE Son Tra Nature Reserve – the green lung of Da Nang - will turn into a desert, and the world’s biggest population of red-shanked douc langurs (Pygathrix nemaeus) will become extinct unless rapid development of hotels and resorts there is not stopped. 

   The warning was issued by the head of the representative office of the Frankfurt Zoological Society (FZS) in Vietnam, Dr Ha Thang Long, who told the media about the poor management and planning of the Son Tra Peninsula that has shrunk wildlife and primate habitats. Red-shanked douc langurs have been declared endangered by IUCN.

   “Stop construction. Do not build any hotels in the reserve. The Son Tra Nature Reserve, which was partly hurt by unaware human activities, should be conserved in a special regime,” Long said.

   Long explained that the nature reserve is especially rich of rare biodiversity as it features mountains, forests, streams and the ocean as well as a 30km-long beautiful pristine beach. 

   Biologist Tran Huu Vy, who was director of the Centre for Biodiversity Conservation (GreenViet) and conducted research in the Son Tra Nature Reserve for decades, said an estimated 30% of the habitat of fauna and flora species has already been damaged due to the frenzied construction of resorts and other physical structures. 
   “More than 71km of concrete roads have been built in the area to serve tourism, while 17 hotels and resorts were completed and 14 other projects are planned,” Vy said. “Mass construction of hotels and resorts has driven away the primate species and wildlife from their habitat and isolated flocks from natural food chains that are available throughout the 4,300ha forest.” He added that the reserve hosts around 10,000 visitors each month, and noisy vehicles (motorbikes, coaches) disturb the habitat of primates and wildlife.

   According to GreenViet’s latest survey, over 20 streams in the reserve have dried up – the worst in 20 years, while hunting and illegal logging have increased in recent years.

    The city recently decided to suspend an illegal ‘eco-tourism‘ project in the reserve - but only a year after it began. A large area of trees and bushes were already cleared for 40 foundations, columns and inner roads for the construction of 40 villas.

  A biology lecturer at Da Nang’s Teachers’ Training College, Vo Van Minh, said environmental impact assess-ments of projects in Son Tra Peninsula were approved carelessly and administrated poorly by some agencies.

   The chairman of the city’s tourism association, Huynh Tan Vinh, said the city had built 600 hotels and resorts with a total of 22,000 rooms to host 15 million tourists each year. But only 50% of the room capacity was used when the city only hosted 5.6 million tourists in 2016. Nevertheless, new two and three-star hotels are being built in the city.

Even more worrisome is the fact that under a government plan, Son Tra Mountain on the peninsula will be developed as a national tourism site that will feature a massive luxury ‘ecotourism‘ resort complex. This means that the nature reserve, which has already shrunk from more than 4,300ha to 2,500ha to make room for tourism facilities, will lose another 1,000ha and more precious biodiversity for the sake of an ‘ecotourism‘ development.   (
CAN VIETNAM’S FLOATING MARKETS SURVIVE?
[TD: 21.3.17] - AMID mighty rivers and dense mangroves, the busy floating markets in Vietnam’s Mekong Delta have long shaped the delta’s well-known “water civilization.” As many as a dozen floating markets still remain along major waterways around the delta, where boats, houses, and markets float upon the maze of rivers, canals, and arroyos that criss-cross the landscape like arteries. 

   In the Vietnamese floating markets, hundreds of boats and sampans, full of fruit and vegetables, flowers, and handicraft products, gather to trade their various goods, making for crowded and frenetic scenery. The cultural and historical values that the markets reflect are considered a key to understanding the Mekong Delta inhabitants’ identity and traditions.

   Many ethnically-diverse groups of people migrated to the Mekong Delta from Northern and Central Vietnam, China, Cambodia, and the Malay Peninsula in pre-colonial times. Through trading activities and interactions in the floating markets, they gradually mixed their different cultures into a harmonious common whole. In this respect, the delta’s floating markets are “melting pots” which have experienced the fusion of nationalities, cultures, and ethnicities for centuries.
   Given the fact that the low-laying delta frequently floods, staying afloat (literally) is an inevitable part of life for local businesses. Traders creatively innovate their boats to sustain family life on the water while doing business. They manage to live on the river; many link their lives with their houseboats for generations. Those floating families and attendant lifestyles and religious beliefs are distinct characteristics of the markets.

   For centuries, the floating markets have remained unchanged, surviving Siamese, French, and American conquerors come and gone, followed by the Communists, who fought a number of water wars here and left the slice of capitalism found in the markets alone during the pre-Doi Moi period.

   Yet, the markets are now profoundly changing. Vietnamese tourists, especially those from northern Vietnam, come to see this fading part of the region’s age-old floating markets — but the survival of these markets is at stake. 

   Starting in the 1990s, the government decided to mobilize delta farmers to build extensive river dikes and sluice gates to control the annual floods. This anti-flood policy made it possible to harvest two or even three crops a year in the delta’s former wetlands. But it at the same time has had irreparable impacts on the environment and eco-systems, preventing the wetlands from being enriched by annual inundations. After the dike systems were completely built in the mid-2000s, they also appeared to obstruct intra-regional river traffic – traders can no longer freely move their boats to the floating markets. Many had no choice but to change their livelihood.

