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WARNINGS AGAINST TOURIST OVERCROWDING 

ON THE MEKONG RIVER

[TTG-A: 1.12.17] - IT is essential that tourism is sensitively managed if the target of attracting four million visitors to the Mekong River by 2020 is achieved, some tourism industry representatives warn. At 4,350km in length, the Mekong River running from China to Vietnam is being heavily promoted as a tourist attraction by the six Mekong neighbouring countries and the international tourism industry. 

   The opportunity to develop river-based tourism is growing exponentially, said Jens Thraenhart, executive director of Mekong Tourism. He added: “We want to grow the cruise industry to more than four million passengers on the Mekong by 2020. People are looking for experiences of a lifetime and the Mekong region has the potential to deliver that.”

   However, Pierre-Andre Romano, general manager of EXO Cambodia, expressed fears that this volume of visitors may lead to congested waters and have a negative impact on the environment, if managed in-correctly. He added huge investment would need to be ploughed into developing adequate infrastructure, such as docking facilities. “The boats cannot sail all year round so care needs to be taken that the waters don’t become too crowded.”

   Thraenhart said the emphasis needs to be on deve-loping more boutique tours and cruises, in line with community-based tourism models. He said several deluxe offerings have launched in recent months, paving the way for more to follow.
   But Christopher Gramsch, Khiri Laos general manager, said developing river-based tourism in Laos is becoming increasingly challenging due to the volume of dams being built in the country’s drive to become the battery of Southeast Asia. It was recently announced boat trips on the Nam Ou are no longer possible between Muang Khua and Muang Ngoi. He added: “This was one of the last scenic boat cruises we could offer clients. It seems the energy sector is more important than ecology and tourist boat cruises. The dams clearly have impacts on the tourism sector, and are a problem not only for Southern Laos but also for Cambodia and Vietnam.”   (
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BURMA: RESTRICTIONS ON 
BAGAN LOCALS EASED

[TI: 14.12.17] – THE Burmese government has eased some restrictions on locals living within the heritage monument zone around the Bagan archaeological site, while main-taining its plan to seek a UNESCO World Heritage listing for the site.

   In late November, locals from five villages petitioned the Ministry of Religious Affairs and Culture demanding their villages be demarcated within a buffer zone instead of the current monument zone, which is also known as the “property zone.” Locals have expressed concern that the many restrictions expected to be imposed on their villages in order to comply with UNESCO’s standards for World Heritage Site listing would hurt their livelihoods and businesses. The villages have existed in this area for generations.
   The temples of Bagan, dating from between the 9th and 13th centuries — when the Kingdom of Bagan ruled over much of lowland Burma — are considered Burma’s biggest tourist draw. Despite its historical, archaeological and cultu-ral value, the ancient capital has yet to be granted World Heritage Site status, reportedly due to officials’ inability to present plans to deal with inauthentic restorations and controversial hotel developments in the archaeological site completed under previous governments.

   The ministry submitted a draft nomination dossier to UNESCO’s World Heritage Site Committee in September and the final version is required to be delivered by 1 February 2018. It has to provide thorough plans to fix pre-vious mismanagement issues, including a master plan for the archaeological site in the dossier.

   “Regarding the locals’ petition, the [ministry] will negotiate and make amendments giving serious consideration to locals’ concerns,” the ministry recently said in a statement. It emphasized that the ancient villages would remain within the property zone since ancient temples surrounding the villages have high heritage value and need to be conserved. The ministry stated that traditional businesses, expansion and construction of locals’ houses, and tourism businesses such as restaurants and homestays in the villages would be allowed. It also said that buildings in the villages would be permitted according to the same regulations as in the new Bagan and Nyaung-U cities. Construction and installation of telecommunications towers and satellite dishes would be allowed in accordance with the Heritage Impact Assessment if such infrastructure does not hinder the view of the heritage monuments, it added.

   U Aung Aung Kyaw, director of the ministry’s Department of Archaeology, National Museum and Library in Bagan said that collaboration between locals and authorities is an essential element in the process of listing Bagan as a UNESCO World Heritage site, adding that the ministry would not sacrifice the interests of local residents in order to achieve heritage status. However, U Aung Aung Kyaw expressed concern that business people and hotel deve-lopers were encouraging local opposition in order to further their own plans for development projects within the archae-ological site.

