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CONCERNS ABOUT SAFETY AMID SE ASIA’S AVIATION BOOM

[CNN: 17.10.13] - AS air crash investigators pick over the wreckage of the Lao Airlines plane that crashed in bad weather on 15 September with 50 people on board, concerns over air safety in South East Asia are growing. A steep rise in air traffic in countries like Burma, Laos and Cambodia - fueled by a boom in tourism - means domes-tic air regulators are having to contend with creaking infra-structure and a lack of experience in maintaining internationally recognized standards.
   Laos has a patchy record on air safety, logging 30 fatal air accidents since the 1950s according to the Aviation Safety Network, though data shows things have started to improve in the past decade. Other South East Asian countries tell a  similar story.

   Both the US State Department and Britain's Foreign and Commonwealth Office issued travel warnings directly related to the aviation industry in Burma following an inci-dent in 2012, when an Air Bagan plane carrying more than 60 passengers crashed on Christmas Day.

   "The safety records of Burma's domestic airlines are not open to the public, nor is public information available concerning the Burmese government's oversight of do-mestic airlines," the US State Department warns on its website.

   But Burma aims to change that by setting its sights on the release of a national civil aviation policy to prepare for the traffic boom that threatens to overwhelm its in-adequate air transport infrastructure. Government fore-casts predict annual visitors to rise to six million in 2017 from its current 1.5 million annually, and its fast growing airline industry has received applications from four airlines owned by Burmese nationals, adding to the seven domestic carriers currently.

   Shukor Yusof, an aviation analyst with ratings agency Standard and Poor's, said standards differed dramatically across the South East Asian region. "It varies from coun-try to country and airline to airline. In first world countries, Singapore Hong Kong and Malaysia, there are few concerns about the safety of aviation because they've had a long track record," Yusof said. "But then you have developing markets in Indonesia and Indochina - and Myanmar [Burma] is another country which is up and coming, where it's really up to the operators to keep abreast with different maintenance and training require-ments.
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   Infrastructure in Burma will be under strain if it does not keep pace with the growth of the market. Overcrowding in Rangoon is already an issue. Of the 600,000 people who visited Burma by air last year, 500,000 arrived in Rangoon, Burma’s former capital, according to industry reports.

   In August this year, Burma's Department of Civil Aviation announced plans to improve and expand Rangoon International Airport and Mandalay International Airport, as well to develop the new Hanthawaddy International Airport 80 km north of Rangoon. 

   "The equipment and facilities in Myanmar are quite old and with the rise of tourism they really need to get up to speed and get foreign experts to come in and help develop that market as quickly as they can," Shukor Yusof said.
   He said Indonesia was the real emerging market in the South East Asian aviation industry, but it also needed to catch up with respect to infrastructure requirements. "The growth of discount carriers in Indonesia is phenomenal - they are actually driving the market in the whole region but investment in infrastructure and airports and technology is not keeping pace with the growth of aviation economics in that country,“ he said. "The story is the same all over Indochina excluding Thailand, of course. In places like Laos, Cambodia and Myanmar, they need to do more than simply open the doors to tourism. Safety is fundamental if you want  a  functioning  aviation  indus-try."    (   
CROSSING BORDERS THROUGH ENVIRON-MENTAL PROTECTION EFFORTS
[TS: 13.10.13] – NINETY-SEVEN youth ‘eco-volunteers‘ recently gathered in Malaysia to take part in the inaugural ASEAN Youth Volunteer Programme (AYVP). Aged between 18 and 30, the participants from the 10 ASEAN member countries met for a five-week ‘eco-volunteerism‘ programme.

   After spending the first week at Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM) for an introduction,  the youth were split into four groups and assigned to biodiversity-rich sites in Malaysia. For three weeks, they volunteered in community-driven conservation initiatives at their respec-tive sites. 
   Laurence Lloyd Lugtu Lumagbas from the Phillipines, for example, was assigned to Kampung Dew, Perak, where the focus was on firefly habitat conservation and community-based ecotourism. “... The firefly population attracts tourists to the area and the local community need to know how to best capitalize on that,“ he said. “We trained the adults to be effective tourist guides and gave the children lessons in English as they will be the future tourist guides. We also helped the locals with drafting promotional and informational material for tourists.” 
   Atiqah Nadiah Zailani, a girl from Kuala Lumpur, was assigned to Setiu Wetlands, Terengganu, which focused on restoring and conserving a sustainable wetland eco-system for the community. “Our goal was to leave the place in a better state than when we first found it. We found that the coastal environment was quite polluted, so we initiated a beach clean-up programme where every morning for 14 days, we collected litter,” she said, adding that they collected 817kg of rubbish!
   The other two sites were Mersing in Johor, and the Kuala Selangor Nature Park in Selangor. 