   More challenging is that the rapid pace of urbanization in the delta, followed by the booming expansion of transportation infrastructure and the proliferation of modern supermarkets selling goods in air-conditioned comfort, has quickly overwhelmed the role of floating markets and river traffic in general. 
   The floating markets are no longer crowded and are likely to become even more desolate in the delta’s new era. But there is something else changing. A rapid growth in the region’s tourism has greatly contributed to rising income and opportunities in the markets. Most of the existing floating markets, especially those in Cai Rang (Can Tho City), Phung Hiep and Nga Bay (Hau Giang province), and Cai Be (Tieng Giang province), now appear to be “must-see” tourist destinations, attracting an estimated 500-700 visitors every day, most of them from abroad.

   Some travel agencies in Vietnam include floating market visits in their itineraries and actively collaborate with local vendors and boat owners to offer services to tourists. In the process, what was once a common way of life in the Mekong Delta has swiftly turned into more of a novelty form of entertainment. Local food that is cooked and served directly from a floating boat and inexpensive fruit shopping are the biggest attractions to every floating market. 
   However, a danger appears to challenge the prospects of tourism. Leaders in Vietnam’s delta provinces struggle to prevent floating traders and residents from their old-fashioned habit of dumping all types of rubbish, from vegetable peels to nylon bags and foam boxes, in the water — and relieving themselves in the river as well. Local experts warn the markets will no longer be tourist draws if pollution issues are not fixed. Unfortunately, local leaders have had little luck addressing the problem so far.   (

YUNNAN/CHINA: ‘SMOG REFUGEES‘ POLLUTE DALI

The following is edited from an  article by Kirsty Needham [SMH: 8.4.17]

T

o China's 'smog refugees' - the city residents who had fled to the countryside with their children for cleaner air - Dali was their Bali. The ancient town in southern Yunnan province, beneath Cang Mountain and near Erhai Lake, was once dubbed China's ‘hidden gem‘, for its pristine scenery and the traditional ways of its ethnic Bai inhabitants.

     Nearby Shuanglang, a 1000-year-old fishing village, became a magnet for young Chinese seeking an alter-native life, as hundreds of guest hou-ses, bars and restaurants spread around Erhai's shore. The music and arts scene flourished. A school was set up to educate their children outside the Chinese education system. But the eco-bohemian dream recently came crashing down as local authorities began closing hundreds of businesses in Shuanglang.

     Up to 2000 guest houses and restaurants along a 130-km stretch around the lake face closure for a year for failing spot inspections of their septic tanks. Erhai Lake has become heavily polluted, and the authorities blame raw sewage being pumped into its waters by the fashionable new buil-dings.

   Guest house owners are stunned that just a day's notice was given before the closures, which are de-signed to allow the town to build a new sewage system. Even McDonalds has been shut, they say. All farming land - which includes many of the most scenic lakeside hotels - will be re-claimed by the government.

   Mei Zhang is the author of Travels Through Dali With a Leg of Ham, her 2016 memoir of growing up in Dali. She watched its more recent trans-formation into a cultural community dubbed ‘Dali-fornia‘ by some. She said the forced closures have upset many of her friends, whose livelihoods are dependent on the lakeside guest hou-ses. "From an environmental point of view, it is great they are going to take action, but as a human being, this is everything they own."

   Zhang said the ‘new Dali people‘ had brought good and bad to the town. It was the arrival in 2004 of Ye Fu, a famous Chinese writer, that started the migration. "A lot of young Chinese literary people followed him," she said. Next came the artists and film-makers. "Then came more young urbanites, yuppies, couples with babies who wanted a new life. They brought modern tastes in architecture and services, and they all wanted to be on the lake front to get that stunning view," she said.
   The problem was, lakefront land was traditionally farming land that was not for sale. The new arrivals signed long-term leases for a cheap price. When the Bai villagers saw the huge leap in land value as tourism boomed, resentment grew, said Zhang. Town regulations did not keep up. "It was anarchy and you had to fend for yourself," she said, explaining why so many new arrivals have found themselves in breach of the rules.

   Dali's Bai population is one million. Some 24 million people reportedly visited Dali in 2016, Zhang said. "That is an extraordinary number. I can't imagine the impact on waste and sewerage." 
   With no tourism income, some smog refugees will be forced to leave. For the creative community, the disillusion-ment may have already set in before the shutdowns. "Some people have looked at Dali's explosion and said this is not the utopia they thought it was," she said. A Dali native, now living in California, she hopes Dali's cultural spirit survives.

   In the past four years, the number of inns in Shuanglang alone tripled to 380. The town's environment protec-tion officer was jailed for four years for accepting bribes last year, and blamed for neglect of duty, according to local media reports.

   The guest house owners agreed the lake needs to be cleaned up, but are upset that no offer of compensation has been made. Restaurants say they will be forced to lay off the locals  they employ. Business owners estimate Dali will lose 5 billion Chinese yuan (US$960 million) from its economy over the next two years.   (
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