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SOUTHEAST ASIA’S ISLANDS BUCKLE UNDER TOURISM STRAIN

[R-N: 6.4.18] - THE six-months closure of the popular Philippine tourist island Boracay for a revamp after the country’s president branded it a “cesspool” reflects the growing pressures on beach resorts across Southeast Asia as visitor numbers surge.

   Tourism experts say the region’s infrastructure is buckling under record visitor numbers, especially as more Chinese holiday abroad, and expect more drastic measures to come. Airports have become chaotic, hotels are being thrown up hastily with little regard for safety and sanitation, tropical beaches are strewn with garbage and coral reefs are dying.
   Thailand has also shut its famous Maya Bay in the Phi Phi islands for four months this summer, while an environmental group is calling for urgent government action to tackle a “crisis” on the Indonesian tourist island of Bali.

   “Many out-of-control destinations across Asia will need clean-ups,” said Brian King, associate dean of the School of Hotel and Tourism Management at Hong Kong Polytechnic University. “These may come from govern-ment, or industry or from NGO-driven community action. The danger is that little happens until the crisis point is reached.”

   Airlines have already started to cut back flights to Boracay, which had 2 million visitors last year, with the largest foreign contingents coming from China and South Korea, ahead of its closure on April 26. The Philippines are also planning to inspect the beach resort of Puerto Galera, on the island of Mindoro, and is already looking at the resorts of El Nido and Coron, in Palawan province, where an influx of tourism and rapid development has put infrastructure under strain.

   But rival tourist hotspots around the region are not all rubbing their hands at the prospect of the extra revenue from the redirected tourist traffic.
   Kanokkittika Kritwutikon, the head of the Tourism Authority of Thailand’s Phuket office, said Phuket was also at a “stretching point”, particularly its airport, which has undergone a number of upgrades in recent years to try to cope with overcapacity (contd.p.2). 
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   “Our policy is to try to spread tourism around” from Phuket to “secondary destinations that are less well-known,” said Kanokkittika. “Apart from guests arriving by plane to Phuket, we also have boats coming in, including cruises, so you can imagine how many tourists come through Phuket.”

   The shutdown of Maya Bay in an attempt to salvage the area’s coral reefs - which have been damaged by crowds of tourists and warmer temperatures - follows the closure of 10 popular Thai diving sites in 2016 after a National Parks survey found bleaching on up to 80% of some reefs.

    Benjamin Cassim, a tourism lecturer at Temasek Polytechnic School of Business in Singapore, said the closures of Boracay and Maya Beach could become “test cases” and will be closely monitored by other countries with popular beach resorts. 

   An action group in Indonesia has been calling on the government to tackle what it calls an “environmental crisis” in Bali, the country’s most popular tourist island, which saw more than 5.5 million visitors last year. Indonesian authorities have long faced criticism for allowing unplanned developments that have swallowed up rice fields with golf courses and villas on Bali. Its beaches are regularly strewn with plastic washed up from the ocean during certain months of the year. Nonetheless, President Joko Widodo has been trying to promote creation of 10 “new Balis” in other parts of the scenic Indonesian archipelago. 

   “Environmental conditions in Bali are now increasingly degraded,” said I Made Juli Untung Pratama of WALHI, the Indonesian Forum for Environment. “The culprit is the construction of massive tourism accommodation, without proper regard to Bali’s environment. The massive development of tourism accommodation has caused the environmental crisis in Bali.”

   Some say proper actions often come too late, and more sustainable development is needed across the region. “Proactive environmental protection is a far more effective approach than reactive environmental protection,” said Matt Gebbie, an analyst from Horwath HTL Indonesia, a tourism consultancy. “You can’t revive coral reefs and eroded beaches and degraded forests in six months,” Gebbie said. “Proactive protection is essential for the long term sustainability of resort destinations.”   (
CAMBODIA: VILLAGERS TOLD TO 
LEAVE TOURIST SITE
[PPP: 24.5.18] - THE governor of Samrong city, Oddar Meanchey province, issued a letter in May, ordering villagers to remove huts, houses and other structures from the Roluos Thom Natural Ecotourist Site, after allegedly moving onto the land illegally.

   “Villagers who have built huts and houses illegally on the land of Roluos Thom Natural Ecotourist Site must leave the area as their actions can deter tourists from visiting,” reads the letter from Governor Un Sopheal. “They must remove all construction and buildings at the site, or the authorities will use excavators to forcibly remove them and not be held responsible for damages to personal property,” it said.