The ‘eco-volunteers‘ spent their last week of the programme back at UKM where they reflected on and shared with each other their learning experiences. Laurence said that he had come away from the pro-gramme feeling like there was truly a common sense of ASEAN identity between the participants. 
   “I’ve come to realize that when it comes to the environ-ment, it is the small actions at the community level that matter and that should be encouraged,” added Atiqah Nadiah.
   At the closing ceremony, Prof Saran, who is the pro-gramme’s executive director, said the programme is an opportunity for youth across the ASEAN region to work together by helping communities and becoming environ-mental leaders. “This journey provides invaluable oppor-tunities for volunteers to make relevant and apply theo-retical knowledge to meet real world needs,” he said.   (
BURMA: BOMB FALL-OUT HITS 
TOURISM INDUSTRY
[DVB: 16.10.13; MT: 20.10.13] - HOTELS and other tourism-related businesses have begun to feel the fall-out from the recent bombings in Rangoon and across the country, while others in the private sector are concerned about lasting damage to tourism as the country approaches the high season. With a dozen bombs found or exploded in October, several embassies have already issued travel warnings advising against travel to Burma as the govern-ment has alluded that some of the attacks were aimed at foreigners.

   The bombings that killed two people and injured four others come on the cusp of Burma’s tourism high season, which also boasts several major festivals, as well as a major sports event, the SEA Games. Many foreign tou-rists have already cancelled their planned visits to Burma following the bombing at Traders Hotel in Rangoon. Park Royal Hotel marketing manager Ma Michelle Win said: “We have attended emergency meetings about the impact [of the bombings] on tourism, and we have increased [the number of] security guards, checking all guests’ bags. The only thing hotels can do is to increase security.” she said. 
   Perhaps the most heavily affected business is the high-end Traders Hotel, where an American tourist was injured by a bomb blast on 14 October. The blast made inter-national headlines, and the hotel issued a statement online to allay fears over hotel safety.

   Ministry of Hotels and Tourism director general U Aung Zaw Win said the explosions in hotels were the result of weaknesses in CCTV security and hotel housekeeping. Speaking at a televised press conference on 15 October, the director general said the focus of the ministry would be ensuring the safety of the 33 hotels in Rangoon and other towns that will be linked to the SEA Games visitors in December. U Aung Zaw Win said the ministry held concerns that the image of Burma’s tourism sector would be tarnished in the minds of foreign visitors and that increased hotel security vigilance would be seen across the country.

   Myanmar Travel Association union secretary U Naung Naung Han said:  “Due to the explosion, other countries think Myanmar is not safe and secure so we will lose the kinds of opportunities that developed in the years when the country was viewed optimistically. Tourists can change their plans and visit other countries they view as safer.”   (
BURMA: LAND PRICES SOAR AS MT. ZWEKABIN STARTS CABLE CAR PROJECT

[EM: 11.10.13] - LAND prices near Kayin State’s famous Mount Zwekabin have risen sharply due to a cable car project, according to the transport minister for the Kayin State government. 
   “The cable car project has only just begun, but land prices have already gone up. A piece of land worth Ks1 million [US$1027] before will be worth millions of kyats now,” said Saw Khin Maung Myint.

   Min Lwin, who went to investigate land prices near the mountain area, said land prices have doubled around the foot of Mount Zwekabin. As the first cable car project in Burma, Mount Zwekabin’s will provide easier transporta-tion for tourists and pilgrims visiting the Shwesandaw Pagoda, located at the peak of the 700-m high mountain. The project will also aid regional development of Kayin State, as new transportation, infrastructure, and hotels will be built in the area in connection with the project.

   “Land prices are over Ks15 million [US$15,416]. This is only the unfixed price. After the project has been com-pleted, there will be development in regional tourism and trade,” said Aung Maunn, secretary of the organizing committee.

   The project’s estimated cost is US$20 million. It is expected to be completed in 2015.   (
CAMBODIA: SIEM REAP METROPOLIS – LEGIT LAND DEAL OR DODGY TOWERS? 

[PPP: 18.10.13] – SINGAPOREAN investors are being wooed, mainly via social network promotions, to partake in a “free trip” to Siem Reap to view what is claimed will be one of the largest mixed-use property development projects in Cambodia. The developers, Cheung Sheng Global Holdings Ltd, are urging Singaporeans to invest in the Siem Reap Metropolis integrated complex and “Purchase a Property near 1 of the 7 wonders of the World Angkor Wat! Rare and Unique! Tremendous Potential for Capital Appreciation.”