   But U Aung Soe Linn, administrator of Myin Ka Bar, one of the five villages that petitioned the ministry, rejected this claim. “There are no cronies behind us,” he said, insisting that local residents were just trying to protect their own interests. 
   In the 1990s, one of the then-ruling military junta’s most powerful leaders, Gen Khin Nyunt, oversaw the forced relocation of about 6,000 local residents of the old Bagan area away from the archaeological zone to make way for hotel projects. Local people are worried that something similar will happen again.   (  
BURMA: A CALL FOR ACTION 
TO SAVE THE MOKEN

[TI: 20.11.17] - Union Minister for Ethnic Affairs U Naing Thet Lwin has called for the creation of a special committee to protect the Moken, who now number fewer than 1,000 people. The Moken, generically referred to as ‘sea gypsies‘, are called Salone in Burmese. They used to lead a nomadic life in the waters off the Tanintharyi coast of southern Burma and Thailand, roaming the sea most of their lives in small handcrafted wooden boats that serve as their homes except for during the monsoon season. 
  The minister suggested to raise funds and establish an official committee with anthropologists to prevent the Moken from going extinct. “It is a long-term process and needs the cooperation of concerned authorities and experts like anthropologists as well as sufficient funds,” the minister told Parliament.

   The Tanintharyi regional government has opened basic education schools and a boarding school for Moken children, said U Naing Thet Lwin. It has also funded since 2016 Moken festivals and provided a certain amount of money for Moken families to buy rice, he added.

   In the past, Moken people wandered from one island to another, but these days, most of them have abandoned their nomadic lifestyle and permanently live on the land. Some of them do not even know how to build canoes as their ancestors did, said Kawthaung local Ko Maw Kin, an expert on the Moken.

   U Naing Thet Lwin said the government allows Moken people to fish in the sea and has also sought to combat drug trafficking at sea to help save them. “Taking a look back at the history of the Salone people, Chinese and Malay people would buy sea products from them in exchange for clothes and drugs. In the last decade, drugs have nearly killed all the Moken male adults,” said Ko Maw Kin.

   The Ethnic Affairs Ministry has opened an ethnic literature and culture department, and an ethnic rights protection department in Dawei, the capital of Tanintharyi Region. It will cooperate with the regional government to conserve the customs and traditions of the Moken and protect their rights, said U Naing Thet Lwin. 
   With the expanding tourism industry along the Burmese coasts, it will be pivotal to protect the Moken from deve-lopment aggression and exploitation, as happened in southern Thailand.   
   According to the minister, there are only 635 full-blooded Moken people living in 145 households — 204 in Kawthoung and 431 in Myeik. However, there still remain 1,819 mixed-blood Moken people — Bamar-Moken, Karen-Moken, Mon-Moken and Pa-O-Moken — living in 440 households in the Tanintharyi Region.  (
CAMBODIA’S NEWEST CASH PLOY: TIGER TOURISM

[NAR: 15.12.17] - In 2016, international arrivals to Cambodia increased by an annual 5% and pushed past 5 million, a number that is expected to increase by 11.5% in 2017 and signifies a massive boost from the total of roughly 1 million tourists who visited in 2004. But fears about limited scope for growth have spurred the government to consider new strategies to ratchet up tourism even further. One of the latest initiatives is "tiger tourism." 
   Officials want to bring the big cats, which have been functionally extinct in Cambodia since the last one was seen in 2007, back to the kingdom, a plan that they hope will bring both international praise for the revival of an extinct species and financial gain in the form of tourism returns.

   In early October, Thong Khon, the minister of tourism, told a workshop on ecotourism and wildlife that the ministry was planning to turn Cambodia's eastern provinces, which are largely ignored by tourists, into a wildlife haven buoyed by its new tigers.

   But the reintroduction plan has brought its share of criticism. Poaching is still endemic in Cambodia, and some are concerned that the Srepok Wildlife Sanctuary in Mondul-kiri Province, where the tigers will live, lacks sufficient habitat and prey for the animals.

   In 1999, Cambodia was said to have the world's second-highest tiger population, according to the Cat Action Treasury, a US-based wildlife NGO. By 2007, that popula-tion was virtually extinct, and the last Indochinese tiger spotted in Cambodia was captured by camera trap roaming Mondulkiri Province. Though some experts doubt the claim that Cambodia had hundreds of tigers in the late 1990s, it is still indisputable that many of them died from poaching, habitat destruction and other reasons. And in Cambodia today, where record deforestation and rampant corruption still contribute to environmental devastation across the country, things do not look much better.

