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ASIAN NATIONS PROMISE TO TACKLE PLASTIC POLLUTION IN OCEANS
[BBC: 8.6.17; IE: 9.5.17; SS: 13.6.17] – NATIONS responsible for much of the world's ocean plastic pollution have promised to start cleaning up their act. At the recent United Nations Oceans Summit held in New York, dele-gates from China, Thailand, Indonesia and the Philippines said they would work to keep plastics out of the seas.

   Some of the promises are not yet formalized and envi-ronmentalists say the measures proposed are not nearly urgent enough. But UN officials praised the statement, saying it was part of a clear international shift against ocean pollution.

   Eric Solheim, Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) said: "There are quite encouraging signs, with nations taking the ocean much more seriously. Of course, there is a very long way to go because the problems are huge."

   It is estimated that 5-13 million tons of plastics flow into the world's oceans annually. Much of it is ingested by birds and fish – and fragments of plastic have even been found in organisms at the bottom of the ocean.

   Recent research revealed that much of the marine plastic originates far from the sea – especially in countries which have developed consumer economies faster than their ability to manage waste. 

   The Helmholtz Centre in Leipzig, Germany, estimated that 75% of land-borne marine pollution comes from just 10 rivers, predominantly in Asia. Reducing the plastic loads in these rivers by 50% would reduce global plastic inputs by 37%, it said.

   Tom Dillon from the Pew Charitable Trusts that campaigns on oceans urged China to move quickly. He said: "For thousands of years the Maritime Silk Road was a pathway for export of Chinese culture and influence. Will the ocean be a vehicle for export of Chinese pollu-tion, or a new culture of conservation and sustainability?"
   A report to the UN conference from Thailand‘s govern-ment states that most marine plastic debris is land-based, caused by inefficient waste management and poor handling of plastic wastes. In Thailand, the total amount of garbage finding its way into the sea was estimated at 2.83 million tons in 2016 - of which 12% was plastic. According to the Thai government report, the country has established a 20-year strategy to tackle the problem, including developing financial incentives for keeping plastic out of the sea and encouraging eco-packaging design and eco-friendly substitutes for plastics.
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   In 2015, Indonesia was brandished with the ‘second largest polluter of plastic marine waste’ title, trailing only behind China. However, with Indonesia’s oceans boasting the highest levels of marine biodiversity in the world, as well as being one of the country’s primary tourist attractions, the government now appears to have taken notice of the severity of the growing marine waste problem, which poses a serious threat to the country’s tourism industry. The Indonesian government is now starting a mass education programme for schoolchildren. The Philippines that ranks third among top source countries of marine debris has begun to develop new laws aimed at tackling ocean pollution.

   Part of the challenge is finding substitutes for plastics. An international prize for smarter materials and design for packaging was launched recently by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation.   (
BURMA TO MEND BAGAN TEMPLES, 
BUT LOCALS FEEL UNEASY

[NYT: 11.5.17] – TOURISTS have stayed away since a 6.8-magnitude earthquake hit Bagan last year. It damaged 389 of Bagan's monuments and broke the Pyathat Gyi 's temple‘s spire as if it were one of her candies.

   Many of Bagan's monuments were restored by Burma's former military government in the 1990s, after a previous quake, in a way that international experts criticized as heavy-handed and clumsy. The government abandoned an effort at the time to seek UNESCO World Heritage status for the temple complex.

   Now the new civilian government of the country is planning a fresh World Heritage bid for Bagan. But locals worry that officials with ties to wealthy developers, using the United Nations as a cover, could interfere with religious life or push zoning changes that would further impoverish people who were once evicted by the military to make way for luxury hotels. Not rebuilding the temple spires, they say, would make the monuments less attractive and depress domestic tourism.

   "World heritage? No one cares about that," Soe Moe Thue said. "We just need to survive."

   Bagan's temple complex is considered a crown jewel in Burma‘s tourism sector that is worth hundreds of millions of dollars and has grown rapidly over recent years. But even though some of the monuments were built in the 11th century, many regard the complex as flawed because the military's 1990s-era renovations - marked in cherry red bricks - are seen as detracting from its authenticity as an ancient site.

   In the 1990s, the military government abandoned its World Heritage bid because it feared its "really horrible" restoration work would face harsh scrutiny from inter-national experts, explained Pierre Pichard, a longtime consultant for UNESCO. But the 2016 earthquake, he said, could offer the new government a fresh start with UNESCO because it destroyed much of the military's worst construction work, particularly the temple spires that it built in the 1990s. "It came at the right moment," he said of the earthquake during a recent trip to Bagan.

   Aung San Suu Kyi, the leader of Burma's governing National League for Democracy, has said that any conservation work in Bagan should have support from local people and avoid altering monuments, according to reports in Burma's news media. 