   Never mind that Angkor Wat is not actually one of the Seven Wonders of the World – such trivial facts should not hold back a property deal that the developers promise, “will attract estimated 4 million of tourists to the region, escalate the boom of the tourism and property prices in Siem Reap.”

   Furthermore, the company promises, “The setup will be able to house a total of over 3000 tourists per night, which only accounts for half the daily tourist population per day. Considering the current 2 million tourists per annum and the steady rate of increase of 20% per year, we can expect the total capacity to account for only 20% of the total tourists population by the time of project completion.” Prospective customers are told, “The absolutely net lowest price in ASEAN /World you ever met where you can make more sale/ have your own property in your life. Buy and get FREE site view 4D3N +5 star Hotel+ 2 way flight Singapore-Cambodia. Join us for the Siem Reap Metropolis Oct 22-26 Trip.”

   Cheung Sheng Global Holdings claims its metropolis covers 227,000 sqm and will comprise two international hotels with conference and exhibition halls, and one boutique hotel, all able to house 3,000 tourists a night. The development will also include a six-storey shopping mall capable of housing 600 stores, cinemas and restaurants. A shopping street will be stationed at the entrance of the Metropolis, “housing both local and inter-national brands.” The complex also promises a heritage theme park, and a “cultural and night-life area,” and includes a residential area of 924,250 sqm housing seven condominiums, and an estimated capacity of 23,500 residents.

   On its website the company describes itself as, “Cheung Sheng Global Holdings Limited is an offshore company registered in Hong Kong, its holding Cheung Sheng Estates Limited, Cheung Sheng Century Co., Ltd. Cheung Sheng education, and several companies.” Another part of the website says, “Cheung Sheng Development (HK) is one of the leading real estate development groups in South East Asia.”

   There are reasons to be suspicious about this project; is it real or a scam?   (
CAMBODIA: ELEPHANTS AT CENTRE OF TOURISM TIFF

[PPP: 15.10.13] - FOR the ethnic Bunong people in the northeastern province of Mondulkiri, animals are an inte-gral part of the local economy. Pigs, chickens and water buffaloes offer a variety of sustenance and labour. But it is the elephants that bring foreigners – and foreigners bring cash.

   “When I get tours, the money is spread around the community,” said Mnacn Hong, who has been a mahout since the age of 13 in Poutang Village near Mondulkiri’s capital, Sen Monorom. Hong and other local guides say tourist dollars flowed until 2005, when an ‘ecotourism’ initiative called the Elephant Valley Project (EVP) started offering visitors a chance to observe, as opposed to ride, elephants. 

   The project was lauded in the media and travel blogs as an ethical alternative to the local tours. Any cursory search on the internet will result in posts and articles describing elephants beyond the reach of the project as abused.

   Hong, like other mahouts in the area, has felt the reaction financially and personally. “My elephants work four hours a day, and we treat them like family,” he said. “If there was no EVP, there would be more people in my community. Now, the tourists go to the Elephant Valley Project because they say don’t go to the communities.” According to Hong, business is down 50%.

   The EVP, run by an NGO called Elephant Livelihood Initiative Environment (ELIE), gives guests an opportunity to observe animals in their natural setting, deep in the jungle. Its website advertises a full-day tour, including food, for US$70. After a hike to one of three designated valleys that elephants are led to by their mahouts, visitors get a chance to see them roam the environment and bathe in the river. In the afternoon, tourists can help bathe the elephants from a man-made concrete platform. No elephant riding allowed here, though.

   Jemma Bullock, ELIE ecotourism programme officer and EVP assistant manager, insists that villagers are exaggerating, and that the project does not condemn elephant-riding tours. She pointed out that the project pays some local mahouts a US$125 monthly wage to bring their elephants, instead of letting them out for rides, to the sanctuary to “do what elephants do best”, play with mud and eat. “Visitors’ stay and donations directly contribute to the protection of these beautiful creatures, both captive and wild,” Bullock claimed.

   “[Tourists] support many other programmes that ELIE runs, providing benefits to the local Bunong community, including healthcare both in the community where the tourism project is based, as well as growing coverage to all elephant owners in Mondulkiri, a communal land-titling program, school support programme and other small projects,” she claimed.

   But conflict has intensified over the distribution of tourism dollars that the NGO receives in comparison to local tourism businesses.

   “The locals accuse us of being a business that keeps all the money,” Bullock said. “And they’re upset because they think we are taking all the tourists, but that’s not true.”

