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RACE ON TO BE ASIA’S TOP AIR HUB

[KH: 11.12.15; JP: 21.11.15] – COMPETITION among Asian air hubs is heating. Notwithstanding the fact that air transport is a major contributor to global warming, countries in the region are scurrying to build new airports, add runways and expand passenger terminals to become the continent’s top gateway to the world.
   With surging air travel and burgeoning budget carriers, airports in South Korea, China, Japan, Singapore, India and Thailand are increasing capacity to meet demand. “Asian countries are showing a significant growth in air travel, higher than the global average, amid their continued economic growth, which leads to airports’ massive expansion and a paradigm change in the industry,” Korea Aerospace University professor Hurr Hee-young said.

   Data by the Center for Asia Pacific Aviation (CAPA) shows that US$226.8 billion will be invested in building new airports or expanding airport facilities in the Asia-Pacific. That is 37% of global investment, and the highest of any region in the world.
   South Korea’s Incheon International Airport has joined the construction boom to better handle spikes in passenger traffic that approach its maximum capacity. Once the construction is completed, the airport will be able to handle 62 million passengers and 5.8 million tons of air cargo per year with new three additional runways.
   The already well-connected Changi Airport in Singapore plans to ramp up its capacity by building a fifth terminal and a third runway, with the projects to be completed in the middle of the next decade. A fourth terminal is currently under construction. “Once-sleepy Asian airline and airport peers are waking up and taking back the traffic Incheon has attracted. Long-haul growth is occurring out of Beijing, Tokyo, Hong Kong and Taipei,” CAPA said in a report. 
   Thailand’s Suvarnabhumi was built in 2006 to replace Don Muang Airport in northern Bangkok. Yet the regional boom in air travel meant that it was handling more passengers than its capacity within five years of its opening. To cope, the government re-opened the decom-missioned Don Muang in 2012, and enticed budget carriers like AirAsia to relocate there. 

   Repeated delays in the expansion of Suvarnabhumi allowed the growth in passenger traffic to outpace that of facilities. The airport has a capacity of 45 million passengers a year. But in the 12 months to September, it handled 52 million passengers, and the numbers are set to climb further given Thailand's expected tourism growth. Meanwhile, various develop-ments at Suvarnabhumi are back on track - an extra runway, two new terminals, as well as an expansion of the current terminal. All of that will add at least 35 million passengers to its annual capacity. 
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   China excels other Asian countries in the number of airport construction projects and the amount of capital investment. The Chinese aviation market is being lifted by rising business travel and a surge in outbound tourism fueled by an increasingly wealthy middle class in coastal and inland cities. To reflect such social and economic changes, a second airport is currently under construction in Daxing District, in the south of Beijing. The new facility is estimated to cost US$13.1 billion and is scheduled to open in 2018. The new international airport will be able to handle 72 million passengers before 2025 and eventually handle 100 million passengers, Chinese authorities said.
   Some Japanese airports are responding to the needs of terminals dedicated to budget airlines, as nearly 60% of all airline seats in Southeast Asia are on low-cost carriers (LCCs). In April, Japan’s Narita International Airport opened a terminal for budget airlines to court a growing number of low-cost carriers for domestic and short-haul overseas flights. At Osaka the airport operator is considering constructing a fourth terminal dedicated to LCCs at Kansai Airport.   ( 
BURMA: MILITARY CRONIES EXPAND
THEIR EMPIRES

[AFP: 3.11.15; SCMP: 29.11.15] - HOTELS, harbours or mines, Burma’s most significant industries firmly remain in the grip of military-linked tycoons, whoever forms the government in the coming years. The country’s economy appears to be a tantalizing prospect to international inves-tors, but sections of it are firmly off-limits. These are the realms of the nation’s infamous ‘cronies‘ — a business elite who gobbled up state contracts and carved out monopolies under the corrupt former junta, which rewarded loyalists.

   “Cronies are the main winners,” said Sean Turnell, an expert on Burma’s economy and adviser to Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for Democracy (NLD) that won a landslide victory in the 8 November election. “They domi-nate in industries in which the government gives them special concessions, and protects them from competition.”

   One such tycoon is Aye Ne Win, grandson of Burma’s notorious dictator Ne Win, who like many of the financial elite has risen through entrenched networks of privilege. “I have connections so it’s easy to make business,” he said.
   Unlike others, however, his family fell out of favour with the former military regime — Aye Ne Win and his two brothers were jailed for a decade in 2002 as part of a purge by Than Shwe, Burma’s last serving general. But in the years since he and his siblings have staged a comeback, steadily building a vast empire that spans construction, hotels and banking. “None of our family has ever been restricted from travelling or prohibited from entering anywhere in the world,” he said.

