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ASIA’S BOOMING ‘SWEAT SHIP‘ INDUSTRY

[CNA: 25.7.16; II: Jan-Mar 2014] – THE Asian cruise industry is booming, and South-East Asia has been dubbed the next ‘Caribbean of the East‘.While the cruise business in the West is growing in the low single digits, demand is surging particularly in China. A total of one million mainlanders hit the high seas in 2015, and the Chinese Ministry of Tourism expects the number to more than quadruple by 2020.

   According to the Cruise Lines International Association, a total of 52 cruise ships were operating in Asia in 2016 totalling more than 1,000 trips. Passenger growth in Asia increased 24% in 2015, with no signs of slowing down. Whereas in 2013, there were 1.5 million cruise passen-gers in Asia, the number is expected to jump to 8 million by 2020. However, that is seen just a drop in the ocean because Asia is home to more than 3.5 billion people and some of the world’s fastest growing economies.

   China is sinking billions into the cruise industry. Ten new ports are under construction, and the first Made-In-China cruise ship is expected to hit the water in 2020. It is part of a joint venture between China State Shipbuilding, China Investment Corp and Carnival, one the world's largest cruise lines based in Miami, USA.

   A cruise ship graciously entering port has become the quintessential image of luxury, but below deck it is a story of exploitation and apartheid at sea. A 2002 report about so-called ‘sweatships’, co-produced by the campaign group War on Want and the International Transport Wor-kers' Federation (ITF), offered a first rare insight into a secretive multi-billion dollar industry that takes millions of people on holiday every year, showing how workers from poor countries were suffering conditions reminiscent of Asia's export processing zones. 
   The following is an excerpt from a revealing Inside Indonesia article based on research conducted at the Cruise Ship Training College in Bali: 
   “Indonesian cruise ship service workers often travel to international destinations. But they do not enjoy the experience. Such workers are mobile but without the privilege of wealth or free choice. In the words of a Balinese waiter, ‘we can work 14, 16 hours a day. It is very hard. And then we get too much pressure, not only from our supervisor or our bosses, but from our guests, because we often have very demanding guests.’ 
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   An Indonesian blog entry warns, ‘for ordinary people, working on a cruise ship seems exciting, full of promise. But the reality is quite the opposite. Living on the ship for months is like living in hell’.

   Cruise ship service work might seem similar to hotel work, but it is quite different. On a cruise ship there is no escape from long shifts and cramped conditions, nor from humiliation, exploitation or harassment if it happens. Balinese cruise ship workers gain skills, confidence and – eventually – some measure of prosperity. Yet long periods at sea can disrupt their cultural, religious and personal life, including marriage and parenthood.

   Transnational cruise lines actively recruit from the Philippines and Indonesia, where well-educated workers can be paid low wages. This maximizes profits.
   Cruise training courses in Bali cannot keep up with demand from senior high school graduates. Middle and lower-income Balinese parents are proud to see their children get jobs with a cruise line. This leads to more and more young Balinese entering training programmes. They expect to make big money. But the real money-earners in Bali are cruise ship training providers and employment agents.

   The idea of quick wealth is seductive. One trainee said, ‘I want to work on a cruise ship because the wages are higher than hotel work’. Laundry and kitchen workers earn around US$1,000 per month. Service staff earn as little as US$74 per month but can get tips totaling US$2,500 per month or more. This is the lure. Yet, money quickly dis-appears. The training loan of more than US$3,000 must be repaid. Agent fees are around US$2,000 per contract. Travel to and from departure must be pre-paid. On-board costs such as uniform laundering are deducted.
   Transnational cruise ships sail under ‘flags of con-venience’ from countries like Panama. Instead of proper labour regulation they operate under the lax compliance codes of that country. A shift can last 12 hours a day for up to six and a half days a week, over a nine-month contract. Workers sleep in a crowded, windowless cabin and often eat passenger left-overs. Unlike hotel workers in Bali, they cannot go home, see their family or separate themselves from the workplace.

   Part of the luxury cruising experience for passengers is a nostalgic re-creation of the colonial master-servant relationship. For those who serve them, this is hardly a cosmopolitan experience. Cruise advertisements include statements like: ‘on our ships you are the boss’ and ‘our staff pride themselves in exceeding your every wish’.
   Balinese trainees are taught never to say ‘no‘ to a passenger request. A cruise trainer said it was hard to teach recruits to keep a happy face: ‘You have to smile all the time, and a real smile, as if you mean it’.
   Consequences for displeasing cruise ship guests are more severe. An experienced waiter told us: ‘If you make one mistake, you have one guest complain, you can go home. You can get fired. Yeah, it’s very bad’. The fired worker forfeits wages and is left at the next port to find their own way home.   (
BURMA: MEGA-PROJECT APPROVED NEAR RANGOON’S SHWEDAGON PAGODA

[TI: 15.8.17; MT: 18.8.17] - A Japan-led consortium has officially obtained permission to build a large-scale mixed-development complex near Rangoon’s famed Shwedagon Pagoda and Central Railway Station, after former President U Thein Sein had earlier cancelled five approved property projects in the area due to mounting public protests against their construction.