   But locals tell a different story. Sam Nang, the owner of the Green House guesthouse, which provides lodging and schedules tours, estimates that 80% of visitors ask for the EVP, ignoring other options.
   It is quite clear that the EVP competes with locals for tourism business, including treks and accommodation. Tours to waterfalls, villages, coffee plantations and jungle trekking have seen less traffic, locals complain. And, “When tourists do homestays, the family they stay with gets an income, but the NGO has bungalows,” said Phbara Kech, a local tour guide and travel operator. He pointed out that Bunong mahouts are not able to go on the web and defend themselves on English-language travel sites. “People should come to Mondulkiri and talk to people and find out themselves. Not only reading in Lonely Planet and believing these things.”   (
INDONESIA: CALLS FOR A BYLAW TO PROTECT FISHERFOLKS 

 [JP: 18.10.13] – NGOs focusing on environmental issues have urged the Bali administration to draft a bylaw that would protect the rights of traditional fishermen, who have been marginalized by massive coastal development on the island.
   I Made Iwan Dewantama, manager of the Marine Protected Area Network programme with Conservation International (CI) Indonesia, said the bylaw was crucial as a formal recognition of the rights of traditional fishermen to catch fish within a certain zone as their working area. “If farmers in Bali are protected with the subak traditional farming system, then fishermen should also be pro-tected,“ he argued. “The fishermen have sovereignty over their working zone, and this should be legally recognized with a bylaw.”
   He added many of them had been marginalized by development taking place on the island’s coastal areas, where public beaches were turned into tourist resorts and other facilities. “In some areas, the fishermen even have no space to park their traditional fishing boats. The pro-vincial government should learn from Raja Ampat regency [in West Papua province], where the rights of traditional fishermen have been legally recognized.”
   Suryadi Darmoko, from the environmental group Walhi Bali, said that the current regulations had yet to favor fishermen’s rights and environmental conservation. “The massive development along some of the island’s coastal areas has not only marginalized poor fishermen, but also put the environment in danger,” he said. 

   He doubted the administration’s seriousness to control the conversion of the seaside natural landscape. “The administration easily issued development licenses for investors, even in conservation areas like Benoa Bay.” He was referring to the controversial land reclamation project for the building of a huge tourism complex, including a Disneyland-like theme park, apartments, hotels, villas, entertainment centers, a hospital and a university campus (see also sea-tm 4[4] ).
   To improve the country’s marine sector, including en-hancing the livelihoods of traditional fishermen, the NGOs also demanded provincial and regency administrations nationwide allocate a substantial budget for the sector. CI Indonesia found that in most areas, budget allocations for the marine sector were below one per cent of the total regional budgets.
   “This shows that the marine sector has yet to be a priority in national development, in spite of the great potential of marine resources Indonesia has,” Dewantama said.

   Indonesia is the largest archipelago in the world with 17,504 islands. Its coastline, at 95,181km, is the fourth longest in the world. Stretching between the Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean, the archipelago has approximately 50,875 sqkm, or about 18%, of the world’s coral reefs.   (
INDONESIA: DEVELOPERS PLAN $4.57 BILLION PROJECT FOR JAKARTA BAY

[JG: 19.9.13] - ONE of Indonesia’s largest property deve-lopers, Agung Podomoro, has joined forces with Intiland Development and Pembangunan Jaya Ancol to develop a multi-billion-dollar tourist park in North Jakarta at a total combined cost of US$4.57 billion. When completed it will be one of the biggest real estate projects in the country.

   To be built on reclaimed land in Jakarta Bay, the project is inspired by the ambitious Palm Islands, an artificial archipelago in Dubai, and will comprise residential, tourism, commercial and recreation centers. A total of 17 new islands are planned as part of the development.   Gatot Setyo Waluyo, the president director of Jaya Ancol, said that construction of the new project would commence in 2014.
   North Jakarta is already home to a large theme park, Ancol Dreamland, owned by Pembangunan Jaya Ancol, which has been a popular tourist attraction ever since it opened in 1966, offering a mix of restaurants, theme parks, wildlife attractions, hotels and entertainment venues.

   Trihatma Kusuma Haliman, the president director of Agung Podomoro, said that the company had obtained a license from the Jakarta administration to begin the work on the reclamation project, with the new land to be developed into a recreational park. Intiland Development has also obtained permits for its projects.