   Cambodian officials have been inspired by the success of India, a country that has more tigers than anywhere in the world and boasts lucrative tiger parks of its own. In these sanctuaries, tourists can ride in jeeps and catch glimpses of the big cats. 
   It is not clear yet where the new tigers for Cambodia will be sourced from, some media reports cite India as a possibility. But undoubtedly, it will not be an easy challenge, at least in the short term. Cambodia has nowhere near the facilities that parts of India boast, particularly in its remote eastern provinces, which lack infrastructure and resources. And given its long history of instability and its lack of expertise, it is questionable if the country can keep the new tigers safe and healthy. (   
‘REAL BALI’ AS WESTERN CONSTRUCT: RETHINKING TOURISM’S ‘RUINATION’ OF BALI

The following is edited from a commentary by Lisa Qian, a Yale University undergraduate studying economics, 
human rights and Southeast Asia [JP: 23.11.17]

A

nyone even remotely familiar with  the tourism industry of Bali has inevitably heard the ques-tion: “Is tourism ruining Bali?” 
   This question has become the central topic of clichéd debate among both short-term tourists and long-term residents, in which the same points about traffic, unfettered development and the disappearing “real” Bali are beaten to the ground. Most look nostalgically to the past, to a time when visitors could still engage authentically with the “real” Bali.

       I, too, have become well acquainted with this question. Most recently, I listened to multiple dis-cussions on the topic at the recent Ubud Writers and Readers Festival (UWRF). Especially in the wake of the Indonesian government’s plan to develop “10 New Balis,” it is clear that the sustainability of the Balinese tou-rism industry in all its forms must be addressed. But what struck me as missing from these discussions was a reflexive, critical look into the very idea of a “ruined” Bali.

     At the most basic level, "ruined" implies that there was something pure, that an authentic and pristine Bali once existed and that it is now threatened. But the “real Bali” that many people refer to, imagined as an enduring para-dise with an immutable, rich culture, was not created by the Balinese. Rather, it was a Dutch colonial con-struction originally developed to justify the bloody takeover of the island.

     In response to their international embarrassment over the puputan (mass suicide) that preceded its colonial rule, the Dutch decided that Bali had a rich, spiritual culture in need of preservation. Maintaining Balinese culture, then, would be a merit of Dutch colonial policy, although at times this incorporated the Dutch colonists' inter-pretation of Balinese culture and clashed with what the Balinese people actually wanted. Many cultural aspects of Bali that we now take for granted as signature institutions, like terraced rice fields and the caste system, are, in part, a product of this Dutch policy.

     The western artists who flocked to the island following the advent of Dutch rule promoted the Netherlands‘ Bali-nese narrative. Brush stroke by brush stroke, these artists not only con-structed Bali as a “living museum”, but also added their own paradisiacal impressions of Bali, based on Edenic and Orientalist themes that were foreign to the Balinese, to create the image still widely accepted today.

     Their artwork were displayed across the world, bringing to the island generations of tourists seeking to experience the artists’ renditions of Bali. But their illustrations were not Balinese representations of Bali; they could only be representative of the experiences of a western elite. As a result, the image of "Bali as paradise" was an inauthentic construction. 

     All this colonial history coalesces into a singular point: that the “real” Bali people cite as “ruined” was never Balinese. While a key tenet of tourism is creating an image and identity, the Balinese were not in control of the foundational identity upon which the island's tourism industry was built. Failure to recognize this simply legitimizes tourism as a colonial construct that has effaced genuinely Balinese experiences. 
   The argument that tourism has ruined Bali promotes two harmful misrepresentations: First, it legitimizes the construct of the “real Bali" rooted in Dutch colonial attempts to gloss over atrocities and which was created by Westerners, not the Balinese; second, it ignores the many ways though which the Balinese have appropriated an industry foisted on them to create a better community.

   What is especially pernicious about the “ruined Bali” argument, then, is that its proponents speak with good inten-tions. Many are hyperconscious of interacting sensitively with Bali and the Balinese, but in their well-intended attempt to protect the island, they ultimately reinforce inauthentic colonial and neo-colonial narratives that ignore the Balinese experience and agency. 

     We need to move away from these kinds of forceful judgements that reduce the complexity of tourism in Bali and instead focus on more nuanced perspectives. 
     In our efforts to find solutions to address the real problems of sustaina-bility on the island, we must also make an effort to remember what tourism really is for Bali.   ( 

INDONESIA: LAKE TOBA THREATENED
BY WATER POLLUTION

[JP: 4.12.17] - AS the government steps up efforts to boost tourism and promote Lake Toba as a prime tourist destination, the iconic North Sumatra lake continues to be marred by water pollution. 