   Development of the US$332.5 million project will begin this year on the former site of the military museum over 16,000sqm of land. It will comprise a luxury hotel, an office building and commercial facilities, occupying a total floor space of approximately 92,000 sqm. The project will be led by Japan’s Fujita Corporation, Tokyo Tatemono Co and Japan Overseas Infrastructure Investment Corpora-tion for Transport & Urban Development in partnership with Yangon Technical & Trading Co (YTTC), an affiliate of Ayeyar Hinthar Holdings Co. 
   Japan‘s luxury hotel-chain Hotel Okura Company will operate and manage the new hotel at the site. “Hotel Okura will not own rights to develop The Okura Prestige Yangon, however will be bound by contract to operate and manage the new hotel. In the next five years, Hotel Okura aims to operate up to five hotels within Myanmar”, said a public relations representative of the hotel company. When complete, the Okura Prestige Yangon will offer approximately 390 rooms, including around 130 guest rooms for long-term stay. 
   However, U Kyaw Zay Ya, a Rangoon regional lawmaker representing Dagon Township — where the project site is located — said the huge scale of the development was a case for concern. Therefore, he would ask the government about the project details, which have not yet been made public. The project is the first such undertaking granted permission for investment under Burma’s new investment law.

   The lawyer also said that some of his constituents were unhappy with the new project, as the hotel would be constructed on the site where Jubilee Hall, once a landmark in country’s struggle for independence from British colonial rule, was located. In the 1970s, the historic building was demolished to make way for the Defense Services Museum, which has since moved to Naypyitaw. Since 2011, the government has privatized large tracts of land in Rangoon, including state-owned colonial heritage buildings and military-owned land. Most of these areas have been handed over to well-connected companies, while critics have pointed out the lack of transparency in the selection and leasing processes.   (   
BURMA: CONTROVERSIAL SEZ IN
DAWEI BACK ON THE RADAR
[CNA: 25.5.17; MC: 5.8.17] – IN 2008, Burma and Thailand signed a memorandum of understanding to develop a massive land area of 200 sqkm and a pristine beach in Burma’s Tanintharyi region into the Dawei special econo-mic zone (SEZ).  Initially, the project was managed under government concession by a Thai private construction firm, Italian-Thai Development (ITD), but the project's complexities and local resistance in Burma stalled the work time and again. 

    Recently, a joint coordinating committee was estab-lished to restart the disputed project, and the govern-ments of Burma, Thailand and Japan agreed to jointly invest in the SEZ that will include an industrial estate and deep sea port, aimed to promote export-led industria-lization. Project proponents hope to make Dawei the western gateway of the “southern economic corridor” promoted by the Asian Development Bank (ADB). This corridor linking Vietnam, Cambodia and Thailand is also expected to give tourism a big boost. 

   The government of Japan formally became involved in the Dawei SEZ in 2015. Japan is investing through the Japan Bank for International Cooperation’s (JBIC) Special Purpose Vehicle that provides investment in an equal ratio to that of the Burmese and Thai governments. In addition, the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) is conducting a survey for the construction of a road connecting Dawei with the Thai border.

   In July 2016, Mekong Watch, a Japan-based NGO working on environmental issues in the Mekong Region, visited the project area and met people who were facing a wide range of problems due to the Dawei SEZ project. ITD had already begun the construction of access roads and leveling of land in 2010 as preparation for the construction of the road corridor and the industrial estate. Villagers spoke of road construction suddenly taking over their lands without prior notice. Construction has caused erosion, and sediments have flowed over farmland, making the land unfit for cultivation. Water sources have also been polluted by soil and sediments. Community roads have been divided, and routes and habitats used by elephants and other wild animals have been fragmented. Almost none of the residents affected by these damages have received sufficient compensation.

   Similar problems also occurred at the site designated for the SEZ. Farming and fishing communities were told to move out of the SEZ area. A resettlement site was built, but some people were already living there, which created conflicts. People also knew they would not be able to find employment at the resettlement site, so few families actually moved there. Now the site contains 480 houses standing empty. 