   Agung Podomoro owns several mixed-use property complexes throughout Jakarta, including Podomoro City, Senayan City, Kuningan City and Gandaria City, while Intiland and Jaya Ancol also own mixed-use and residential properties around the Greater Jakarta area.
   Unlike in Bali, where local residents and environ-mentalists have strongly protested a huge land reclamation project at Benoa Bay, the planned Jakarta Bay development has not been met with public resistance.   (
THE RAVAGING OF MALAYSIA’S
CAMERON HIGHLANDS 

[AJ: 25.10.13] - LAND is being cleared at an unprece-dented rate in the Cameron highlands, some 1,500m above sea level, not only for hotels and residential housing, but also for vegetable and flower farms. 
   The biggest problem in the Cameron Highlands is "the uncontrolled clearing of the forest, even in the water catchment area", said Ramakrishnan Ramasamy, who was born in the region and in 2001 set up Regional Environmental Awareness Cameron Highlands (REACH) to help protect and preserve the area's unique environ-ment. "The effect has been most direct on the flora and fauna. We used to see plants that we now can't find. We see lowland birds are migrating up here and the highland birds are moving out."

   People have been visiting the Cameron Highlands for decades in search of a cool respite from the steamy lowlands below. First it was the British, who glimpsed something of their homeland in the forested landscape - and, after independence, Malaysians, who enjoyed the cool weather and began developing farms on the plateau.

   Caroline Russell, who now runs the famous Boh tea plantation, believes there needs to be a better balance between development and the environment. "Yes, Cameron Highlands is an important agricultural centre with vegetables, flowers and tea, but tourism is also very fundamental," she said. "People are going for the whole idea of a retreat and it's not a retreat. Go there during a public holiday and it's pandemonium."

   For years there was only one route into the highlands: a narrow, and often treacherous, road cutting through thick jungle from the south to the plateau first discovered by William Cameron on a mapping expedition in 1885. Then, in 2004, a new road was completed - a major engineering feat in itself - opening up the northern highlands to Malaysia's main highway and bringing in more farmers, developers and tourists.

   The clearing of forest from steep slopes has already triggered landslides in an area that sees plenty of rainfall. Roads have fallen down hillsides and homes have been flattened. In the worst incident, in 2011, seven indigenous people were killed when their homes were buried by mud.

    The once picturesque views of the dense mountain jungle are increasingly difficult to find. The mossy forest that covered as much as 100 sqkm of land now measures only about 60 sqkm. In its place are terraced buildings - helping trap the heat from the sun - or the plastic sheeting, irrigation pipes and stores for fertilizer and che-micals that accompany the plateau's commercial farms. 

   The effect on water supplies has been disastrous. Researchers have found E. coli and high levels of pesticides and chemicals in the highland's rivers, which provide drinking water for local communities. The siltation also forced the closure of the area's hydroelectric dam because the turbines were clogged with mud. Even now with a clean-up underway, the lake remains brown and fetid; the continuing deforestation and construction upriver clog waterways and send sediment down to the lake.
   Maketab Mohamad, the president of the Malaysian Nature Society, has studied the rivers in the area and says the situation is becoming "unmanageable".

   "Lowland animals and plants now thrive, taking over and pushing out the highland species," added his colleague, Andrew Sebastian. "Long-term, we will see wild plants and highland species disappear. Fish and aquatic species are already in jeopardy. Most importantly, the loss of biodiversity could mean the loss of untold potential for ecotourism and pharmaceutical compo-nents."

   Critics blame corruption for the worsening situation. "It's the perennial problem," said Anthony Tan, the executive director of Kuala Lumpur-based environmental group CETDEM, which monitors climate change in the country. "[Law] enforcement is the weak link."   (
MALAYSIA: LUXURIOUS MABUL RESORT PROJECT SHROUDED IN MYSTERY
[DE: 16.10.13; TBP: 17.10.13] - THE status of the aban-doned multi-million-dollar resort project near Sabah’s best diving spot at Mabul remains a mystery. Even Tourism, Culture and Environment Minister Datuk Seri Panglima Masidi Manjun is not aware of the progress of the US$88.7-million project. “I am not in the know of the progress of the project … some say delayed,” he said.

   Efforts to get to the bottom of the project from the developing company’s top management also failed as none of them were available for comments. 

   Thousands of huge concrete piling columns sit protruding from the seabed out to the water surface at what seems to be an abandoned five-star resort on Mabul Island. These concrete piling spans about a kilometer long, from one end to another, is said to be part of a project listed under Prime Minister Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak’s much-publicized Economic Transformation Programme (ETP), and is among the other initiatives identified to serve as catalysts to establish Semporna as ‘Borneo’s Marine Paradise‘. Other initiatives are the Sipadan Mangrove Resort, and Mount Conner Tourism Hub.

   The shocking discovery was made by a group of concerned Sabah-based tour operators, who recently highlighted the issue in a blog entitled ‘Alorie Lepa Lepa Resort – just another mega-tourism and investment scam?‘. They were initially excited with what would be the latest tourism attraction and visited the project site to see what is in store, especially with the Visit Malaysia Year 2014 approaching. However, they were caught by surprise when all they saw were the thousand of huge concrete piling columns protruding from the seabed out to the water surface.