   Yet, many of the country’s biggest tycoons do remain on a Washington blacklist, forbidding American companies from doing business with them even though most western sanctions have been dropped. Steven Law is one such businessman. A leaked US diplomatic cable from 2007 described him as a ‘top crony‘ to the former regime’s generals and the son of an alleged drug lord. He owns Asia World, a sprawling conglomerate with stakes in sectors including tourism, shipping and construction. The company also benefits from the generals’ successors. In 2013, it won a multi-million dollar government contract to upgrade Rangoon’s international airport.

   The military itself retains a significant hold over business through its Union of Myanmar Economic Holdings, a huge conglomerate that remains under US sanctions with major stakes in gems, brewing, real estate and transport. But in a sign of the changing times, some tycoons have begun cosying up to Suu Kyi’s NLD. Zaw Zaw — a US-sanctioned tycoon who owns the Max Myanmar conglomerate and has interests in gems, real estate and tourism — has made large donations to the party. 

   Whether the tycoons can make an ally of the NLD is yet to be seen. The party has vowed to double-down on the economy, promising jobs and higher taxes to benefit the poor, while Suu Kyi has made a ‘clean government‘ the centrepiece of her campaign. Aware of the country’s evolution, many cronies are trying to ‘detoxify‘ their reputations. “A few have begun to manage their public image and speak of their support for a new democratic Myanmar,” said Htwe Htwe Thein, a Burma expert at Australia’s Curtin University.

   Although the cronies still enjoy primacy, business figures say a more competitive environment is slowly emerging. “Under the military regime, it was impossible to win against the cronies,” said Kyaw Kyaw Hlaing, chairman of the Smart Group. But while some “60%” of government contracts still lack transparency over how they are awarded, he added, this has not deterred foreign investors. 
    Foreign investors can expect to feel safer and do business more easily in Burma under the incoming government led by Aung San Suu Kyi, who is determined to cut barriers to entry of multinationals and to ensure the rule of law is strong, said Robert Pé, a senior legal adviser to Suu Kyi. "We need to make it much easier for domestic and foreign investors. That's why reducing regulation is key and reducing bribery is also key, " Pé added.   (
BURMA: NO BAGAN HERITAGE 
RECOGNITION YET

[TI: 24.11.15] - “Hotel Project, No Trespassing”; such sign-boards are increasingly common in Bagan, the site of an incalculable repository of cultural and historical heritage in the plains of central Burma, as development ramps up in anticipation of a tourism boom.

   Among the people of Burma, the area evokes an image of beautiful pagodas and stupas set against still fields, a link to the era of the Pagan Kingdom of the 9th century. But today, Bagan teems with passenger coaches and cargo trucks. Its outlying villages are crowded with shops and hotels, its restaurants vying eagerly for foreign visitors. The sheer scale of development over a short period of time has alarmed locals.

   “The developers dig the earth, doing as they please,” said one Bagan resident, pointing at a new 100-acre hotel project. “This place is said to be the burial ground of royal families and King Anawratha. But they don’t value it.” He added: “They have turned this place into a hotel zone. Every business here is dominated by cronies. I don’t know who sold the land. We can’t stand seeing this.”

   In response to concerns over the impact of tourism development, the Bagan Lovers’ Association was formed in 2005 to help keep the area around the archeological zone clean, perform philanthropic works and raise awareness around heritage issues. Their representations to the government have routinely fallen on deaf ears. “I have evidence that the Department of Archaeology, National Museum and Library have approved construction projects without scrutinizing them first,” said Chin Bo, a member of the association. “Why do they allow five or six feet from ancient stupas? I can’t understand.”

   In recent years, Bagan has entrenched itself as one of the top tourist destinations for foreign travelers. In this respect, the government has accomplished a long-cherished ambition of the previous military regime, which evicted many villagers from the epicenter of the old city and embarked upon a crude effort to restore a large number of damaged temples. However, the junta’s 1996 effort to secure a UNESCO World Heritage listing fell flat at a time when the country was internationally isolated by the events surrounding the military takeover, tourist arrivals remained stagnant as a result of a boycott called by the National League for Democracy. 

   Thein Lwin, the deputy director-general of Bagan Department of Archaeology, said that many of the concerns surrounding the area’s conservation and heritage protection dated to the construction approvals given to hotel owners during this period.  “Anyone can visit freely the pagodas and stupas in those hotels. Entry is not barred, and hotel gates are not closed. Where we have heard about fencing in of pagodas, we are preparing to take actions against this.”

   Burma’s Ministry of Culture is currently working with a number of international agencies to draw up a master plan for the conservation of Bagan’s archeological zone. Though the 1996 push for World Heritage recognition was rejected, in October the Myazedi Stone Inscription in Bagan was last month included UNESCO Memory of the World register.