   The finding was made recently by a team of researchers from the Maritime Affairs and Fisheries Ministry, which is currently conducting a further study on how the environ-mental problem has affected the ecosystem in the lake. In its initial study, the team found that the lake’s water had been polluted by industrial waste, keramba (floating net cages for fish cultivation) and the flow of dirty water from nearby rivers.
   “Our provisional results showed that the pollution covers about 30% of the lake,” said research team coordinator Krismono recently. The heaviest pollution occurred near the industrial area, river estuary and areas where keramba are installed, he added.
   The research was carried out amid the recent deaths of thousands of tons of fish in keramba in Humbang Hasundutan regency’s Baktiraja district, which is located in the southern part of the lake. A total of five such incidents have occurred this year in several parts of the lake, including some in a different regency. Water pollution, Krismono said, was a factor that contributed to the fish deaths, but keramba being used to cultivate fish beyond their capacity is suspected to be the main cause of the incident. “This is a warning nevertheless. This situation needs to be resolved immediately.”
   The research that began in November is the follow-up to a previous study in August that aimed to support the government’s plan to turn Lake Toba into a pollution-free international tourist attraction. The initial study found that the main source of pollution in the lake was the water from 25 polluted rivers that flowed into it.
   Recognized as the biggest volcanic lake in the world at 87 km long and 27 km wide with the breathtaking natural beauty of Samosir Island at its center, Lake Toba spans seven regencies in the province, including Humbang Hasundutan, Toba Samosir, Karo and North Tapanuli.
   Albert Sidabutar, the spokesman for Toba Samosir regency, which covers a vast area in the southeastern part of the lake, confirmed the lake had been polluted for a long time, with his regency being one of those contributing to the environmental damage. Pollutants from his region, he said, came from the industrial area, and eventually flowed into the river running to the lake. The Toba Samosir administration, he added, had launched several public campaigns and training events in order to raise their awareness about the environment.

   The picturesque Lake Toba, which some people envision as the “Monaco of Asia,” is among 10 new priority desti-nations in the national strategic tourism plan, which was launched recently by the government. President Joko “Jokowi” Widodo has recently inaugurated Silangit Inter-national Airport in North Tapanuli and Medan-Tebing Tinggi toll road to support the plan for “10 New Balis“.   (
‘VISIT LAOS YEAR 2018’ WITHOUT 
A CLUE

[TTR-W: 24.11.17] - Just weeks after the official launch of the Visit Laos Year 2018, details remain sketchy on events created specifically to mark  this special year, according to tourism industry insider Don Ross. 

   Visit Laos Year 2018 was officially launched by Prime Minister Thongloun Sisoulith in late October at Vientiane’s That Luang Stupa. The famous That Luang festival with a trade fair, displaying traditional house, cultural performances and religious ceremonies at the That Luang Stupa set the stage for the start of the tourism year.

   Minister of Information, Culture and Tourism, Bosengkham Vongdara, was quoted as saying that “tourism generates foreign exchange spending, and that boosts currency reserves and money flow creating more job opportunities.”

   However, critics were quick to raise questions on what would be the encore after the launch ceremony to keep the Visit Year 2018 momentum going. One immediate omission has been the lack of a calendar of events. Earlier in October, an official delegation from Laos attending ITB Asia in Singapore  organized a “Visit Lao Year” party, but there was very little concrete information on what tourists could expect from the special year. Even during the trade show, which attracted close to 800 tour operators worldwide, the Laos booth failed to distribute even a provisional events calendar. 

   It is projected that tourist arrivals will reach an estimated 6.2 million by 2020 and generate revenue amount of around  US$993 million. With the launch of ‘Visit Laos Year 2018’, officials believe arrivals could reach 5 million and revenue could hit US$900 million.   (
LAOS: CHINESE DEVELOPERS ABANDON
CONTROVERSIAL AIRPORT PROJECT

[RFA: 8.11.17] - AN international airport project scheduled for construction by a Chinese developer in northwestern Laos’ Bokeo province has been canceled and an airport built earlier in the province may be upgraded instead. The abandoned project was to have been built on land taken by the King Romans Group (KRG) from local villagers in 2014, a move leading to standoffs between angry farmers and armed guards sent to enforce the order to seize the land.
    Somboun Daosawan, a Lao government official in charge of airports at the Ministry of Public Works and Transport, confirmed the project had been canceled. “[Project owners] will not pursue construction and are canceling the work because the government plans to upgrade the provincial airport in Bokeo,” he said.   
   An official overseeing the King Romans-developed special economic zone (SEZ) the new airport would have served also said that work on the project would now stop. “Technical officials in the Civil Aviation Department now see that the [proposed] airport is not in the right location,” said Chanthavy Phothisane, vice chairman of the provincial committee for special economic zones.
   King Romans‘ SEZ is basically a huge tourism complex, incorporating land granted for 99 years in concession by the Lao government.  Its construction began in the early 2000s, and now it includes an international border checkpoint and river port, a casino, hotels, and a Chinatown market with around 70 restaurants and shops selling a variety of retail goods.
   Plans for the international airport project, which affected several villages in Bokeo’s Tonepheung district, were not made public until early 2013, after the Lao government signed a memorandum of understanding with the Chinese company. In January 2014, farmers fearing displacement defied orders to vacate their land, standing in front of bulldozers sent to flatten their rice fields and forcing armed police deployed by King Romans to retreat.
   Villagers uprooted by the project were poorly compensated and were refused employment in the SEZ, which favors workers brought in from China, according to Bounphone Heuangmany — a representative for Bokeo in Laos’s National Assembly. “I have said many times that the special economic zone has taken villagers’ farmland so that they have no means of livelihood left to them, and I have provided lists of names of local villagers who would like to work in the zone,” she said. "But they are not recruited, because the SEZ primarily hires Chinese workers.” 