   NGOs from Burma and Thailand filed a complaint with the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) of Thailand. The NHRC conducted a survey and released a report citing violations of the rights of the people in Dawei. The report says there are still unresolved problems and negative impacts are expected to continue in future. The report also emphasized that restoring the environment and the livelihoods of residents is the responsibility of not only the company but of the participating governments as well. ITD, the Thai company that caused the problems, now claims that it is not responsible because it no longer has any rights in operating the project.

    The Japanese government is currently reviewing the Dawei SEZ plans, and it is still not clear how Japan will proceed with development in Burma and if people’s rights and the environment will be better protected than before. 
   Burma is in a unique position with unlimited opportunities to steer development so that it focuses on the needs of its people and the integrity of the natural environment. The country would be well advised not to follow outdated development models that primarily benefit foreign corporations and a few wealthy locals at the cost of the majority of its people and the environment.   (  

CAMBODIA: NEW INITIATIVE TO 
CONTROL ANGKOR TOURISM

[TTR-W: 18.7.17] - CAMBODIA’S Ministry of Tourism and the China National Tourism Administration have recently discussed a proposed Comprehensive Tourism Develop-ment Plan for the Angkor Wat area. According to local press  reports, the Ministry of Tourism wants to achieve sustainable and inclusive tourism development in response to the rapid increase of visitors to Angkor, a UNESCO’s World Heritage Site. There are fears that the destination will soon exceed an acceptable tourism capacity ceiling.

   Cambodia Tourism Minister, Thong Khon, said the ministry has established a working group to cooperate with Chinese experts in order to transform Siem Reap-Angkor into a “clean and green” area.

   The China National Tourism Administration will dispatch Chinese experts to work with Cambodian counterparts to develop a plan that will ensure a ‘sustainable flow‘ of tourists from China without causing overcrowding and damage to Angkor Wat.
   Ticket sale revenue earned from foreigners visiting Angkor Wat’s archaeological park reached US$52.16 million, during January to June period this year, up 66.82% when compared with the same period last year. Foreign visits to the World Heritage site rose 12.92% to 1,233,137 visits during the first six months of this year, compared to the same period last year. Most tourists to the park were Chinese, South Koreans and Americans.   
**********
INDONESIA: LOCALS THREATEN TO
DEMOLISH TRUMP TOWER BALI

[AP: 7.5.17; CB: 6.7.17; ABC: 17.7.17] - THOUSANDS of people come daily to the centuries-old, sacred Hindu temple at Tanah Lot, a rock formation off the West coast of Bali. An island at high tide and flanked by sheer cliffs, it Is among Bali’s most photographed sites. It’s getting a new neighbour, described as “Trump International Hotel and Tower” in the Trump Organization’s promotions for what will be its first resort in Asia. They promise breathtaking views, a supersized golf course overlooking the temple and an “enchanting and unrivalled getaway from the current luxury hotels” in Bali. For those weary of mere five-star opulence, it offers six stars.

   But Balinese are determined to preserve their unique traditions. Neighbours are resisting efforts to expand the Trump site. And if a tower ever starts rising, local authorities are ready to flatten it. “If suddenly they build an unapproved tower, of course we will stop them and demolish it,” said Ida Bagus Wiratmaja, head of the district’s development and planning agency. “There are special rules for the temple and the temple area.”

   The land where Trump is laying down his controversial six-star resort in Bali has a sordid history. It is already bad enough that Trump’s tower threatens to cast a shadow over Tanah Lot. But it also turns out that before the spot came into being as the Pan Pacific Nirwana — the five-star resort Trump acquired and is knocking down to build his own in place of — the land belonged to small-scale, traditional Balinese farmers who were forcibly evicted during the Suharto era.

   The Trump Hotel Collection is working in partnership with Indonesia’s MNC Group, an investment group founded by billionaire Trump ‘pal’ Hary Tanoesoedibjo – or short: Tanoe - to redevelop the Pan Pacific.  While not much specifics are known about Trump’s plans for the hotel and how it will be laid out, and how close to the temple building will get, he has said he wants it “big” and overlooking the sacred Tanah Lot that Balinese for decades have fought to protect. Moreover, Bali has a building height restriction that nothing can up “taller than a coconut tree,” or more than 15m, so it is not yet clear if Trump would be getting around that with his tower. 
   Meanwhile, land still in the hands of farmers, surrounding the development spot is still being fought over. MNC has been buying up land bordering the Nirwana resort to make it even bigger, but locals resist to surrender and sell out their land. “There is hardly anyone who wants to sell,” said Nyoman Madya, the head of the Enjung Pura neighborhood that borders the planned Trump development. “They couldn’t agree on the price,” Madya added, explaining that MNC was offering villagers way under market price.