   To help rally support for its UNESCO bid, the government plans to abolish military-era laws that prevented Bagan residents from opening small guesthouses, said Aung Aung Kyaw, the director of Bagan's archaeology department. And to comply with UNESCO recommendations, he said, the government will allow rebuilding work at only five of the 89 sites in the monument complex that were either moderately or heavily damaged by the earthquake.

   However, community groups in Bagan fear that a World Heritage designation would exacerbate existing restrictions on where and how they can build homes or operate businesses in New Bagan, a district on the city's dusty outskirts where people were forced to resettle in 1990 after the military government evicted them from a monument zone downtown.

   Instead of leaving the monument zone free of development, the military government allowed for the construction of several high-end hotels, including one on the site of a former school, said Aung Shwe, the second secretary at the Bagan Development Committee, a NGO that provides free ambulance, funeral and firefighting services for many of the city's poorest residents.

   Hotels are still being built in the monument zone, and local elites see a potential World Heritage designation as a source of high-end tourism revenue, not a tool for curbing the city's glaring social inequality, said Khin Maung, the chairman of the Bagan Development Committee and a tour guide in the monument zone. "The new government should take care of its people, not squeeze our necks," he said.

   There is also deep concern about the archaeology department's decision not to rebuild many damaged temple spires. 

   "In our Buddhist tradition, not having a top on a temple is like having a person without a head," said Thay Zaniya, a monk who lives in a monastery beside the Sulamani Temple, a popular monument where the archaeology department says a spire that fell in the earthquake will not be replaced. "It's a disgraceful sight."

   Thay Zaniya said he had reluctantly accepted the depart-ment's decision because UNESCO had warned that rebuilding the spire could expose the temple to damage during Bagan's next earthquake. But Kyaing, the caretaker of Dhammayazika pagoda, another popular monument in Bagan, said the price of accepting UNESCO's advice would be shirking his religious duty. Such a trade, he said, was unacceptable. "We need to rebuild our pagoda so that the next generation will know what it looks like," he argued. "If we don't, we would lose our heritage."   (
BURMA: MRAUK U, THE NEXT 
ANGKOR WAT?

[TG: 11.6.17] – MRAUK U, (in English: monkey egg) was a vital trading port until the 18th century and the capital of a powerful kingdom, one of Asia’s richest cities. In the centuries since, it crumbled into a backwater town in Burma’s troubled Rakhine state. But the city, where Christians, Muslims and Buddhists once lived in harmony, still features hundreds of ruined temples, fortifications and storehouses. Archaeologists are now racing to survey and protect those sites. The goal is to secure a spot for Mrauk U on UNESCO’s world heritage list, following in the footsteps of Cambodia’s Angkor Wat and the pyramids of Egypt.

   Backed by the former UN secretary general Kofi Annan – who said Mrauk U is “arguably the greatest physical manifestation of Rakhine’s rich history and culture” – an international commission released an interim report this year urging Burma to nominate the city for World Heritage status. Meanwhile, the government is hoping to transform Mrauk U from a forgotten ghost town into a global tourist attraction that draws hundreds of thousands of visitors each year.

   Some believe Kofi Annan who stated that these efforts would also help to solve the brutal ethnic conflict that has divided Rakhine state between ultra-nationalist Buddhists and the Rohingya, a group of ethnic Muslims.  The United Nations and human rights groups have documented the ethnic cleansing campaign of extreme-right forces against the Rohinya, which which continues unabated. In recent months, Burmese soldiers have been accused of raping and killing civilians indiscriminately.

   “If such [World Heritage] status was granted, this could eventually serve to boost tourism to Rakhine, and thus help strengthen the state’s economy,” the commission said. A team led by U Nyein Lwin, director of the National Museum at Mrauk U, is trying to turn that into a reality. But the undertaking is enormously complex. “We need a lot of help,” he said. “Time is very short.”

Financial assistance has been pledged by Italy, Australia and China, but more outside support is needed, he added.

   “What’s important for the international community to know is that Mrauk U is immensely important to the Rakhine from a cultural and historic point of view,” said Christopher Carter, the UN’s senior adviser for Rakhine state. “Kofi Annan’s recommendation of Mrauk U as a candidate for World Heritage status was greeted very warmly by even the hardest-line nationalists.”

   From the 15th to 18th centuries, Mrauk U was called “the golden city” by European travellers from the Netherlands and Portugal. Samurai from Japan stood as guards for the king. Many of the larger temples from that golden age remain intact. The Shitthaung temple is said to hold 80,000 stone statues of the Buddha. The nearby Koe Thaung temple is even larger, with 90,000 Buddha images carved into three stories of stone. U Nyein Lwin and his team are in the midst of creating a registry of all of the ruins that remain in Mrauk U. When finished, they may chart as many as 3,000. But the town is a long way from seeing tourists wandering its streets.