   Only about 300 Lao workers are presently employed in the zone, while workers brought in from China and neighboring Burma number at least 6,000, Chanthavy Phothisane said. He added: “Some say that local villagers are not good workers, but they are. It’s just that foreign workers are not choosy about the work they do, especially in the casino construction sites.” (
MALAYSIA: LAUDABLE INITIATIVE 
TO SAVE CORAL REEFS

[S2: 6.12.17] - THE recent announcement by Malaysia’s Minister of Natural Resources and Environment, Datuk Seri Wan Junaidi Tuanku Jaafar, of a new conservation law to protect coral reefs and marine life is being strongly sup-ported by the marine conservation NGO Reef Check Malaysia (RCM) as Malaysia is facing increasing threats to its coral habitats. 
   It is estimated that this country has some 4,000 sq-km of coral reefs. In the wake of the last mass coral bleaching event that devastated up to 10% of coral reefs in the country, more stringent protection is urgently needed.

   Coral bleaching occurs when sea temperatures rise - a product of global warming. A similar coral bleaching event in Australia’s Great Barrier Reef in 2016 resulted in some 30% of reefs dying off. Reef Check Malaysia’s 2016 survey data show that the average Live Coral Cover (LCC) of Malaysia stands at about 44%, which is considered to be in “fair” condition.
   However, the data also reveal that of 13% of sites surveyed, nearly one third of the reef is covered with algae, a sign of nutrient pollution from man-made sources – often poorly treated sewage. There are other threats. For example, during 2017, lumps of black tar (tar balls) were found around Pulau Tioman, and had to be removed by local volunteers. These tar balls are hardened crude oil believed to have been dumped by nearby passing ships. The growing tourism industry is also a destroyer of corals if it is not properly controlled.
   The Minister’s call is in line with Malaysia’s commitment to achieve the goals outlined in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): that by 2020, at least 10% of coastal and marine areas are effectively managed; and that by 2025, there is a significant reduction in all kinds of pollution from land-based activities. The initiative is timely as it coincides with the 2018 International Year of the Reef declared by United Nations. 
   Reef Check Malaysia hopes that the law will include provisions that allow greater empowerment to locals on the ground, which would improve conservation and enforcement efforts. RCM also hopes that the law will help to protect connected ecosystems, such as coral reefs and sea grass beds, as well as the “charismatic” species such as sharks, turtles, and whales.   (
MALAYSIA: ‘NO‘ TO THE CORPORATIZA-TION OF PENANG BOTANIC GARDENS!

[TS: 28.11.17; FMT: 6.12.17] - PLANS to corporatize the 133-year-old Penang Botanic Gardens are causing worries about the famous landmark and much-loved green lung of the state, including whether the public will have to pay to use the facility in future and if a cable car project will be built there.

   Concerns over the plans were first highlighted in November by Aliran – a Malaysian people’s organization for social justice and democratic reforms -, when the Penang state assembly passed a bill to allow the Penang Botanic Gardens to be managed through a state corporation rather than the present state statutory body.

   Aliran and Cheah Kah Peng, the assemblyman whose constituency Kebun Bunga covers the area, have called for greater transparency in the state government’s plans, including if the public would be charged a fee to visit the gardens and if land there would be sold off. “We are concerned the corporatization could be a first step towards the eventual privatization and further commercialization of the Botanic Gardens,” said Aliran in a statement. Aliran said it was disturbed that in the passing of the enactment, there was no mention of the Gardens‘ Special Area Plan. “We understand that the public hearing committee’s revised version of the Special Area Plan was presented, amended and passed by the state government in 2016. But there has been no public announcement and sharing of the plan that was approved by the Penang government.“
   The Penang Botanic Gardens were established in 1884 by the Singapore Botanic Gardens superintendent and Cheang Kok Choy was appointed its first Malaysian curator in 1956. The urban park is a popular venue for Penangites who enjoy walks, exercise or chilling amid the greenery and tranquillity.