   Developers have had their eyes fixed on the area for many years, so local villagers know what their land should run for.  And of course it is not just about potentially being shortchanged. The Balinese have a major spiritual connection to their land. “When we talk about the land in Bali, where most of its people are Hindus, the land has a very big meaning for us all. Because life is about take and give and that it’s the responsibility of the Hindus, to preserve not only the traditions, but the culture and religion as well,” said Made Sumaway, head of traditional affairs in Beraban village. “Donald Trump may have different traditions and culture, but once he comes here he needs to follow ours.”

   Demolition of the Pan Pacific is slated for August, followed by a three-year redevelopment plan partly operated by the Trump group. The beginning of construction has been reported to be set for 2018. Tanoe said that Trump and family will not have a financial stake in the resort, but will be paid to run the operation. “The role of the Trump organization is to operate the hotel, the country club and the golf only. The villa deal is more of a franchise,” he said.
   Trump and Tanoe have also agreed to jointly develop a mega-resort, the so-called ‘Trump Community’- and an associated theme park, sky train, and Formula One racing track on a 3,000-ha site next to Gunung Gede Pangrango National Park in West Java, south of the capital Jakarta. Critics say that doing business in Indonesia may come at a cost for Trump as his partners are known to have a troubling history with ties to the dictatorial and corrupt Suharto regime. “…he is dealing with the worst of Indonesia‘s past, and he is going to deal with the worst of Indonesia‘s future," said Andreas Harsono, the head of Human Right Watch Indonesia. "I think Donald Trump is going to get his businesses messier and also Indonesia messier.”   (
INDONESIA: WORLD BANK AND AUSTRA-LIAN DOLLARS TO CREATE ’10 NEW BALIS’
[ABC: 18.7.17; 9n: 16.8.17] - INDONESIA is planning "ten new Balis" as part of a hoped-for tourism boom. The World Bank and Australian government are providing funding for the ambitious initiative.

   A World Bank draft document indicates the Indonesian government's desire to increase tourism from 4% to 20% of their GDP in a five-year period, and to boost inter-national arrivals from nine million to 20 million people. The paper also shows that Indonesia is seeking a US$180 million loan to initially develop three locations as new tourism hotspots and an additional US$570 million from the World Bank based on results. 
   The sites for the proposed developments are among some of Indonesia's most spectacular areas, such as Lake Toba in North Sumatra, Borobudur in Central Java and Mandalika in Lombok. Some US$2.37 billion of infrastructure has been dedicated to the Mandalika project alone, including the construction of more than 10,500 hotel rooms, a theme park and a solar power plant. The Indonesian government has also said it wanted Tanjun Lesung in Banten, the Thousand Islands near Jakarta, and Tanjung Kelayan in Belitung to be con-sidered as Indonesia's next Bali-like destinations.

   A spokesperson for the Austrailian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade said that through the Indone-sian Infrastructure Support Trust Fund, Australia had provided US$2.75 million of official development assis-tance. "This support funds initial feasibility studies and master plans for a number of priority tourism destina-tions," the spokesperson said. "The Australian develop-ment programme has not paid for tourism-specific infrastructure or the marketing of Indonesia as a tourism destination."

   Australian Traveller co-founder Quentin Long is a strong supporter of the project saying Australia's investment would benefit both countries. "Obviously the more Indonesia is modernized and the more Indonesia develops, the better for Australia in several ways," he said. "A wealthy neighbour to our north will help local industry as well."

   However, members of Australia's own tourism industry have suggested that instead of spending Australian taxpayers‘ money on Indonesia, the government should invest more to improve domestic tourism.   (    
LAOS: LUANG PRABANG MAY BECOME
‘ASEAN CLEAN TOURIST CITY’
[TN: 3.8.17] - LAO authorities have expedited works that will help Luang Prabang, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, meet the criteria to be certified as an ‘ASEAN Clean Tourist City‘ (ACTC), the Deputy Minister of Information, Culture and Tourism, Ounethouang Khaophanh, recently told the Vientiane Times. “We expect the certification will be granted at the 2018 ASEAN Tourism Forum (ATF) to be hosted by Thailand in January,” he said.

   If the effort is a success, this will be the first time the ACTC certification is granted after ASEAN adopted the standard. Ounethouang added that other ASEAN mem-bers have voiced their support for the move by Laos to promote Luang Prabang as an ACTC.

   The ministry has been working with authorities of Luang Prabang province to develop the well-known tourism destination to meet the ACTC criteria. The standards are based on seven indicators to evaluate a city, including environmental management, waste management, awareness-building about environmental protection, and cleanliness. Availability of green spaces, health safety and urban safety, security and tourism infrastructure and facilities are also taken into account.