   Bagan locals have criticized the department’s attempts to lay blame solely at the feet of the previous regime, saying that authorities have not taken swift action to address the potential threat of unsustainable tourism growth in the area. “It does not matter who did this,” said Min Naing, chairman of the Bagan Lovers’ Association. “What we need is prompt action because heritage is irreplaceable.”   (
BURMA: THE DESTRUCTION OF
NGAPALI BEACH
[FM: 11.12.15] - TOURISM is modest but growing at Ngapali, with a limited number of mid-range and upscale hotels operating in the area. Nearly all the beachfront land has been sold and only a small strip of public beach remains. But the sand is disappearing.

   Normally, the sea removes and deposits sand in an everlasting cycle. A beach will gently slope upwards, until it runs into the natural barriers of plant growth and the roots of palm trees. Sand mining at Ngapali has disturbed the natural balance. Sand depths on the beach are up to one metre lower than last year, and the slope to the foreshore is steeper.

   The removal of the sand has enabled the sea to undermine the foundations of hotel compound boundary walls and the roots of palm trees, many of which fell over this year during the monsoon. Retaining walls for beachfront terraces at the Sandoway Resort and the Merciel Retreat and Resort also collapsed. A hotel being built by the Department of Civil Aviation, a stone’s throw from Thandwe Airport, encountered the same fate. The wall around the compound fell apart.

   The Ministry of Hotels and Tourism has been trying to curb the sand mining since 2004. Its most recent effort to stop the illegal use of beach sand was MoHT notification 2/15, dated 1 January 2015. It was followed by notification 1/2015 from the Thandwe General Affairs Department on 27 January, which prohibited the removal of beach sand and warned of serious action against those who flouted the rules.

   In Gaw village, just north of the airport, village head U Naing Naing admitted being involved in sand mining in the past. “But the last six months we have not done this anymore,” he said. “We did not get a permit from the local government.” However, just about 200m from the village, tyre tracks leading to the beach were an indication that, permit or no permit, demand for beach sand remains strong. The workers there had no qualms explaining what they were doing. “This sand will be used to extend the main road and for bridge construction 80km south,” said Ko Wai Moe. “We can do two runs a day,” he said. “Every truckload earns K130,000 (appr. US$100).“  

   Oliver E Soe Thet, who runs the Laguna Lodge at Ngapali and is a former advisor to the Union government on Rakhine coastal issues, does not understand why construction companies are not using grey river sand, which only costs K40,000 (appr. US$30) a truckload. “Beach sand is not appropriate for construction,” he said.

   Yet, sand excavated from Ngapali Beach is widely used for construction projects in the area. Mr Soe Thet said that Sittwe State Hospital was built with chlorinated sea sand. The hospital is falling apart. “The new Ngapali hospital and school will face the same fate,” he said. “It is irresponsible and dangerous.”   (
CAMBODIA: WILD THINGS RETURN TO
ANGKOR WAT
[TG: 24.11.15; AC: 27.11.15] - ANGKOR was once obscured by hundreds of years of vegetation and covered by accumulated soil. Later it was damaged by modern wars and then plundered by looters in the 1980s and 90s. Cambodia’s national treasure, the planet’s largest religious monument and a UNESCO World Heritage Site, Angkor Wat, is not only a reminder of the region’s rich Hindu and (later) Buddhist history, it functions as a testament to the grandness of the Khmer Empire, a territory that once encompassed the majority of mainland Southeast Asia. In modern Cambodia, a country troubled by poverty, hunger and corruption — though with a rapidly growing economy —, Angkor Wat is a lucrative tourist attraction and a valued cultural and natural site. 
   “[The] Angkor Temple Complex, a World Heritage Site, contains some of the oldest forests in Cambodia. However, nearly all of the wildlife that used to live there had been extirpated due to overhunting in the 1980s and 1990s,” said Nick Marx, the director of Wildlife Rescue and Care Pro-grammes at Wildlife Alliance. “Though a tragic loss, this means there is plenty of opportunity and space for various species to establish homesteads.”

   Wildlife Alliance, partnering with the Forestry Administra-tion and the Apsara Authority, began rewilding the forest in 2013 when it released a pair of pileated gibbons into the forests surrounding Angkor Wat. Less than a year later, the pair had a baby. “The birth signified the triumph of this unique reintroduction programme,” said Marx. Since then, the team has released another pileated gibbon pair who “took longer to acclimate to the release enclosure...we remained patient as it is vital to give these sensitive animals as long as they possibly need to feel comfortable and exhibit natural tendencies in the wild,” according to Marx.

   But the Wildlife Alliance team did not stop with gibbon families. Last December, they released three Germain’s silver langurs into the forest. Known for their wild hair-dos, these monkeys have a special stomach to handle a diet of toxic leaves. Like the gibbons, they are listed as en-dangered and are killed for food and medicine in addition to losing their homes to agriculture and logging.

   The wildlife trade is rife throughout Cambodia as it is in much of Southeast Asia where forests are being emptied of fauna for food, medicine and unsuitable pets. Although there are laws on the books against the trade, corruption, poverty and rising demand across the region have made combating it incredibly difficult.