   Consumers’ Association of Penang (CAP) president SM Mohamed Idris said he felt “concerned and troubled” with the general structure of the proposed state-owned corpo-ration as its independence was suspect. In a statement of 6 December, he called for public consultation on the recently passed law as it might result in abuse of power and political manipulation. He also said the body in charge of managing the Gardens should remain free from politicians so that it remained ’autonomous’ in the interest of preserving the existing nature and character of the green lung.

   Idris also said the Gardens should not be commercialized as studies from other countries had shown the negative impact of tourism on parks. “Parks should be places for our people and guests to enjoy nature and to acquire knowledge of plants, animals and microorganisms, and to preserve our rich biodiversity, and not for tourist dollars.”

   Idris said the rumoured cable car project from the Penang Botanic Gardens was also worrying as it would destroy the environment there. “We gravely fear that the intention of such provisions is to allow for the building of a cable car station in the Penang Botanic Gardens that will connect to Penang Hill.“   (
PHILIPPINES: WILL SIARGAO BECOME
ANOTHER ‘PARADISE LOST’?
[FM: 5.12.17] - Siargao (pronounced shar-gow) is a teardrop-shaped island, one of the 7,000-plus islands making up the Philippine archipelago, which is presently standing at the floodgates of a massive tourism boom.

   The island is known as the surfing capital of the Philippines with its famous break called Cloud 9, a fast and powerful fiend with monumental tubes that sweep in from the Pacific Ocean. 
   Located 800 km southeast of the Philippine capital, Manila, in the province of Surigao del Norte, the island was not even well known to Filipinos until a few years ago. Before the airport opened in 2011, getting to the island meant an overnight ferry ride from Cebu. Today, there are six direct flights, which operate daily, two from Manila and four from Cebu, and according to local travel agents, starting 2018, these flights will continue to increase, with an international airport rumoured to be in the pipeline for 2019.

   It seems as if now everyone on the island has turned into a real estate broker. Locals and foreign developers alike are snatching up beachfront property. Big hotel and resort chains have staked their claim on prime, ocean-facing acreages. Foreign chefs and entrepreneurs are moving to Siargao, setting up boutique hotels, restaurants, coffee shops, lounge bars, retails shops and a casino is even in the works.

   Indeed, the island is at a pivotal time in its development, quickly getting a reputation as Asia’s newest heartthrob resort destination. It offers perfect white sand, enchanting lagoons, 48 islets, coral reefs, unusual rock formations, exotic wildlife - including crocodiles. It boasts endless rice fields, waterfalls, large mangrove forests and of course, world-class surfing. But likewise, it has much at stake. One can’t help but wonder, if Siargao will be able to escape the fate of islands such as Boracay, Phuket or Bali , which have undoubtedly turned into overdeveloped, overcrowded and overpolluted resort meccas.

   A local NGO called the Siargao Environmental Aware-ness (SEA) Movement, ​made up of surfers, artists, writers, entrepreneurs, journalists and policy-makers, wants to preserve the natural resources and beauty of the island of Siargao, while developing it in a sustainable way to provide jobs and opportunities for the local community.

   Pia de Lima, who runs SEA Movement said, “It is crucial that all sectors - government, businesses and NGOs like us - work together to tackle the risk of environmental degradation. As the influx of tourism keeps intensifying, empowering the local community is vital so that it doesn’t remain passive to the changes taking place. For starters, we need a proper waste management system, both solid and sewage. This is by far the biggest challenge facing the island. We also require access to good medical facilities, affordable quality education, typhoon-proof housing, clean water, a sustainable tourism plan and real jobs with salaries. These things should be prioritized over international airports and massive bridges.”

      Siargao is classified as a conservation area. And in October 2017, the Philippine government’s Department of Science and Technology announced that it would bring Eco-Sep to Siargao. Eco-Sep is a septic water management system technology, which will stop contamination of wastewater in sewage systems. It is hoped that all this can impact the development of Siargao in a positive way. If the local community and developers make environmental con-servation a top priority and if organizations such as SEA Movement get a say in the island’s development plans, then Siagao may have a fighting chance of developing without being ruined like other famous tourist destinations.    (
PHILIPPINES A GLOBAL HOTSPOT FOR
ENVIRONMENTAL MURDERS
[AFP: 6.12.17] – FIGHTING for environmental causes can be very dangerous. At least 200 community activists, NGO workers and other civilians on the frontlines of protecting the environment were reported murdered worldwide last year, the highest on record, according to the watchdog group Global Witness.