   The Director General of the ministry’s Tourism Marketing Department, Soun Manivong, said two assessments had been conducted. “We have looked into not only tourism matters, but environmental protection, waste management, security standards and related facilities,” he said.

   ASEAN members are required to submit their applicant cities to a body in-charge of certifying the ACTC award by October, before the 2018 ATF to be held in Thailand’s Chiang Mai province.

   If the  ACTC certification is granted, Luang Prabang will be in the regional and global tourism spotlight again after being voted as the world’s top tourism destination for many years, Ounethouang said. Readers of the influential US travel magazine “Travel + Leisure” voted Luang Prabang among the world’s top 15 cities in the Travel + Leisure World’s Top 15 Cities 2017. In addition, readers of “Wanderlust”, a leading British travel magazine, voted Luang Prabang as the world’s best city to visit in 2015, and from 2006 to 2008 as well as from 2010 to 2012.   (
MALAYSIAN NGOS CALL FOR HALT TO
CHINESE-FUNDED RAIL PROJECT

[AC: 10.8.17] – ENVIRONMENTAL groups have called on the Malaysian government to delay the Chinese-funded US$13 billion rail project linking peninsular Malaysia’s East and West amid concerns of massive deforestation.

Three NGOs - the Malaysian Nature Society (MNS), Pertubuhan Pelindung Khazanah Alam Malaysia (PEKA) and Treat Every Environment Special (TrEES) - issued a joint statement calling for a moratorium on the East Coast Rail Link (ECRL) project barely hours after it was launched by Prime Minister Najib Razak.

   “Malaysia must further evaluate the viability of this project due to the sheer size and the financial, socio-economic and environmental effects it will have on our country,” the statement said.

   The planned 688-km  ECRL will connect the South China Sea at the Thai border in the East with the strategic shipping routes of the Straits of Malacca in the West. It is among the most prominent projects of China’s One Belt One Road (OBOR) Initiative. OBOR aims to build a modern-day “Silk Road” connecting the world’s second-largest economy by land corridors to Southeast Asia, Pakistan and Central Asia and maritime routes, opening up trade with the Middle East and Europe.

   The environmental NGOs said the ECRL traversed through the peninsula’s Central Forest Spine as well as coastal forest areas, wetlands and rivers, all of which are “sensitive and inter-connected ecosystems”. These areas, they said, provide vital services to the nation including protecting 90% of the nation’s water supply, aiding in local climate control, flood mitigation as well as protecting vast areas of irreplaceable biodiversity.

   “These environmentally sensitive areas also contribute to Malaysia’s recognition as one of twelve mega-diversity countries in the world. Malaysia’s forests should have top conservation priority,” said the joint statement. The groups also called on the government to provide more information on the project’s loan repayment, its impacts and whether the project is going to create huge infra-structure debt.

   Malaysian Nature Society president Henry Goh said the ECRL’s planned 600km length, 36% of the rail corridor - or 500m on either side of the rail lines - is currently classified as ‘forest‘ land. He added the project would likely cut through 12 Permanent Reserved Forests in two East Coast states. He pointed out that the construction may prove to be the “worst threat to Malaysian flora and wildlife” with the disruption within the forested areas and potential risk of soil erosion and water contamination.

   During the ground-breaking ceremony of the project, PM Najib said: “The ECRL is indeed yet another ‘game changer’ and a ‘mindset changer’ for Malaysia as it will significantly cut travel time to and from the East Coast of the peninsula.”
   For China, the project is another expansion of its soft power in Malaysia, which also lays claim to some disputed South China Sea islands, and is critical for China’s geopolitical and strategic interests.

   PM Najib said the project would be financed with an 85% loan from China Exim Bank and the balance through a sukuk Islamic bond programme managed by local investment banks.   (
MALAYSIA: ‘FOREST CITY‘ – 
A METROPOLIS OF THE FUTURE?
[IA: 8.8.17] – FOR the Chinese developer Country Garden Pacificview, the city of the future would have residents and visitors from different parts of the world, plants covering the surfaces of buildings, and a multi-layer mobility system where pedestrians and cyclists own the main roads, and cars are relegated to underground. And this is exactly what is being accomplished in the company’s 20-year flagship project Forest City, located along the coast in the special economic zone (SEZ) of Iskandar in Malaysia. Welcome to Forest City - a perfect playground for bourgeois environmentalists!
   The luxurious residential and commercial mixed-use development occupies 20 sqkm of reclaimed islands and 10 sqkm of the main island. Neighboring Singapore is less than 30 minutes away by car.