   Since 2001, Wildlife Alliance has been fighting the illegal wildlife trade. But Suwanna Guantlett, the CEO of Wildlife Alliance, said that the NGO quickly ran into the issue of what to do with the the living victims. The group soon built the Phnom Tamao Wildlife Rescue Centre (PTWRC) to house the rescued animals in natural-like conditions. To-day, the facility is home to over a thousand animals rescued from the cook pot or the cage. While most of the animals at the rescue centre are unable to be released back into the wild due to injury or a low chance of long-term survival, a few lucky ones find their way into the forest again.

   However, it is one thing to have animals that could make it in the wild if given a shot; it is another to find appropriate habitat in a country where many forests already house these species or are on the chopping block. When the team started looking for a place to rewild their gibbons, the Angkor Wat forest jumped out. Overhunting meant that the forest was free of any big-bodied animals, containing only minor populations of muntjac, mouse deer, porcupine, nor-thern squirrel and cobras, as well as various bird species.

   But since Angkor Wat became a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1992, the forest has enjoyed some of the highest protections in a country that lost more than 1.5 mio ha of forest since 2001 - an area half the size of Belgium - according to Global Forest Watch.

   “[Angkor Wat] is also a high profile destination with over two million annual visitors,” said Marx. “This means that we can draw attention on a much larger scale to the issues of wildlife and habitat conservation.”

   Marx said that soon after the gibbons arrived, some guides began using food to try and lure the apes down from tree canopies - where they spend almost their entire life – so camera-wielding tourists could get a closer look. The wild-life team responded by providing supplementary feeding deeper in the forest to draw the gibbons away from tourist crowds. “This strategy has worked well, and the gibbons no longer take food from strangers,” noted Marx.

   Given the success of rewilding with both the pileated gibbons and Germain’s silvered langurs, the Wildlife Alliance team is now prepping to bring back its biggest animal yet: sambar deer. The largest deer in Asia, sambar deer can weigh over 500kg and are known as prime prey species for the region’s top predators, including tigers, wolves and dholes. Currently, the Angkor Wat deer are living in an enclosure in the forest getting used to their new surroundings.

   Marx said the team does not intend to stop here, but hopes to rewild the forest with muntjacs, slow loris, leopard cats, peafowl, binturongs and civets. Basically, he said, any “[animal] that will survive well there without endangering either themselves or visitors to the Temples.”   (
CAMBODIA: STOP SESAN DAM, 
LOCALS TELL GOVERNMENT

[KT: 9.12.15; PPP: 10.12.15] - MORE than 90% of people affected by the US$800 million Lower Sesan II hydroelec-tricity project want the government to halt construction of the dam and the area turned into an eco-tourism reserve, a recently released survey by the NGO Forum found.

   One of the survey’s authors, Kem Ley, said the com-pensation and resettlement process was inconsistent and lacked transparency and the whole project was undermined by the lack of community consultation from the beginning. “About 93% of those affected demand the government cancel the construction project because they don’t want to lose their culture and their burial and spiritual lands,” he said.

   Lower Sesan II will flood 336sq-km and force about 5,000 people – including minority ethnic groups – from their homes. The 75-m high dam on the Se Kong River – 1.5km down-stream from the confluence of the Se San and the Sre Pok rivers and about 25km upstream from the Mekong – is due to be completed in 2019 and is a joint venture between Cambodia’s Royal Group, which owns 39% of the project; China’s Hydrolancing International Energy, 51%; and, EVN International, with the remaining 10%. The 400 MW plant will supply power to four provinces besides Stung Treng: Kampong Cham, Kratie, Preah Vihear and Ratanakiri, ending their reliance on power imports from Laos. 

   Pha Vy, a member of the tribal groups, said she would rather die in her village than leave the ancestral lands where her parents and other family members are buried. “I am not against development projects,” she said. “But my life depends on the river. If I lose the river, I will die.”

   Another village representative, Sry Libi, said: “The government should provide a timeline to the villagers to give them time to talk to the companies about a compensation deal that both parties can accept.”

   Stung Treng deputy provincial governor Doung Pao rejected the survey’s findings, saying 60% of families affected had agreed to compensation and he questioned the study’s independence. Secretary of State for the Mines and Energy Ministry Ith Prang also rejected the study and questioned its independence and said it did not provide scientific evidence for its figures. “That survey report is not acceptable. “It should not have been published,” he said.  