   A grand mosque of the 15th century, known as the Santikan mosque, once stood to the north-east of town, in an area now dominated by rice paddies, but many local people have never heard of it and all that remains above ground is a small hill, scattered with stones that may once have been bricks, interspersed with cow dung in the hot sun.

   To reach the complex, a traveller needs to take an hour-long flight from Rangoon, 750km away, and then spend several hours snaking up the Kaladan river. Only about 4,000 foreign tourists a year make the journey. The temples at Bagan attract 70 times as many. The temples of Angkor Wat, in Cambodia, receive more than two million visitors annually. An airport being built outside Mrauk U will make it more accessible. But it could take years to complete.   (
TOURISM MUST ‘DO NO HARM‘ IN BURMA

Developed by the UK Aid-funded Business Innovation Facility (BIF) in Burma, in collaboration with CDA Collaborative Learning Projects, a Do No Harm toolkit has been developed for businesses, not-for-profit and government organizations that directly or indirectly supply goods or services to the tourism, travel and hospitality industries. The toolkit first presents a background to conflict, peace and ‘Do No Harm’ in the context of the tourism sector. This is followed by practical analysis templates to help tour operators and companies approach their business activities in a manner that limits risks of causing harm to local people and places and promotes positive relationships among tourism actors.

The toolkit can be downloaded at: http://www.bifprogramme.org/sites/default/files/attachments/do_no_harm_toolkit_for_the_tourism_industry.pdf
CAMBODIA: IS JACK MA’S ALIBABA BUYING UP OTRES BEACH?

[KT: 7.6.17] - IN recent weeks, rumours have been circulating in the real estate community of Sihanoukville about a major coastal land sale at Otres Beach to a large Chinese company looking to develop a tourist resort complex  there. Sihanoukville has become an investment target for both major infrastructural and residential projects by both local and international funders, and in particular the Chinese. Chinese investors are being attracted to the province by industrial incentives, the ease of gambling related permits and a fast rising tourism market. 

   Brad King, the Managing Director at Cambodia Real Estate said: “I met with other local real estate agents in the area last week and several of those agents mentioned that a subsidiary company of Jack Ma’s Alibaba currently has an offer under consideration for the majority of land facing onto Otres Beach.” 
   Although this offer or any final transaction has not been officially announced or verified, King noted that in the last two weeks land prices on the second road back from Otres beach have jumped up in response to the news. According to King, prior to the rumours about the Alibaba offer on the Otres Beach plot, land in this area was averaging US$350/sqm, and now that same land has risen to US$500/sqm as a listed price as local landowners specu-late the increase in value with the news of a major Chinese development coming nearby. 

   A representative of Alibaba declined to comment on the topic when contacted by email, calling it “market rumours”. A private real estate owner and broker in Sihanoukville who wished to remain anonymous said he could not verify whether Alibaba was in the process of buying land at Otres Beach. However, he confirmed that there had been a recent investment in land in the Otres area totalling about 300 ha in its entirety by a Chinese company called JetStar.   

   Den Sakal, the CEO of Universal Real Estate, a Sihanoukville-based brokerage, said he had also heard that a major Chinese company recently entered the market, investing in a large plot of land along Otres Beach and some more land inside the city. However, Den could not confirm any link to Alibaba, nor was he aware of the Chinese investor’s development plans.  

   In fact, prime land prices on the Otres Beach front have risen as high as US$1,300/sqm, according to Den.  He suggested that this type of land speculation is likely to create a bubble in the market only suitable for Chinese buyers willing to pay exorbitant prices – and that would freeze out other investors interested in the area, both local and international.   (
NEW REPORT ON AIRPORT EXPANSION AND

AEROTROPOLIS PROJECTS IN INDONESIA
Airport expansion in Indonesia: tourism, land struggles, economic zones and aerotropolis projects  is a new report authored by Rose Bridger and published by Third World Network (TWN) in partnership with the Global Anti-Aerotropolis Movement (GAAM).

Like in many countries across the globe, a massive aviation expansion programme is taking off in Indonesia. The initiative is geared towards supporting a government drive to promote tourism as an engine of economic growth. But new airports, and expansion of existing airports, frequently entails displacement of communities, loss of farmland and deforestation.  


The 64-page report looks at 58 airports - operational, under construction and still in the planning stage - and documents land rights struggles relating to 25 airport projects. The report accompanies GAAM’s digital map, which features all the airports that are mentioned integrating spatial information with text and images.