   South-East Asian journalists were recently invited to visit the extravagant township, where they toured the Harbor Commercial Street, a retail area with duty-free shops, restaurants, and boutiques; stayed in Phoenix Hotel, a luxury accommodation with 283 guest rooms, restaurants, and meeting rooms; and looked at the first of six Industrialized Building System factories that would supply the prefabricated parts to be assembled on-site in Forest City homes.

   With a US$100 billion investment, the development of Forest City began two years ago. The developers claim that an environmental impact assessment was conducted before the first phase of reclamation began in March 2015. 
   So far, the city is sparsely populated, with only employees, construction workers, shopkeepers, security guards, and some tourists bustling about. But Country Garden Pacific view president and chief strategy officer, Runze Yu, is optimistic that, by 2020, residents will have moved in, and the community will be a lively one. A duty-free shopping mall will have opened; all three golf courses – including one designed by golf legend Jack Nicklaus – will be up and running; and a landmark building will be ready for entrepreneurs to build their businesses in.

   “Everybody is talking about smart cities, but they don’t have a concrete (example),” said Yu, who leads regional strategy and business development for Forest City. “We studied every part of the world for smart cities. And the conclusion is, it’s always public sector-driven. We never saw a single successful case led by the private sector. So we want to be the first to try.”

   According to Yu, residents can look forward to living in a forest-like environment, with rooftop gardens, sky gardens, and coastal mangrove parks. “They will be ready for the future climate change and sea level rise. Also, there’s a public space for the citizens in Forest City. So it’s very beautifully done,” Yu said. 

   The developer aims to attract eight industries: Tourism and MICE (Meetings, Incentives, Conferences, and Exhi-bitions); healthcare; education and training; regional headquarters; near-shore finance: e-commerce; emerging technology; and green and smart technology. 
   This year, Yu targets the tourism sector, in particular, given that Forest City’s duty-free center will be fully operational by November, and a jetty is being built in front of the hotel.   (
PHILIPPINES: TAGBANUA RESIST
NICKELODEON RESORT PLAN IN CORON

[R: 28.7.17] - THE Tagbanuas of Coron are a unique indigenous people whose beliefs and way of life have been shaped by the islands and the vast waters they live in. This tribe struggled for decades to protect their territory – a 24,264-ha land and seascape around Coron – from encroachment by outsiders. In 2004, they celebrated victory with the conversion of their area from a mere “claim” to a certificate of ancestral domain title (CADT), under the Indigenous Peoples’ Rights Act of 1997. They were one of the first indigenous groups in the country awarded such a title over both land and waters.

   The Tagbanuas serve as stewards of their 17 lakes and 11 lagoons, notably the iconic Kayangan and Barracuda Lakes and the famous Twin Lagoons. Every year, the Tagbanua elders go to their designated sacred places to perform a ritual and give offerings to the “unseen guardians” for them to receive continuous blessings.

   In 2001, the Tagbanua tribal council decided to open some parts of their domain to tourists, while continuing with their traditional livelihoods based on fishing and agriculture. “We’re contented with the simplicity of life there, and we’ll forever remain that way,” said 40-year old Abella, who is a board member in the Tagbanua Tribes of Coron Island Association (TTCIA).

   Coron is not just a place of ecological importance boasting spectacular sceneries but also a place of cultural value that needs to be preserved. But their self-reliant community, Abella fears, might stand to lose its wealth of natural resources if the government allows a massive tourism development in their ancestral domain. “Chances are, we’ll not be able to do our traditional practices should we let them in,” he said.

   For one, Viacom International Media Networks, the global media company that owns Nickelodeon, announced in January its plan to build a tourist attraction in Coron, with Coral World Park as the project’s deve-loper. Slated to open in 2020, the massive project eyes to develop a 400-ha area, with 70 ha set aside for the resort’s accommodation and 30 ha for themed attractions. Viacom touted it as "Nickelodeon’s first resort in Southeast Asia.”

    The plan for the resort has drawn flak from environ-mental and civil society organizations, and an online petition against the project has garnered over 263,000 signatures. “There is nothing entertaining and educational about destroying a biologically important and fragile ecosystem that provides food, livelihood, and various ecosystem services, including cultural identity to indi-genous peoples,” Vince Cinches, Oceans Campaigner of Greenpeace Philippines, said in a press conference in Puerto Princesa on 27 July. 

   The TTCIA expressed its opposition to the project in a petition signed by 15 tribal justices, the Tagbanua Council of Elders, and members of the tribe. “We do not need an underwater theme park in Coron,” the TTCIA said in its petition-letter delivered by its representatives to the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) office in Quezon City.