   Kem Ley argued the opposition was typical of the culture of government officers, saying the margin of error for the research was 5%. “The important thing is that [the affected communities] maintain their own traditions, customs . . . so they do not want to leave,” he said.   (
INDONESIA: BENOA BAY RECLAMATION
PLAN THREATENS BALINESE TEMPLES

[JP: 9.11.15] - HINDU communities are worried about a reclamation plan in Benoa Bay in Bali that could threaten the existence of at least 24 temples in the area.
   “The project could cause our temples to sink,” said I Wayan Widyantara, a member of Pengempon (temple management group). He explained that his Deluang Sari temple was one of 24 temples located in Tanjung Benoa village, next to the Pudut turtle island in Benoa Bay. To reach the temple, he said, people used traditional canoes. 
   The temples aside, Hindus consider Benoa Bay a sacred area because of the presence of 60 natural sites, including 19 loloan (estuaries) and 17 muntig (small islands that emerge during low tide). Locals are worried that the reclamation of at least 700 ha of the bay, for an integrated tourism development project proposed by a private developer, will damage their sacred area.
   Researcher Kadek Suardana from the Hindu University of Denpasar said some of the temples were centered at the bottom of sea in the bay, including the Karang Tengah temple. “No one knows exactly where the [center] point of the temple is. But, people agree to place a buoy above the temple as a symbol of the temples’s point. People hold ceremonies at that point,” Suardana said during a recent discussion on social and cultural aspects of the planned reclamation in Denpasar.
   Another researcher, Sugi Lanus, said that the reclamation would threaten the indigenous rights of Balinese living around the bay. “For hundreds of years, the Bali indigenous society has been living around the bay and has kept the bay as a spiritual site. The government should consider these social and cultural aspects. If the reclamation is forcibly carried out, it would violate indigenous rights. There is traditional knowledge and local wisdom that should be respected,” Sugi said. (
INDONESIAN FISHERFOLKS EXPLODE THE MYTHS OF ‘BLUE CARBON‘
The following is edited from a paper by Riza Damanik, delivered at the international forum "Blue Carbon: Ocean Grabbing in Disguise" organized by the World Forum of Fisher People (WFFP) on 8 November 2015 held in Paris [TNI: 9.12.15]
I

 am here to represent the Indone-sian Traditional Fisherfolks Union (Kesatuan Nelayan Tradisional Indonesia/ KNTI) - a mass organiza-tion of fishers and small-scale fish farmers that include men and women spread across in 26 regions of Indone-sia.

    In Indonesia, small-scale fishers are categorized as fishers who use fishing vessels with a size below 5 gross tons. Thus, in 2014, almost 90% of the total 634,000 Indonesian fishing vessels falls in the small fishing category. Small-scale fisheries are estimated to have at least 8 million workers in the production, processing, and marketing activities. They supply at least 60% of the total national fishery production, together with aquaculture production. That is primarily used for domestic consumption; only some of the pro-duction is exported to the USA, EU, Japan, Hong Kong, China and other neighboring countries.

      In addition to having a strategic role as a provider of jobs, food needs, and economic sustainability, small-scale fisheries is also an important driver in conserving fish and natural resources through a variety of local knowledge. The conservation schemes of the local communities has proved socially, ecologically, and economically sustainable, such as: Awig awig in West Nusa Tenggara, Sasi in Maluku, Bapongka in Central Sulawesi, Manee in South Sulawesi, and Panglima Laot in Aceh.

   However, all these positive contribu-tions of small-scale fisheries are facing a series of problems - even lately under the guise of mitigation and adaptation programmes of climate change. For example, to reduce reliance on fossil fuels, the use of bio-fuels is being promoted, including from palm oil. Many coastal areas and small islands of Indonesia have been converted to meet the needs of the global market of biofuel, which has caused a decline in fish catches as well as flooding in fishing villages. 

     Another example: The issue of sea level rise is often associated with climate change and is used as justifi-cation for coastal reclamation projects that involve the development of water-front cities. In Jakarta Bay, reclama-tion activities require at least 3.3 billion cubic meters of sand material taken from other regions. The sand is used to build 17 new islands. Potentially, about 16,000 fishers could be robbed from their livelihoods and the coastal ecosystems be destroyed due to the pollution in the Bay of Jakarta.  There-fore, fishers and members of KNTI, together with a number of civil society organizations, have brought the case to court to suspend the reclamation permit. Similarly controversial recla-mation projects are underway in places such as Benoa Bay in Bali and Makassar, South Sulawesi.
     At the end of 2009, UNEP together with a syndicate of institutions autho-rized under the United Nations issued two documents, entitled: "Blue Car-bon: The Role of Healthy Oceans in Binding Carbon" and "A Blue Carbon Fund: The ocean equivalent of REDD for carbon sequestration in coastal states ".

     In the beginning, we agreed and shared the same concerns with UNEP who said that global marine and coastal ecosystems were severely damaged. For example, as much as one third of the world's seagrass has been lost, 25% of wetlands have been lost, 35% of mangrove areas have been lost. In fact, the report also states that extinction rates of organisms in the ocean ecosystem are much higher than in other ecosystems, e.g. rain forests.

      In view of that serious crisis, we wonder, however,  why UNEP en-courages schemes like the Blue Carbon Fund (BCF) -  such as REDD for the forest - instead of strengthening global efforts to cut carbon emissions and punish corporations that engage in activities that pollute the ocean, damage the coastal and marine ecosystems, and practice illegal fishing activities?