   In the Philippines, an environmental activist was recorded to have been killed at a rate of every 12 days in 2016, with only Brazil and Colombia having more murders. As in other hotspot nations, the deaths in the Philippines are rising as communities stand up against corrupt politicians and businessmen intent on securing increasingly scarce natural resources.

   “Voracious industries such as mining, agribusiness and logging are trampling over people’s rights to take part in decisions that affect their land and environment,” said Billy Kyte, Global Witness environmental and land defenders campaign leader.
   “Forced into activism, many of these marginalized communities then receive threats and attacks for defending their rights. The government does little to stop the ensuing violence and rarely holds anyone to account for the killings.”

   Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte’s controversial crackdown on drugs, which has seen police and suspected vigilantes kill thousands of people, further highlights the culture of impunity, according to rights groups.
   Father-of-five Ruben Arzaga was one of the most recent land defenders murdered in the Philippines when he was shot in the head in September as he tried to approach illegal loggers on Palawan island, a popular tourist destination. Arzaga was an elected village captain in Palawan’s tourist town of El Nido, famed for its idyllic beaches and limestone cliffs, and had been trying to confiscate illegally cut timber as part of a personal crusade to stop rampant deforestation. Police said Arzaga, who was leading a small group of local officials, was ambushed at the logging site in September. Two brothers from Arzaga’s local community have been charged with murder over his killing. Arzaga belonged to the Palawan NGO Network Inc (PNNI), a non-profit group made up of so-called para enforcers that uses a citizen’s arrest law to confiscate equipment that is being used to destroy the island’s environment. He was the 12th member of the group murdered since 2001.   (
THAILAND FACING A CHINESE 
TOURIST OVERKILL

[BN: 21.12.17; BP: 21.12.17] - THAILAND, land of golden temples, white-sand beaches, smiling hosts, - or of overcrowded airports, epic traffic jams and littered seashores.

   Facing a deluge of Chinese tourists that has strained its airports beyond capacity, the country is spending billions to upgrade its infrastructure, open up new islands and cities to travelers, and tone down its image of cheap shopping, hotels and sex that underpinned the industry for half a century. But the change will take years and even then may fail to keep up with soaring visitor numbers that have given the Land of Smiles a reputation for delays, overcrowding and government crackdowns.

   “Our strategy was more for less, not less for more, so we invited a lot of tourists from China,” said Suvit Maesincee, in an interview last month, when he was the minister attached to the Prime Minister’s office. “I think in the near future we need to change from volume to value.”

   The military-backed government relies on tourism for 18% of the economy and foreign inflows have made the baht one of the strongest performers in Asia this year, a bright spot amid weak domestic consumer demand and private investment. While it plans to spend more than US$5 billion to double capacity at its international airports, it is planning to increase foreign tourist numbers at a similar pace, reaching 68 million in the next decade.

   Weerasak Kowsurat, who returned to the post of tourism minister in November in a cabinet reshuffle by the military government, is frank about the challenge: “Today we’re not even ready,” he said. “To get us prepared within a year is not even possible.” 

   At the heart of the upgrade, and the congestion, are Bangkok’s two international airports: Suvarnabhumi and Don Mueang, which are running at 40% beyond designed capacity. New terminals, facilities and another runway would allow them to handle 130 million passengers a year, including inbound and outbound trips. But work won’t be completed until 2022 at the earliest, and the first taste most travelers get of the Thai capital is a long queue at immigration.

   “In three to five years time we might not reach our targeted tourist growth due to a lack of airport capacity,” said Thongyoo Suphavittayakorn, a spokesman for the Association of Thai Travel Agents. “The problem with the Thai government is they want to increase the number of visitors but they don’t stop to check first if we’re able to accommodate them.“
   Once out of the terminal building, visitors must contend with the Bangkok traffic, the world’s most congested after Mexico City, according to TomTom NV’s traffic index. “We took five hours to go to the hotel just because of the traffic,” said Diogo Matos, a 28-year-old first-time visitor from Portugal. “It was a horrible start to our trip.”

   And other countries in the region are also trying to emulate Thailand’s success in turning Chinese leisure into loot. Indonesian President Joko Widodo plans to create “10 new Balis,” trying to replicate the success of the ‘Island of the Gods‘. Malaysia is investing billions in opening up its eastern coast, including building a railway to the capital. With competition for the tourist yuan heating up, Thailand’s influx of Chinese visitors - and the congestion at its airports and resorts - are likely to remain for years.   (
THAILAND: TOURISTS DODGE 
BEACH SMOKING BAN
[TWA: 8.12.17] – ON 1 December, Thailand began enforcing its smoking ban at some of its most popular beaches, but it seems that not many tourists are happy with the new ruling. In a move to preserve its pristine environment, the Department of Marine and Coastal resources began prohibiting tourists from lighting up in Dongtan beach, Pattaya, as the first beach among 24 beaches in 15 provinces.