Aviation expansion in Indonesia is integrated with other mega-projects such as highways and sea ports and linked to new Special Economic Zones (SEZs). These areas are designated for industrial and tourism development, provided with surface transportation networks and other supportive infrastructure and lavished with tax breaks and other incentives. Several SEZs have been bestowed with long stretches of coastline boasting white sand beaches, natural assets that are a cornerstone of tourism.

There are a number of plans for aerotropolis-style developments. Two of these projects - currently under construction in Java:  Kulon Progo and Kertajati – have experienced vigorous and long-standing resistance from communities being forced to leave their homes and productive agricultural land. A number of aerotropolis plans are integrated with tourist resort projects that aspire to become aviation-dependent destinations in their own right.

Since the report went to print, plans for a new airport in the Seribu Islands (Thousand Islands) off the coast of Jakarta have been announced. This also appears to be a scheme for tourism-oriented aerotropolis-style development as the Jakarta administration has stated that the winner of the tender will be permitted to build resorts near the airport, and will be provided with incentives.

The online version of the report is available at: https://antiaero.org/.
For hard copies of the report, please contact:  Third World Network, 131 Jalan Macalister, 10400 Penang, Malaysia, Tel: 60-4-2266728/2266159, Fax: 60-4-2264505, Email: twn@twnetwork.org.

LAOS: CULTURAL TREASURE THREATENED BY PORT PROJECT
China’s plan for the Mekong River envisions a big new commercial port at Luang Prabang, a World Heritage site and the heart of the Lao tourism industry. The following is edited from an article by Tom Fawthrop [AT:16.5.17]

Laos’ world heritage enclave of Luang Prabang comprises over 120 sites of cultural and historic importance, all squeezed between a few kilometers of cobblestone alleys, ornate temples and picturesque hillsides at the confluence of two rivers, including the Mekong.

   Thanks to UNESCO World Heritage site recognition and regulation, including a ban on all advertising billboards, this ancient city has been relatively well protected. But how much longer can the cultural treasure’s preservation be maintained?

   China’s navigation plan for the Mekong envisions the construction of a new commercial port at Luang Prabang that will be able to handle 500-ton cargo ships. Those vessels will be much bigger than the small fishing and passenger boats that currently ply the waterway and will immutably change the town’s quaint, tourist-friendly riverside. 

   Details of the port plan are scarce, as are most state-led development projects in Laos. The project has been raised in the country‘s one-party parliament and is currently “under consideration.”

   Thongpho Vongsriprasom, Laos’ former Minister of Agri-culture, has warned that the demolition of rocks and rapids in the Mekong would speed up the river’s flow, and waves caused by big cargo ships would destroy vital river banks. Only 4% of Laos’ land area is suitable for agriculture, most of it along the fertile shores of the Mekong.

   Paul Chambers, a specialist of ASEAN and International Relations at Thailand’s Naresuan University, paints a grim picture of what may happen in the next 10-15 years if the navigation plan is implemented:

   “The rapid transformation of the Lao World Heritage site will result in this cultural mecca being replaced by a Chinese commercial hub and the superimposition of Chinese cultural art and architecture across northern Laos,” he said. “Luang Prabang would end up as a new Chinese town.”

   UNESCO’s World Heritage status is conditional upon host countries adhering to management guidelines and rules that protect all conservation sites in accordance with the 1972 World Heritage Convention.

   One of ASEAN’s poorest members, Laos is increasingly dependent on Chinese aid, investment and construction. China has recently helped the impoverished small country to build a national sports stadium, major roads, hotels, hydro-power dams and even ministerial buildings in the capital, Vientiane.

   Luang Prabang authorities are arguably already in China’s thrall. They recently allowed China’s A-Cho Group Company access to public land around one of the country’s famous national landmarks, the spectacular Kuang Si waterfall. It’s not clear yet what will be developed in the area but locals have strongly criticized the deal on social media.

   Nor is it clear that a port at Luang Prabang makes eco-nomic sense. Tourism contributes strongly to Laos’ increa-singly services-driven economy, with fast growth in tourist arrivals helping to fuel gross domestic product growth (GDP) of 6.8% in 2016.

   A 420-km rail line connecting southwestern China to the Lao capital via Luang Prabang that started construction in December and be completed by 2021 will move freight and people more quickly and efficiently than the river route. The US$6 billion project is 70% owned by state-owned China Railway and 30% by the Lao government.