     UNEP describes two Blue Carbon commodities, respectively. The first commodity is marine water. In this case, marine water is assumed as a strategic medium that is able to absorb carbon (carbon sink) from the atmo-sphere. The second commodity is supposedly the main coastal eco-systems, such as sea grass areas and mangrove forests. However, the commodification of marine water and coastal ecosystems for an offset scheme can deflect efforts to address the root problems of the marine and coastal ecological crisis in the world.

     Since the sixteenth century, fisher-folks in Lamalera, East Nusa Teng-gara believe that the sea is like a mother. In the local language they call: "Ina soro budi, budi Noro apadike. Pai pana ponu, te hama hama. "The sea is the mother who provide, protect and love. Therefore, we should maintain its sustainability."

   The sea is a mother, and ‘Blue Carbon‘ protagonists ask us to sell our mother. We know since beginning that “mother” is sick because of the greed of the industrialized countries and corporations. Today, the same crimi-nals come into our homes and without feeling any guilt they say: "You need money to save the mother, there is no other way other than ‘selling your mother services'." Well, because any-thing ‘green' has become a market strategy in the past and failed, it is now packaged as ‘Blue Carbon‘.   (
MALAYSIA: MELAKA’S WORLD HERITAGE
STATUS A DOUBLE-EDGED SWORD
[AN: 23.11.15] – MELAKA (also known as Malacca), founding principality of the Malay peninsula, was coveted and conquered by numerous European powers for its location on the strategic shipping lane of the Malacca Straits. But since 2008, when Melaka was designated a UNESCO World Heritage site in a joint bid with George Town, in Penang state, the fragile outpost has succumbed to more modern foes: a surge in tourism from 7.5 million visitors annually to more than 12 million, a steep rise in property values and rents, and the construction of towering hotels, malls and new towns teeming with high-rises around its periphery.

     "Before the inception of UNESCO World Heritage, our town was rustic and unpretentious, full of unique flavors, hybrid races, the smell of incense, wood houses, the muddy river, the sounds of craftsmen at work," said Bert Tan, head of the local Malaysian History and Heritage Club, and a resident of Melaka. "But World Heritage status has changed Melaka from a quiet community to the monstrosity of tourist commercialism and business. Old traders have been replaced by fancy bars and hotels. We have cartoon heri-tage, monstrous mega-projects, Hello Kitty buildings."

     Melissa Chan, curator of the historic Baba Nyonya House, noted: "The positive impact of World Heritage status has been an increase in visitors to Melaka. However, it seems to attract visitors who come primarily for the entertainment value rather than the appreciation of a heritage town." Chan added, "There definitely isn't enough effective check-and-balance on new development projects. By the time the community knows about a pending development, it is too late and foundation work has already started.
    The UNESCO World Heritage programme, launched in 1972, was meant to safeguard the obviously great achieve-ments of humanity. However, even a casual survey of the programme's impact in Asia shows that it can be a double-edged sword. Nearly everywhere, the global branding that accompanies designation spurs a growth in tourism and investment, often leading to the cultural dilution or destruc-tion of the communities it seeks to preserve.

     In Melaka, "people have been driven out as the housing market has skyrocketed," said Ee Soon Wei, heir to the 19th-century Royal Press, a printing house that is now a museum and has become a major icon of restoration within Melaka's Old City. Residential market prices rose by 10% last year and the cost of terraced houses has increased by just over 50% since 2010. "There's no regulation of specu-lators, and the highest bidders win. There's no aesthetic, no feeling for the past," said Ee. "Where's the governance? Who is accountable?"

   Pierpaolo De Giosa, an Italian anthropologist who wrote a thesis on the inhabitants of Melaka's core World Heritage zone, said: "The repeal of the Rent Control Act means many residents of [Melaka’s] World Heritage area have left. And it does not make any sense to preserve buildings if the local inhabitants are displaced by processes of commercialization, gentrification and so on."   (
MALAYSIA’S MOST POPULAR TOURIST SITES IN PERIL
Edited from a commentary by Mariam Mokhtar [FMT: 6.12.15]

T

ourism helps some countries earn much needed foreign currency, spur economic growth and provide jobs for their citizens. But Sharm El-Sheikh, the Egyptian resort on the Sinai Peninsula, which used to be popular with tourists from Europe, now resembles a ghost town. The bombing of a Russian airplane last month prompted many western governments to issue an alert on travel to Egypt. The fairly recent Arab Spring protests had already reduced visitor numbers by 40%, to 9 million. The fear of violence from Daesh attacks will more or less decimate the Egypian tourist industry.

     Tourism in Sabah may have been affected by a spate of kidnappings, but are we doing enough to protect and maintain other sites in Malaysia that are popular with tourists? Below are examples of places that will soon lose their charm as tourist attractions.