   The group posed an important question to the government, which has the final say in the fate of the project: "What and who will benefit in the construction of artificial platforms, such as the proposed Nickelodeon undersea theme park, which will undoubtedly destroy Coron’s marine ecosystems?"
   “We, the legitimate owners of Coron, if the planned attraction is realized, will lose access to our land, our waters, and it will negatively affect our culture and way of life,” it added.

    Lawyer Grizelda Mayo-Anda, executive director of Palawan-based Environmental Legal Assistance Center (ELAC), reminded the local government and other concerned government agencies, especially the Palawan Council for Sustainable Development, to take a look again of the Northern Palawan Tourism Development Plan. “It says that the kind of tourism that needs to be promoted in northern Palawan should be community-based, indigenous-oriented, nature-appropriate and biodiversity-responsive,” said Mayo-Anda. “It doesn’t mention the need to build a big artificial structure that would endanger biodiversity in the area”, which is one of the Philippines‘ last ecological frontiers and a UNESCO Man and Biosphere Reserve. Mayo-Anda added legal action would be a last option “if push comes to shove,” and vowed to monitor possible “unlawful purchase of lands” in the area. 

   For Abella and other Tagbanuas in Coron, the battle to protect their ancestral domain has just started. “Coron Island is a natural paradise. It doesn’t need to be developed into a man-made paradise,” he said.   (
THAILAND’S JUNTA AIMS TO 
MAKE EEC ITS LEGACY 

[ST: 24.7.2017] – U-TAPAO Airport, best known as the staging ground for the deadly sorties over Vietnam by the US Air Force B-52 bombers in the early 1970s, has been picked as the central piece of Thailand's most ambitious economic undertaking. It is set to be developed into a so-called “Aerotropolis“.
   The government is vehemently pushing a US$43-billion mega-project, the so-called Eastern Economic Corridor (EEC), to accelerate economic development outside Bangkok.  The scheme, covering an area of more than 13,000 sqkm in Chon Buri, Rayong and Chachoengsao provinces, will showcase cities and tourist centres connected by a high-speed rail network and new motor-ways as well as industrial centres. The goal is to trans-form the area to the east of Bangkok into “the heartbeat of the vibrant Mekong region.“
   "We are not just selling Thailand, but rather a market of more than 230 million people with economies growing at around 7% a year for the next decade," said. Dr Kobsak Pootrakul, Vice-Minister in the Prime Minister's Office. He is part of the team behind the economic masterplan. "Our story is that we are at the centre of what is perhaps the most economically vibrant region in the world," he added.

   There is much at stake for the military government of Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha, who has made turning around Thailand's sluggish economy a major priority. Dogged by persistent political legitimacy issues at home and abroad since taking power in a coup three years ago, the junta has embraced the EEC as a sacred chalice to stamp an economic legacy ahead of a national election, scheduled for later next year. 
   Projects are being fast-tracked under a controversial law popularly known as Article 44 of the post-coup Constitution, which gives the premier absolute powers. The government has laid down strict guidelines to ensure that critical infrastructure projects under the EEC are approved within three months so that construction can take place sometime this year, or in the third quarter of next year, at the latest. Apparently, the plan is to get the pillar projects going before the new government comes in. These include the construction of an aviation mainte-nance park around U-Tapao airport, the expansion of the Laem Chabang and Map Ta Phut port facilities, and a high-speed rail network that will connect the U-Tapao area with the Suvarnabhumi and Don Muang airports in Bangkok.

   Thailand's economic planners believe that the plan - which will be financed by as much as US$10 billion from direct state contributions, with the remainder through public-and-private partnership (PPP) arrangements - will be central to attracting high-end industries such as aircraft maintenance and electronics, and help the area emerge as a hub for building a regional supply chain.

   The huge gamble the military government is waging on the EEC and by its use of the Article 44 law - often referred to locally as the "dictator's law" - is to force its economic agenda. The move is stirring criticisms that environmental concerns and the rights of local communi-ties are being steamrolled over. Some economists also argue that it would have been more politically expedient to spend these huge amounts of development dollars in poorer regions of the country.  (
BANGKOK: ‘CHEAPEST CITY ON EARTH‘ NOT PROUD OF IT
The following is a slightly shortened version of a commentary in The Nation (17.8.2017)
O

nce again Bangkok has been the top pick among global tra-vel destinations in a tourism survey, but interestingly, this time it ranks highest among the cheapest. Britons answering the poll called it “the world’s cheapest city” for anyone looking for a long-haul holiday in an urban setting.
     The survey by the British Post Office rated the Thai capital the best value among 10 cities on a list – total “basket price” just under £317 [US$406] per month. Credit our in-expensive accommodations. It costs £100 [US$128] less per month to live here than in Tokyo, second on the list. Those guesthouses of ours are “paying off” spectacularly in terms of pleasing the wandering masses.