   What’s less clear is how much Laos would lose if Luang Prabang, the cultural heart of the landlocked nation, had its World Heritage site designation eventually withdrawn by the UN due to unchecked development related to the proposed port. World Heritage sites “belong to all the peoples of the world, irrespective of the territory on which they are located,” according to UNESCO, which has revoked its designation from other sites that it deemed suffered from uncontrolled urbanization and overdevelopment.   (
LAOS: ON THE BORDERS OF THE EMPIRE
Filmmakers Gwenlaouen Le Gouil, Brice Lambert and Cedric Esteve investigated China's rising influence in Laos and the potentially disastrous consequences for the local population. Their documentary can be watched at:
http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/peopleandpower/2017/05/laos-borders-empire-170522105221541.html
[AJ: 25.5.17] - MANDARIN is the language of choice among its residents and on its street signs and advertising hoardings; clocks are set to Beijing time in homes, stores and even municipal buildings; and the Yuan is by far and away the most common currency. Any overseas visitors dropping in to Ton Pheung could be excused for thinking themselves in China - albeit a slightly raunchy theme-park version with an unusual preponderance of massage parlours and nightclubs along its streets. But Ton Pheung is actually in the far northwest of Laos - on the border with China, but still in name, if increasingly not in reality, a sovereign district of the Lao People's Democratic Republic.

   Yet few here see it that way. Over the past decade, Chinese investors have moved in, building shopping malls and casinos and glitzy hotel complexes and importing a way of life that is a long way from the traditional norms in Laos - an impoverished landlocked nation where 80% of the population still scrape a living from small-scale farming. And the enclave is far from being an isolated case. One by one, communities across northern Laos are gradually taking on the appearance of de facto Chinese dependencies.

   Tourism, transport, property, energy, high-intensity agri-culture … with the blessing of the Laos government, China has set out to develop, some say exploit, the potential of its hard-pressed neighbour. Given the country's need for foreign investment, the Laotian authorities clearly believe that the economic advantages of the relationship outweigh any drawbacks of surrendering sovereignty.

   Critics argue the consequences for the indigenous popu-lation of this unbridled, spill-over capitalism are truly dire - ranging from gambling, prostitution and illicit trade in the newly urbanized border communities to widespread land expropriation, deforestation and pollution in the rural hinter-land. Furthermore, the profits and benefits of all this activity flow back to the Chinese rather than to the locals.   (
MALAYSIA’S NEW TOURISM TAX TRIGGERS DEBATE
[N-AU: 8.6.17; TMMO: 10.6.17] - TRAVELLING to Malaysia is about to get more expensive thanks to a new tourism tax which comes into effect on 1 August. The tax will be in the form of an extra charge on hotel and hostel accommo-dation, according to the Royal Malaysian Customs Depart-ment. The cost will be set at a fixed rate and will depend on the level of accommodation.

   The tax will be imposed on all visitors — both foreign tourists and Malaysian nationals — staying in accommoda-tion for either leisure, religious, holiday or business purposes. Accommodation includes any premise registered by the Commissioner under the Tourism Industry Act 1992. This includes hotels, hostels, inns, and boarding houses. However, it will not apply to homestays, premises maintained by religious institutions for non-commercial purposes, and premises with fewer than 10 rooms.

   According to the Royal Malaysian Customs Department, the revenue earned from the tourism tax will “enhance” the experience for visitors to Malaysia. "​The returns will be used to develop the tourism industry, namely the enhancement of tourism infrastructure and facilities, as well as tourism promotional activities and campaigns for the country,” the department said on its website. It will also be used to “protect, preserve and conserve” Malaysia’s environment, culture and heritage.

   However, hotel and tourism associations are not in favour of the new tax. They say the implementation of the Tourism Tax Act 2017 will doom an industry already reeling from a slow first quarter. Malaysian Association of Hotels president Cheah Swee Hee argued the tax was disproportionately leveraged against registered hotels and exempted providers under property letting services such as Airbnb.  “The increased costs could push local and foreign tourists towards unlicensed businesses, which are not regulated for safety or other standards,” he said, asking: “How will the government collect taxes from such establishments?”

   Tourism Malaysia listed 4,799 hotels in the country and 304,721 hotel rooms as of 2015. But travel websites such as Agoda.com listed more than 8,000 apartments and homestays, while Airbnb listed more than 5,000.

   Cheah said the tax had come at the worst possible time with major hotels facing an occupancy rate of 40% or less. “The industry is already under strain from the minimum wage requirement, the Goods and Services Tax and high costs of goods.”   (
MALAYSIAN ENVIRONMENTAL GROUPS
WARN: “HANDS OFF ULU MUDA!“
[FMT: 22.4.17; CM: 22.5.17] - THE Ulu Muda forest reserve is a 160,000-ha hotspot of biodiversity in Kedah and one of the largest swathes of lowland dipterocarp forest in Peninsular Malaysia. Its wildlife boasts well over a hundred species of mammals, including Asian elephants, Malayan tigers, Malayan tapirs, Malayan sun bears, gaur and flying squirrels. It’s also home to hundreds of species of birds, including several species of endangered hornbills.