   In an interview with the local people, they were told that the project has been abandoned for more than six months now, and the contractors too have left. “No one seems to know what actually happened to the project. They also told us that they were only aware of the project when the piling works started.

   “Some of our counterparts here meanwhile told us that at one time, the project owner even arrogantly boasted that once completed and operational, this resort ‘will kill off all the 24 tour operators in Mabul‘... And now, all that is left behind are thousands of huge concrete piling columns are not only a terrible eyesore and a ‘monument of shame’ but, worse still, a potential environmental disaster!” reads the blog. They added that they believe that the scam might be perpetrated by high-powered people.   (
LAOS: NO MORE CASINOS, 
SAYS DEPUTY PM

[TN: 9.9.13] - LAOS will no longer grant new concessions for casinos in special economic zones (SEZ) on its soil, Deputy Prime Minister Somsavat Lengsavad recently said. "Casinos in special economic zones such as the one in Boten (on the border to China in the north) have made no good contribution to development and even affected relations between China and Laos, so we don't want them anymore," Somsavat said.
   The idea to end casino concessions in SEZs came with a plan to review new economic zones in Laos as there had been confusion and ineffective regulation, he said. The casino in Boten lured a lot of Chinese gambling tourists to the small border town, and it became a source of crime and conflict. China asked Laos to shut the casino down in 2011 after news reports that Chinese gamblers were held hostage to repay their debts.
   Laos currently has 10 SEZs around the nation and had planned to have as many as 49 by 2020. "The plan exists but we don't need to rush and I want to improve and refocus on the existing ten first," Somvat  said.
   "Looking back to what we have done over the past years, our economic zones were not good enough for economic development as we were not ready for many aspects including policy, regulation and management," said the deputy PM.
   In areas such as Savannakhet, the government offered a plot of land as its capital for investment, and foreign groups put up cash for infrastructure development for their part, he said. There was also a casino in Savan-Seno SEZ in the southern province to attract tourists. But the government wanted to re-focus on industrial production from now on, Somsavat said, noting that the casino would be allowed to remain until the end of its concession. The government would review all details about the existing zones, he said, and noted that such details included management, protection of labour and social welfare for workers.   (
PHILIPPINES: BOHOL, CEBU TOURISM
SHAKEN BY 7.2 QUAKE

[TTG-A: 16.10.13] - TRAVEL companies cancelled tours and scrambled to keep tourists comfortable in the wake of the 7.2 magnitude earthquake on 15 October. The earth-quake, which struck 2km southeast of Carmen town in Bohol, temporarily disrupted operations at Mactan-Cebu International Airport and Tagbilaran Airport in Bohol as well as ferry services to Tagbilaran port. It also caused heavy damage to Bohol’s road network, leaving cracks in major roads and destroying four bridges.

   Jun de los Reyers, marketing manager of Travel Village, said tours for South Korean and Chinese clients were cancelled for the foreseeable future, while the company assessed the situation. Guests housed at Bohol Tropics Resort in Tagbilaran, where Travel Village is based, were staying in tents and got electricity through generators, while Travel Village consultants ran makeshift operations nearby for safety reasons, he added.

   Aileen Domingo, vice president of CCT.168 Travel & Tours, said the agency was discouraging tours within Bohol and telling travellers to remain within their resorts as their was the danger of heavy aftershocks. “Some tourists were insisting on city tours (to Tagbilaran) and the countryside tour, which we couldn’t allow,” she said.

   The majority of Panglao resorts showed minor damage due to the earthquake, according to the chairman of the provincial tourism council of Bohol, Lucas Nunag. Power in Tagbilaran was restored, but not for all Panglao resorts, though most properties had their own generators, he said.

   Over in Cebu, tours were also cancelled after the quake but were resumed shortly afterward, according to Jun Barretto, president of Cebu Trip Tours. “Malls in Cebu were closed, as well as some shops and other establishments.”

  Tourist attractions also took a beating, with Chocolate Hills, Baclayon Church, Loboc river and Loboc church – the last completely flattened by the quake – becoming off limits. At least 10 Spanish-era churches were damaged or destroyed in Bohol, while the belfry of Sto Nino Shrine in Cebu fell apart during the quake.   (   
THAILAND: BEACH ENCROACHMENT  CAUSES EROSION IN PATTAYA
[TN: 21.10.13] - LIKE many other coastal tourist desti-nations, Pattaya is losing parts of its sand beach to erosion. About 50 years ago, Pattaya boasted 35m of beachfront, but presently, sandy areas are less than five metres in width during high tide. 