     This is all good news for Thais relying on tourism revenue, and Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha declared himself “pleased” with the news. But let’s be honest. Is this really an achievement worth cele-brating? 

     The cheap prices foreign tourists enjoy come at the cost of Thai tax-payers, whose money is spent on infrastructure, electricity, tap water and other services. These are what is keeping the cost of living here highly affordable for visitors from overseas. The several million people coming to Thailand each year also contribute to traffic congestion and rubbish in the big cities, making local lives worse. Is all this worth the bragging rights over being called the cheapest city on earth?

     Countless measures have been taken to promote tourism, including exemption from visa fees and extension of stays for long-term visi-tors. But there are critics who believe free visas aren’t a good idea for Thai-land, since the practice brings in so many stingy visitors and back-packers. And because it’s cheap here, they’re happy to stay as long as possible while spending as little as possible. Malaysia, it’s been noted, offers no visa exemptions, and in fact imposes a “tourism tax” of 10 ringgit [US$2.3] per night on any foreigner staying at a paid lodging.

     Tourism has long been a source of income in Thailand.  But we need to find a balance that neglects no one’s interests. Thailand should not be touted as a cheap destination, even if many tourists do come here purely because the prices are much lower compared to those in other countries. 
   Tourism authorities expect as many as 35.5 million visitors this year, yet another record. The maddeningly long arrival queues at Bangkok’s airports are clear proof Thailand is still a hugely popular destination. We just hope our guests might spend a little more and help us get the economy out of the doldrums.   (
VIETNAM: RADICAL DEREGULATION
PROPOSALS FOR SEZS
[VP: 12.8.17] - THE abolition of people’s councils, permitting casinos to be set up and allowing foreign investors to lease land for 99 years are among the main provisions of a proposed new law to govern the three special administrative-economic zones in Vietnam. 
   Speaking at the 2017 M&A Forum organized in HCM City on 10 August by the Vietnam Investment Review, Minister of Planning and Investment Nguyen Chi Dung said the Special Administrative Economic Zone Law is expected to create a proper legal framework for the three zones in Van Don (Quang Ninh Province), Van Phong (Khanh Hoa Province) and Phu Quoc (Kien Giang). It aims to create a new development model with break-through policies and mechanisms meant to improve the business environment for investors in Vietnam.

   The zones will only have an administrative committee and no people’s council, and the people’s council’s role related to legislation and inspection would be taken over by provincial authorities, the minister said. “To effectively operate these special zones, we should remove unnecessary and inappropriate levels of special economic zones,” he said.

   The ministry has also proposed increasing the maximum land lease tenure to 99 years from the current 50-75, and allowing the zones to have casinos. Dung said the zones have been established to develop certain strategic industries based on their geographic conditions. While Phu Quoc is considered as ideal for tourism investments, Van Don has great potential in healthcare, education and biology, and Van Phong covering an area of 66,000 is expected to become an international hub for marine transport, finance, tourism, medicine and educa-tion.

   The bill would be tabled in the National Assembly for approval, according to Dung. The house will consider their provisions related to preferential treatment for investors in terms of currency, land, manpower, tax and others. Businesses are proposed to be given a tax waiver for four years, tax cuts for 30 more years, low land rents and flexible labour policies. It is hoped that the three zones will contribute billions of dollars to the economy from 2020.  (
VIETNAM: KILLING THE BEAUTIFUL
TREES OF HCM CITY

[VNE: 12.8.17; GM: 6.6.17] – MANY Ho Chi Minh City residents are dismayed as the transport department has revealed a plan to chop down more trees, this time to give way to heavy traffic near Tan Son Nhat Airport. 

   The plan is to fell 102 trees on Hoang Minh Giam and Hoang Hoa Tham streets stretching 2-3kms from the international airport. Saws will be brought out onto the streets between August and December. Authorities said the move will increase road capacity near the airport, where traffic jams currently last for hours every day, despite recent opening of several overpasses.

   Trees are frequent ‘victims’ of urban development in Vietnam. In HCM City, the tree chopping spree has been going on non-stop for the past three years since it started work on its first metro line. Hundreds have been felled so far. The city is set to move and cut down 300 trees along Ton Duc Thang, which has one of the most beautiful canopies in the city, to make way for a metro station and a new bridge.
   Hanoi in June also announced to cut down thousands of decades-old trees for road expansion, after having cleared many for other road projects. It is particularly young people that are increasingly protesting against such ecological atrocities through the social media. The ‘ManForTree’ initiative on Facebook is an example; it reflects an effort to collect signatures of Hanoi residents to protest the mass logging of over 6,700 old trees in ten urban districts.   (
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