   The reserve is also an important water catchment area providing water to much of northern Peninsular Malaysia. But the problem here is rampant logging, which endangers the environmental health of local forests. Large parts of them are being stripped bare in full view. “A two-hour observation in front of the office showed that some 100 logs ferried by 10 lorries were inspected,”� reported The Star newspaper last summer. A more recent investigation by The Star  revealed that the illegal logging carries on unabated in the reserve, which is the size of Singapore and stretches all the way to the Thai border. 
   The continued logging activities have angered environ-mentalists. In an open letter, 10 leading NGOs, including WWF-Malaysia, Sahabat Alam Malaysia (SAM), the Malaysian Nature Society and the Consumers’ Association of Penang, have called on the authorities to protect the area from any further logging. The following are excerpts from the environmental groups’ collective statement:

   “The Ulu Muda Forest Reserve and surrounding forest reserves (referred to as the Greater Ulu Muda forests hereinafter), with a total area of more than 163,000 ha is the water catchment area for three man-made dams – namely Muda, Pedu and Ahning and forms the headwaters for the Muda and Kedah rivers. It supplies 96.5% of Kedah’s and 80% of Penang’s treated water. The water resources from these forests not only engines the growth of the electronics, heavy industry and tourism sectors in Kedah and Penang – attracting nearly RM32 billion [US$7.5 billion] in total investments for the Kulim Hi-Tech Park and creating more than 30,000 high-income jobs – but also enables the rice fields of the Kedah and southern Perlis coastal plains to practice double cropping, contributing to about one-third of the nation’s rice production and a source of livelihood for 55,000 families. It is thus a water catchment forest which is of national significance.

    Apart from being extremely important for its vital role in provisioning water and other ecosystem services, the Greater Ulu Muda forest harbours important wildlife and biodiversity. This has been recognized as early as 1968, where the area was proposed as a protected area in the 1968 Wildlife Commission of Malaya report…

   Recognizing the ecotourism potential of the Ulu Muda forests, the National Ecotourism Plan 2016 had identified Ulu Muda as a priority ecotourism cluster.

   Allowing activities such as logging or other extractive activities can have a detrimental effect on the water resources from the Greater Ulu Muda forests and the ecotourism potential.

   The need to conserve Ulu Muda forests and protect it from logging was recognized as early as 2003, when the federal government banned the proposal to extract logs from Ulu Muda forests. However, it is sad to note that until today a large proportion of the Greater Ulu Muda forests are not totally protected, meaning logging is allowed…”

   Therefore, the NGOs are calling on the Kedah state government as the custodian of the forests to “immediately cease giving out new licenses or renewing existing licenses for logging or any other activity that can negatively affect the ecosystem functions of the forests.”   (
PHILIPPINES: CONTROVERSY AROUND NICKELODEON’S PARK PROJECT 
[AFP: 10.17; R: 3.6.17; TPS: 7.6.17] – IN January 2017, the  American children's television network Nickelodeon re-vealed a plan to build an underwater resort and theme park in Coron in the northern part of Palawan, an island known as the Philippines' last ecological frontier. The firm behind SpongeBob SquarePants and Dora the Explorer said the project would be part of a 400-ha undersea development showcasing the area's marine life that would give fans a chance to "interact with the brand and the iconic characters they love." Palawan was chosen for the development because it "is known to have some of the most beautiful beaches in the world today," said Ron Johnson, an executive vice president with Viacom International Media Networks, which owns Nickelodeon. 
   Despite fierce opposition from the conservation community, Tourism Secretary Wanda Teo recently made clear that she was fully backing the project. “They are not going to destroy the corals,” Teo said, recalling the personal assurance given to her by representatives of Viacom International Media Networks and Coral World Park (CWP) Undersea Resorts. 

   In response, leaders of various environmental groups declared in an open letter to Teo that the Tourism Secre-tary's apparent “excitement” over the project goes against her office's mandate of promoting a tourism industry that is “ecologically sustainable, responsible, participatory, cultu-rally sensitive, economically viable and ethically and socially equitable for local communities.”

    “The excitement you expressed over the project clearly goes against this mandate. The Department of Tourism cannot promote a project that destroys the very attraction you are promoting, which is the beauty of the healthy marine ecosystem of Coron, among others,” said the letter, which was signed by Save Philippine Seas (SPS) executive director Anna Oposa, Greenpeace Southeast Asia-Philippines oceans campaigner Vince Cinches, Environ-mental Legal Assistance Center-Palawan executive director Gerthie Mayo-Anda, Conservation International Philippines country executive director Ricky Nuñez and coral reef scientist Wilfredo Licuanan.