     Terengganu. Tourists have always loved to observe turtles swimming in the sea or lumbering on the sands to lay their eggs. But recently, the Deputy Director-General of Fisheries, Zulkafli Abdul Rashid, warned that the last recorded landing of the endangered leatherback turtle was in 2010, and no babies were hatched from the eight nests dug by the turtles. He said, “Leatherback turtles will only land and lay eggs on Terengganu’s shores, but they will keep away because of the human activities and too many lights on the beach. If the situation conti-nues, the species will become extinct.” 
     Pahang. In Kuantan, bauxite, which turns buildings, vegetation, roads, rivers and seas red, not only turns the town and its surroundings ugly but also poses a threat to the public’s health. Illegal and unregulated bauxite mining is polluting the rivers and the fine airborne dust causes respiratory diseases. Greedy people make money at the expense of the environment and public health because the government is too slow to tighten regulations.

     Kelantan. Anyone who has walked in Kota Baru will be shocked by the amount of litter in the streets, drains and just about everywhere else. What is the local council doing about this? 
     Cameron Highlands. The hill resort’s main appeal used to be that it was a cool retreat with clean air to breathe and beautiful sights to savour. But now, many areas are filthy and overbuilt. Unregulated and illegal hill clearing is destroying the scenery and the environment. Mudslides and flash floods happen frequently. Instead of lush hillsides, we now see green-houses in which flowers are grown for export. Last month, an incinerator belching thick black smoke and releasing contaminated water added to the ugliness of Cameron Highlands.

     Penang. A traveller from England who has been visiting Penang at least once a year for the past fifty years recently reported seeing a deterio-ration in the quality of the water off the island’s beaches. The last time he went for a swim, the sea water caused irritations on his skin. One wonders how much E. Coli is in the sea water. The perennial problem of rubbish, filthy toilets, congested roads and unkempt tourist attractions are a con-stant source of complaint as are the rude taxi drivers and retailers as well as the lack of facilities for disabled people. Some boat operators are lax about safety and do not provide life-jackets.   (
PHILIPPINE ACTIVISTS DECRY PARIS
CLIMATE PACT

[T-M: 8.12.15; UCA-N: 14.12.15 ] - THE struggle for climate justice did not end in Paris after 196 nations voted to adopt an agreement curbing global warming on 13 December, according to Philippine environmental activists.

   The Philippines, one of the nations most vulnerable to the effects of climate change, sits in a region with particularly harsh weather patterns and rapidly rising sea levels. Eight or nine tropical storms make landfall in the Philippines in an average year. Due to global warming, however, these storms have become more frequent and violent in recent years. Four of the country’s 10 most catastrophic storms have occurred in the past decade, and sea levels in the Pacific Island country are expected to rise at a rate three times greater than the world average in coming decades.

   The most devastating of those storms, Typhoon Haiyan, came in 2013,  killing more than 6,000 people and dis-placing 650,000 others. A storm of that magnitude damages any community unlucky enough to be in its path. But the effects are particularly harmful to the Philippines because the country is poor and only ranks 113th on a list of infrastructure quality produced by the World Economic Forum.

   "The Paris agreement is not the climate solution nor the justice we hoped and fought for," said Rep. Neri Colmenares, senior deputy minority leader of the Philippine House of Representatives. The emission cuts promised in the deal are "neither equitable nor even scientifically viable," the legislator said.
    The Philippine government, however, welcomed the deal. Presidential spokesman Herminio Coloma Jr. said the deal responded to the call before the Paris meeting "for all people to act and come to an agreement" that will address the situation of "climate vulnerable countries" like the Philippines. 
   The final Paris agreement contains commitments from different countries to voluntary Intended Nationally Determined Contributions or INDCs. Critics, however, said even if all countries honored their INDC commitments, they will fall far short of the greenhouse gas (GHG) emission cuts needed to prevent global temperature rising by 2 degrees Celcius.

   Clemente Bautista, national coordinator of the Kalikasan People's Network for the Environment, said the last chance for an agreement to address climate change "has again failed the people and future generations." Instead of providing solutions, the Paris meeting has "negotiated a future that is still on the path to heating the Earth from 3 to 7 degrees Celsius this century," he added. 
   Bautista said the negotiators failed to ensure legally binding, obligatory, and drastic GHG emission cuts from the top polluter countries and corporations. "[The INDC] is a way for top polluter countries to skirt the principle of common but differentiated responsibility," he said.

   Meanwhile, hundreds of "climate bikers and walkers" came out in solidarity with the global movement for climate justice in Manila on 14 December to protest the climate agreement in Paris.

   "The climate agreement is dead on arrival," said Leon Dulce, campaign coordinator of Kalikasan. The activists expressed the view that negotiators failed to come up with a much-needed climate protocol that imposes obligated, quantified, and ambitious emissions cuts on industrialized countries and their corporations.