   In order to restore the city's 2.7-km beach to its former glory, a massive landfill project is planned at a cost of about  US$14.5 million. Under the project, tonnes of sand would be transported to the beachfront to restore the condition of the city's North, Central and South Pattaya beaches. 
   Pattaya Deputy Mayor Ronakit Ekasingh was optimistic that the landfill project was a sustainable solution for keeping the beachfront in pristine condition. He said the area would first undergo an environmental impact assess-ment (EIA) under the supervision of the Marine Depart-ment.
   The city has already spent some US$516,000 in emergency funds to check the 29-m erosion of North Pattaya beach. Hundreds of giant sandbags line the beach. 
   The idea of a landfill to counter coastal erosion was first conceived in 1994. The Pattaya Bay Area, one of Asia’s largest beach resort areas, appeals to both local and foreign travellers, each year attracting about 10 million visitors. Over the past four years, Pattaya's city admini-stration and Chulalongkorn University have been working together to develop the project into a workable solution. Chulalongkorn researcher Thanawat Jarupongsakul said the new landfill in Pattaya would be the first of its kind in Thailand. Should the project prove a success, it would be emulated in Hua Hin and other coastal areas in the south, Thanawat said.
   The Pattaya landfill, he said, would need over 360,000m3 of sand and would take over eight months to complete. Barriers in the sea would have to be constructed 15m high to create a buffer zone and protect the 100-m stretch of beach, before the sand to enlarge the beachfront could be introduced. The process would have to be repeated again in about 10 to 14 years to ensure the condition of the beach was maintained. 
   A simulated study indicated that as much as 10m of a beachfront landfill is washed away in the first year. According to Thanawat, the sand lost each year would have to be replaced for three years running, before the sand settled and the width of the beachfront remained naturally stable.
   Conservationists have warned that a landfill might not be easy to implement in the face of strong winds, storms and tides. Na Krua conservationist Ratana Ongsombat opposes the landfill. Before the construction of buildings on Pattaya's beachfront, the wind and tide had protected the beach from erosion, she said. However, encroach-ment on the beach had halted this natural process. Other landfills in southern Thailand and abroad failed to check coastal erosion, Ratana said. 
   "Beach erosion will not be halted so long as authorities turn a blind eye to beach encroachment," she said, adding the beachfront landfill would end up causing even worse erosion. 
   Kasetsart University environmentalist Somnuk Jong-meewasin said the landfill was a stopgap solution for coastal erosion. "The sustainable way to solve erosion is to refrain from encroaching on the sea", he said. "Manmade diversions of the tide and current are the main causes of this erosion."   (
VIETNAM’S PARTY CHIEF WARNS AGAINST GROWING ECONOMIC DIVIDE
Over the last decade, Vietnam has experienced rapid economic growth and an impressive tourism boom. While the country’s elite has marched towards greater economic prosperity, the majority of the population has been marginalized. The following is edited from a longer article by An Dien [TNN: 15.10.13]

V

ietnam’s wealth gap is only widening and poses the most worrying threat to the survival of the political regime, Communist Party chief Nguyen Phu Trong said on 9 October in his wrap-up speech at a regular meeting of the Party Central Committee, a powerful grou-ping of 175 senior Party members.
     It was not the first time the coun-try’s top leader warned against socio-economic disparity. Trong empha-sized the rich-poor gap at another meeting of the Central Committee last year, saying the gap existed even inside the Party.

     “Some Party members have gotten richer so quickly, leading a lavish life that is miles away from that of the workers,” Trong said at that time.
     For more than two decades, Viet-nam has notched up rapid and stunning economic growth and there have been warnings against the gap between the rich and the poor. But these concerns have largely been ignored in the euphoria of being the latest Asian economic tiger on the block. The country’s 13 year-low economic growth of 5.03% last year has continued to punish the poor and only exacerbates the gap between the haves and have-nots.

     The number of extremely wealthy people in Vietnam has grown by 14.7% this year, the second fastest rate in South East Asia after Thailand, according to a recent report released by the Singaporean com-pany Wealth-X and Swiss bank UBS. The inaugural World Ultra Wealth Report says the number of ultra-high net worth individuals (UHNWIs), defined as those with assets of US$30 million and above, has risen to 195 this year and they have a combined wealth of US$20 billion.
     Vietnam joined the lower-middle income bracket in 2009, with per capita income rising to US$1,555 last year from US$110 two decades earlier, according to the World Bank.  But Vietnam's rich were 9.2 times wealthier than the poor in 2011 compared to 8.9 times wealthier in 2008, according to the latest data compiled by the General Statistics Office.