   Following the announcement, SPS launched an online petition headlined “No to Nickelodeon's Underwater Theme Park in Palawan”, which has already gathered more than 250,000 signatures. Executive director Oposa said Save Philippine Seas and the other environmental groups remain doubtful regarding CWP’s claim that the project will not cause irreparable damage to the marine life in Palawan.
   “We met with them (CWP representatives) on 12 January, and we were asking for a conservation plan and they cannot provide one. We met again with them on 27 January and they promised to provide the plan in the next two months. But up to now they are not releasing anything,” Oposa said in a press conference beginning of June.

   The groups also questioned CWP's supposed lack of track record in environmental conservation projects. “CWP claims it shall establish the largest coral reef conservation project in Asia. However, neither CWP, nor its affiliate foundation, has any history of conservation work in the Philippines. Given their lack of experience in sustainable development and conservation work, we are doubtful that they will able to afford the due care necessary to implement a project like this,” the groups said in their open letter to Teo. The groups urged Teo to “exercise utmost caution in reviewing all submissions regarding this project”.

   Environmental Legal Assistance Center-Palawan execu-tive director Anda said they are prepared to assist the local communities who will be affected by the project in taking legal actions “if necessary”.

   Based on the environmental groups' estimate, Palawan is home to more than 300 species of corals or about half of all coral species in the world and also a breeding ground of more than 1,600 fish species in the country.   (
PHILIPPINES: CALL FOR ACTION AS BORACAY ENTERS ‘STAGNATION STAGE‘

[PDI: 19.5.17] – ENVIRONMENTAL advocates and urban planners have warned of the environmental degradation of Boracay caused by congestion and overdevelopment of the island. The Philippine Institute of Environmental Planners (PIEP) and Alliance for Safe, Sustainable & Resilient Environments (ASSURE) recently issued a statement saying that Boracay is at its “stagnation stage.” From only 229,509 tourist arrivals in 2000, Boracay received 1.7 million tourist arrivals last year.
   The groups said resort islands like Boracay go through a life cycle or evolutionary process that all tourist destinations go through. Stagnation is the fifth stage of the life cycle before a resort reaches a decline or rejuvenation. The state-ment was released amid reports that Boracay’s waters and surroundings are being heavily polluted because of untreated wastewater and improper solid waste management.

   “That this is not the first time these conditions have been reported makes us deeply concerned with its potentially catastrophic impact on not only Boracay’s tourism industry but more importantly on its residents’ and visitors’ health, safety and wellbeing,” the groups said.

   They acknowledged that slowing down tourism may affect the local economy but they warned that maintaining the status quo has caused Boracay to “exceed the natural environment’s capacity to cleanse itself,“ the group said. “It is obvious that the island’s burgeoning tourism growth is escalating the island’s environmental degradation, which inevitably will impact on Boracay’s attractiveness as a prime tourist destination.” 
   Among the actions suggested by PIEP and ASSURE are:

   * Strict enforcement of existing environmental and sanitation ordinances;

   * Installation of wastewater treatment facilities and connection to a sewage treatment plant by establishments and residences;

   * Promotion of ecologically responsible behaviour; and

   * Assessment of the ecological carrying capacity of the island.   (   
THAILAND CLOSES NATIONAL PARKS DURING RAINY SEASON

[TN: 14.5.17; AFP: 17.5.17] - IN a renewed effort to protect the environment, Thailand will not let tourists access several of its 61 national parks for at least five months. During the annual monsoon period, 61 out of the country's 154 national parks will be off-limits to visitors. 
   The closure applies to some very well-known islands and sites in southern Thailand. Parks head Ruamsilpa Manajongprasert said that the Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation had announced the Andaman Sea islands in Mu Koh Similan National Park, Mu Koh Surin National Park, Mu Koh Lanta National Park’s Koh Rok and Koh Ha in Krabi, Tarutao National Park’s Adang Ravi and Lipe islands in Satun, and Hat Chao Mai National Park’s Hin Moung-Daeng Island in Trang would be closed to visitors from mid-May to mid-October. 

   This means that numerous locations that are popular with divers will be closed. This decision, which has been taken for the fourth consecutive year, aims at giving marine wildlife time to recover from the effects of mass tourism. The wet season is the best time for marine wildlife to regenerate.   (
HELL-BENT ON TURNING BANGKOK INTO DISNEYLAND

Edited from a commentary by Sirinya Wattanasukchai [BP: 11.5.17]

H

as anyone heard the news that Disneyland is coming to Bangkok? It isn’t. Not yet, anyway. But that isn’t stopping the Bangkok Metropolitan Adminsitration (BMA), which seems hell-bent on reinventing the city along thematic lines, including the planned segmentation of food and beverages in “themed” districts following its widely criticized crackdown on street food last month.