   Dulce said the final agreement also made no mention of major issues critical for climate-vulnerable nations such as the Philippines, including loss and damages and human rights. Moreover, the agreement reaffirmed the US$100-billion green climate fund for the adaptation of vulnerable countries, which is way below the more than US$1 trillion estimated cost needed by these countries, he said.   (
THAILAND: NO HOLIDAYS FOR
BURMESE WORKERS
[SR-FA: Dec.2015; TRF: 9.12.15] - MANY migrants working as waiters, gardeners and cleaners in Thailand's tourism sector face below minimum wage pay, discrimination and no paid leave, according to an investigation of labour abuses in the country. 

   The report produced by Swedish groups Schyst Resande and Fair Action found evidence that many migrant workers from Thailand's poorer neighbour Burma are being ex-ploited in the southern resorts of Khao Lak and Phuket, at hotels used by three of Sweden's top tour operators. In all, 29 migrants were interviewed for the report, 18 of them working mainly as cleaners, gardeners and waiters in seven hotels used by REWE Group's Apollo, TUI Group's Fritidsresor and Thomas Cook Group's Ving. The others were employed by companies supplying the hotels with services and goods including a bakery and laundry company.

   Almost two-thirds of the migrants said they were paid less than the Thailand's daily minimum wage of 300 baht (US$8.35), with a far higher proportion among migrants employed by hotel suppliers. Three laundry staff said they worked up to 19 hours a day during the peak tourism season with only two days off a month. Another reported working 16-hour shifts with no time off. Several workers described not being paid for taking time off to treat injuries sustained in the work place.

   Thai workers, by contrast, received higher salaries and better benefits, including better accommodation, longer holidays and maternity and sick leave, the report said.

   Fair Action project manager Amanda Söderlund said concerns about "illegally low wages" paid to migrant workers were raised with the same tour operators in a 2012 Fair Action investigation, but little action had been taken. "We think that the tour operators should step up and take responsibility. They have known there are issues for several years," Söderlund said.

   Thailand has come under increasing scrutiny over its treatment of migrants following allegations of human trafficking, abuse and exploitation in the fishing industry and more recently, the processing of chicken for export. It is one of the region's biggest importers of migrant labour, yet regulations are enforced loosely and many workers face exploitation and ill-treatment. Last year, the U.S. State Department downgraded Thailand to its Tier 3 list of worst offenders in an annual ranking of nations by their efforts to combat human trafficking.   
The full report ‘No Holidays for the Burmese‘ can be down-loaded at:

http://2sd85n48ofmw3b6zg8av50g1.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/No-Holidays-for-the-Burmese_Schyst-resande-2015.pdf    (
VIETNAM TRAVEL FIRMS FEEL
THREATENED BY TPP 

[TNN: 25.11.15] - MANY local travel companies have been seeking to increase market share in anticipation of the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)  that will allow investors from 11 foreign countries to provide tour operator services in Vietnam for the first time. 

   Big firms such as Vietravel and Fiditour have made the move, expecting an invasion of foreign competitors when Vietnam permits "foreign investment to provide inbound services and domestic travel for inbound tourists" under the TPP.
   The country will only reserve the right to "adopt or maintain any measure with respect to tourist guides services."
   Foreign companies are currently not allowed to operate inbound tours, and have to partner with local businesses instead. Once the restriction is removed, Vietnamese businesses will face "a huge challenge," considering that most of local tour operators are small and medium. But travel agencies from other TPP countries such as Australia, Japan and the US are big, according to local businesses and analysts.

   Nguyen Quoc Ky, CEO of Vietravel, expressed the concern that Vietnamese companies will have to compete with many big rivals when TPP takes effect, possibly in 2018. "Their presence will create a lot of difficulties to local businesses," he said.

   The Ho Chi Minh City-based travel firm recently organized its own exhibition to promote its tours, instead of waiting to take part in promotional events organized by tourism agencies, Ky said. Fiditour, on the other hand, has shifted its focus to online sales, because it is not only convenient to clients, but costs the company less, allowing it to offer more discounts, representative Tran Bao Thu said. She added it forecasts that foreign companies will tap the market through online services, given their long experiences in the business.

   Meanwhile, Phan Xuan Anh, chairman of Viet Excursions, a known contract operator for cruise lines, said local travel businesses need to focus on improving their services' quality and innovating their products, instead. He warned that even though they are not officially present in Vietnam, many multinationals have been attempting to build up their customer bases through their joint-ventures with local partners and offering competitive prices.

   Huynh Van Son, a tourism management lecturer, said businesses need the government's support to expand their operation not only domestically, but in other TPP participants' markets so that they can capitalize on overseas markets.

   Vietnam reported more than 6.3 million international arrivals in the first 10 months, down 4.1% year on year, according to the latest figures released by the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism (VNAT).   (
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