   However, the pilot project did not go off to a good start as many visitors have ignored the ban. According to the Bangkok Post, two public toilets off the beach behind the deck chair area were designated as smoking zones, but foreign tourists have refused to use them.

   Locals said the tourists insist on puffing away while seated on their rented chairs. A rented chair operator Chatchawal Simmasuk said he was among the chair kiosk operators who abided by the ruling. The two toilets situated behind the beach, which is known as Thailand’s most popular gay beach, were allocated smoking areas.

   Chatchawal said operators and locals would talk to tourists whenever they started smoking at the prohibited zones to ask them to go to the designated areas instead. He noted that many tourists appeared upset when they were told to do so as they had paid to use the chairs. 

   The Marine and Coastal Resources department imposed the ban as discarded cigarette butts make up about one-third of the rubbish collected on one single beach.   (
YUNNAN/CHINA: DALI FIGHTING A TIDE OF TOURISTS

Hordes of visitors to Dali, a formerly quiet corner of Yunnan, have turned rich local culture into a gimmick,
writes Lu Hongyong. The following is a shortened version of his article [ST: 18.8.2017]
A

bout a month ago, my son and I spent some time traveling in southwestern China’s Yunnan province. Home both to the landscapes immortalized in James Hilton’s 1933 book “Lost Horizon” and to one of the great bends in the upper reaches of the Yangtze River, Yunnan is famed for its rich ethnic diversity and its numerous tourist destinations: Kunming, Dali, Lijiang, and Shangri-La. Of these, Dali embodies both the best and the worst of Yunnan’s tourist offerings.

     There are countless reasons to love Dali. Its Old Town sits on the western banks of Erhai Lake. Resembling a giant ear, the lake reflects the 19 mountains situated to its west, shim-mering in its waters. Collectively known as the Cangshan Mountains, they include seven peaks higher than 4,000 m above sea level. Traces of the region’s glacial past can be seen everywhere. If the nearby Tibetan Plateau is the roof of the world, then these are its eaves.
      About a third of the local population belongs to the Bai ethnic group. At the Dali Zhang Family Garden, a museum dedicated to Bai architecture and art, my son and I explored an ancient royal guesthouse, listened to folk music, learned about local tea culture, and chatted with our Bai tour guide.
     While in Dali, we encountered a taxi driver, Zhang, who extolled the inclusivity of Bai culture. According to him, Bai men and women enjoyed a greater degree of equality than in any other of China’s 56 ethnic groups, and men who move in with their wife’s family face no negative judgment from their peers. The region’s well-preserved customs and beautiful natural scenery have led large numbers of migrants to settle down and open businesses in the city. These migrants hail not only from other parts of China, but also from other countries. Many foreigners are attracted to the area’s tradition of tolerance and religious harmony, and move there in search of a place where they can practice their faith freely.
     Dali refers to itself as an ancient capital situated along the “southwestern branch of the Silk Road” and at the “crossroads of Asian culture.” Yet regrettably, after a 20-year tourism boom, all that remains of this natural beauty and cultural heritage is an ancient, now over-commercialized town.

     In China, such towns are largely identical: Each might have a music shop, a scarf store, a guesthouse, a place that sells rocks, another place that sells CDs — and every 50 meters or so the sequence repeats. A tourist could spend a week in Dali without learning anything about Nanzhao, the Kingdom of Dali, or Bai culture.
   High rents and noisy environs combine to gradually drive the original residents out, while commercial pressure to constantly duplicate what has been proven to work causes the ancient feeling of the town to slowly fade away. Today, it seems that Dali’s pristine past may be gone for good.

     In order to try and control polluted run-off from the few thousand guesthouses located around Erhai Lake, the city government in April ordered them all closed, causing quite the hullabaloo: Many of those affected had invested their entire savings into opening lakefront guesthouses, the con-struction for some had run into the millions of yuan. After the order, many owners had their incomes abruptly cut off, with no way to pay for daily necessities or, in some cases, to repay loans.
          As the city attempts to dig deeper into its own cultural traditions, it must convince tourism players to value the preservation of Dali‘s heritage. It must also increase efforts to meaningfully present minority culture — raising outsiders’ awareness of and interest in it — and minimize the impact of tourism on local cultures. Dali’s problems, great and small, reflect the city's inadequate sense of its own identity, something that can be seen in how it presents itself to the world.   (
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