The world‘s favourite theme park was launched in Shanghai last June to lure foreign and domestic tourists to the Chinese metropolis. And now, Bangkok’s City Hall seems to be trying to do a similar job by transforming the Thai capital into a “theme park” of its very own.

For starters, a Disneyland-like public park is ex-pected to take shape behind the huge white walls of the Mahakan Fort before the year is out. This is likely as the BMA seems unwilling to surrender its two-decade-long effort to evict the community living around the fort, which includes third-generation residents.

Worryingly, the BMA seems more than ready to erase historic relics and sacrifice local communities in its quest to reinvent the city along these lines. But it may be overly optimistic to think that by simply removing some trees and evicting a few dozen families, it will get a clean and orderly public park. More likely, it will destroy the community, which exists as a kind of living museum, and replace it with a few potted trees on concrete ground.

Within the next few months, we are also likely to see the ground-breaking ceremony for Bangkok’s riverside promenade project, dubbed a new national landmark. By evicting several hundred “occupying tenants”, the BMA hopes to pave the way for the 14-km riverside promenade on both sides of the Chao Phraya River.

But will the new promenade live up to the BMA’s dream of becoming a public space for families to stroll, giggle or picnic in the evening while cyclists enjoy a cool breeze at sunset? Only time will tell.

Meanwhile, the city will need to have sufficient food and beverages to match its Disney-like reinvention. After banning street food from a number of inner-city areas in recent weeks – and depriving locals of affordable eateries – the BMA teamed up with the Ministry of Tourism and Sports this week to promote Bang Khunthian Chai Thalay as a new “food street”. Only two tourist hotspots will be spared from the street food ban – Yaowarat Road (in Chinatown) and Khao San Road (Bangkok’s backpackers centre).  And to ensure that Bang Khunthian maintains its own culinary signature, it will only be permitted to serve seafood.

To lure tourists, Tourism and Sports Minister Kobkarn Wattanavrangkul suggested each street food area should have its own unique character. She described the BMA’s proposal that the food stalls on Yaowarat Road should adopt Chinese architecture designs as “too simple”.

The BMA wants to create even more food streets to lure tourists. One will be based around the floating market in Taling Chan district. The other will be on Thong Lor aimed at “high-end” customers. Although details of both re-main opaque, there’s no doubt in my mind that they will lure hordes of tourists every day. Who knows? Maybe they will.

I’m still embracing the news of how City Hall is improving the city for tourists. We locals will also reap the benefits. Although the regulations for street food have not yet been finalized, the BMA has said that all vendors will require training in good practices and food hygiene.   ( 
VIETNAM: “DON’T CONCRETE SON TRA!“

[VNB: 31.5.17] - SPEAKING at a meeting in Ha Noi, organized by the Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism and Da Nang People’s Committee, the head of the Da Nang City Tourism Association (DCTA) Huynh Tan Vinh warned: “Don’t concrete, don’t destroy Son Tra!” He said that his opinion on tourism development on Son Tra Peninsula remained unchanged from the petitions that the association submitted to Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc earlier asking to adjust the Son Tra National Tourism Site plan.
   Under the government plan outlined in May 2013 and approved in November 2016, Son Tra Mountain on the Son Tra Peninsula is set to become a national tourism site and luxury “ecotourism“  resort complex by 2030, able to accommodate 300,000 tourists with 1,600 luxury hotel rooms.

   Before May 2013, Da Nang City People’s Committee had approved 18 tourism projects on the peninsula, including 11 housing projects expected to provide 5,000 new rooms. Since then, it has not approved any project on the pen-insula, which includes the Son Tra Nature Reserve - well-known for its rich biodiversity with 287 animal species and 985 plant species.

   The DCTA has strongly argued against the master plan since it was publicized in February this year. Vinh declared at that time that they would lose Son Tra due to large-scale hotel construction.

   However, the Da Nang City People’s Committee has been strongly pushing for the Son Tra tourism plan. Regarding the master plan, the local authorities said they had previously submitted a report to the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism and did not agree with Vinh of DCTA.  

   Vinh confirmed his opinion that  no more hotel and resort projects should be licensed on the peninsula as Danang City already had 600 hotels and some 20,000 guest rooms, which are enough to serve 15 million visitors a year.

   Meanwhile, the Danang People's Committee insisted that Danang, which has currently a total of 21,324 rooms, needs 58,000 rooms to achieve its goal of receiving 15 million visitors in 2030.
   Talking about Vinh‘s proposal to bring tourism initiatives in line with environment conservation and to create an international biosphere reserve at Son Tra, Danang authorities said they would approve and implement such a plan. In this context, they emphasized that Son Tra needs a special mechanism to balance environmental issues with investment. (
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