   In major cities like Hanoi and HCMC, the gulf is glaringly evident. Major luxury brand boutiques – Marc Jacobs, Cartier, Gucci, Louis Vuitton, or Hermès – preen on the streets be-fore the eyes of construction workers and street vendors who sit at side-walk eateries, spending less than a dollar on a meal. 
     In Vietnam’s highland areas, a majority of the ethnic minority resi-dents are still struggling to eat enough food every day, while a 2014 Rolls-Royce Wraith is set to ply the Vietnamese streets that already teem with all the luxury brands – Bugatti, Ferrari, Lamborghini, Maybach, Rolls-Royce and Bentley – soon as a local resident recently bought it at a cost of around VND19 billion (US$902,000), Tuoi Tre (Youth) newspaper reported.
     The best way economists and political scientists have to measure inequality is the Gini coefficient. In using the Gini coefficient, zero represents perfect equality and 100 perfect inequality. According to the most recent World Bank data, Vietnam is at 35.57. Elsewhere in Vietnam’s neighborhood, the Philip-pines is at 42.98, Malaysia at 46.21; Indonesia was at 34.01 and Thailand at 40.02. 
     “Vietnam is hardly the worst in the region, but the trend lines are not good,” said Zachary Abuza, a Washington-based South East Asia analyst.
     Huynh Ngoc An, a taxi driver in the tourism-haven Phu Quoc Island in the Mekong Delta province of Kien Giang, is not excited about a govern-ment plan to grant the island special administrative region status on the lines of Hong Kong in a bid to cash in on its tourism potentials. 
     “Clearly, Phu Quoc will continue to thrive but people like us will also continue to struggle to make ends meet,” he said. “For years, economic development has benefited only a handful of officials and powerful people.”   (

YUNNAN/ CHINA: TOURISM 
DEVELOPERS IN THE SPOTLIGHT
[WCT: 3.10. 13] - THE potential tourism market in China's Yunnan province has attracted developers to the local real estate market. However, the market is on the verge of a potential crisis as the government does not supervise the development of land, reports the Chinese-language China Real Estate News.

   Many market observers have criticized the Century Golden Resources Group for constructing a five-star hotel, villas, a golf course and a hot-spring resort, saying that the development was a huge waste of Yunnan's unique natural resources. After finding success in Beijing, Century Golden Resources began to invest heavily in Yunnan's Tengchong county in 2007, spending US$1.3 billion on a 6,200-acre plot of land. In November 2009, the company also began to build a holiday resort in Xishuangbanna Dai autonomous prefecture.

   Second-tier developers are also eyeing the potential market in Yunnan. Figures showed that the total planned investment for the province's tourism-related real estate market is more than US$326.7 billion as of September.

   The local government's plan to develop the tourism market created a significant opportunity for real estate developers, an insider said. However, government poli-cies have focused on tourism development, leading to a series of problems as companies are developing land for tourism with no plans to construct facilities for leisure activities.
   Meanwhile, some observers are concerned about Yunnan's current push to expand its tourism sector, citing south China's Hainan province as an example. Many leading developers poured a significant amount of money into Hainan when the concept of establishing it as an International Tourism Island was introduced. However, prosperity has brought many socioeconomic and environmental problems to the island, observers say.  ( 
YUNNAN/ CHINA: UNRULY TOUR
OPERATORS PUNISHED

[SCMP: 6.10.13] - TWO Yunnan travel agencies have been fined and two of their tour guides have lost their licences for forcing tourists to pay extra for "Tibetan home meals". The incident, in which the guides threatened tourists, who refused to pay and abandoned them on the side of the road, was the latest travel horror story coming to light during the recent  "Golden Week" holidays.

   The National Holiday Office, which is under the State Council and led by the National Tourism Administration, issued a statement condemning the behavior, citing a law banning forced shopping which recently took effect.

   The Yunnan provincial tourism watchdog fined the travel agencies involved - the Diqing Shangri-la China Youth Travel Service and the Diqing Kawagebo Travel Agency - and barred them from operating for one month. A task force was sent to the Tibetan autonomous prefecture of Diqing to investigate the case.

   The guides were caught on video forcing customers to pay as much as 380 yuan (US$62) each for a Tibetan "home meal". Three tourists who were unwilling to pay were forced out of the bus between Lijiang and Shangri-la, at least two hours from either city, the report said. The tourists tried to report the case to tourism authorities in Diqing, but an agent told them: "If you pay as they [tour guides] tell you, they won't kick you out."

      Those who agreed to pay up realized that the "home meal" turned out to be a dinner in a big hall where dancers performed. Requests for refunds were greeted with loud rejections, the report showed.

   State media said many other tourists had been subjected to similar treatment.   (
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