   Responding to the city authorities, Srey Naren, a coordi-nator in Oddar Meanchey for NGO ADHOC, agreed that the villagers must move from the tourist site, if they are there and building structures illegally. However, Naren appealed to the authorities to consider providing land as a social concession to the villagers. “The people are poor, that’s why they entered the tourism site to plant some crops for an income. If they were rich or had land, they would not stay there illegally, so the government should provide them with state land outside of the tourist area so they can continue growing crops. Nare added: “The government previously said it won’t let people die of hunger, and we know that some state land is available in the city” 
   Following this intervention, the authorities indicated they would look into granting the villagers a social land concession. “The families who moved into the area grabbed land for themselves and used it to grow crops. We will check on this, and if we confirm they are poor and have no land, we will ask the provincial governor to give them some land as a concession,“ Sopheal said. “But if we find they have land and are not poor, we will not offer them anything,” he added.   (
CAMBODIA: NEW ‘AIRPORT CITY‘ 
TRIGGERS LAND DISPUTES

[GAAM: 21.2.18] - IN January 2018, the Cambodian government approved a plan for a new airport, one of the largest in the world by land area, on farmland in the Kandal Province, about 30 km south of Phnom Penh. Construction of the new airport is anticipated to commence in 2019 and a 21st December 2017 document from the Council of Ministers approved an investment proposal from Cambodia Airport Investment, a joint venture between the State Secretariat of Aviation (SSCA) and Overseas Cambodia Investment Corporation (OCIC). OCIC is a private firm, one of the largest finance, infrastructure and real estate companies in Cambodia, owned by tycoon Pung Khiev Se. 

    The land area earmarked for the airport project, 2,600 ha, is more than six times larger than the existing Phnom Penh Airport’s 400 ha and considerably larger than Beijing Capital Airport, the world’s second busiest passenger airport, with a 1,480-ha-site and handling over 94 million passengers in 2016. 
   Predominantly low-lying agricultural land, the proposed site is on the northwestern shore of a large lake, Boueng Cheung Loung. Preparing the lakeside area of the proposed site for airport construction would require land reclamation as there it is thought that there is some overlap with the lake. 

   Announcement of the new airport and associated development sent land prices soaring upwards and within days land for sale signs were hastily erected. Rice fields and lakeside properties in the area that had been valued at between US$20,000–50,000 per hectare before announce-ment of the new airport began selling for as much as US$100,000 or even US$200,000 per hectare. Kandal District villagers were shocked by sudden news of the airport project, along with publication of maps appearing to show the new airport and a massive multi-use development on land they have resided on and near for more than two decades. Their land ownership is disputed by a local tycoon, Seang Chanheng, who has long laid claim to it. 
   Several communes in the Kandal Stung district are wracked by long-running land disputes; the airport project has raked up old tensions and new conflicts are looming. Already, there are indications that the authorities are siding with Chanheng’s company and criminalizing protest by villagers residing near the land earmarked for the new development. 
   At the beginning of February over 100 villagers blocked bulldozers from digging a dam on disputed land adjacent to the proposed airport site. Subsequently, Kandal Military Police summoned six villagers to appear for questioning after Chanheng accused them of “incitement”. 
   Oeung Sary, one of the villagers called in for questioning, was undeterred by the order, saying “We will go to meet with the Military Police whether they arrest us or not, because we are fighting for our land…We have no guns or power to fight them with. If they want to jail us, let them jail us.”

   On 19th February, affected villagers staged a major protest. Over 200 people from four communes gathered at Kandal Provincial Hall to voice their complaints regarding land earmarked for the new airport and seek resolution of the dispute with Seang Chanheng. 

   As land disputes have erupted again in the wake of the planned new airport, with villagers fearing they will be stripped of their land and evicted, human rights groups argue that development on the land should cease until land disputes are resolved. 
   Vann Sopathi, business and human rights coordinator for the Cambodian Center for Human Rights, said that government and developers should conduct a social and environmental impact assessment of the airport project, and that it should not be permitted to proceed until a mutually acceptable solution is agreed between the company and the affected people.   (
INDONESIA: WILL KOMODO DRAGONS
SURVIVE THE COMING TOURIST INVASION?
[SCMP: 28.4.18] - KOMODO National Park is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and one that, since 2011, has been called one of the world’s “seven new wonders of nature”. But foreign visitor numbers to one of Indonesia’s oldest national parks have been soaring in recent years – and a new influx of mainland Chinese visitors is expected this year.

   Until 2011, few foreign visitors, barring the occasional diving enthusiast – the park is home to 50 world-class dive sites –stepped foot on this less-travelled part of eastern Indonesia. It is a one-hour speedboat ride from the fishing town of Labuan Bajo, which itself is a one-hour flight east of the popular resort island of Bali.

   Created in 1980, the park is nestled in Indonesia’s Lesser Sunda Islands between East Nusa Tenggara and West Nusa Tenggara. The relative isolation of Rinca, home to about a fifth of the park’s 5,000 Komodo dragons, and the park’s other islands such as Komodo and Padar, has largely helped insulate its delicate ecosystem from develop-ment for decades.

   Buffered by mangroves, reefs, pink sand beaches and the azure waters of the Flores Sea, the park’s marine protected area is home to more than 1,000 species of fish, including manta rays, and 385 coral.

   Around 278,000 tourists visited Labuan Bajo last year. But the town is likely to change soon when the park will receive its first large tour groups from China. Between then and the end of next year, 100 Chinese tourists are expected to arrive on the park’s shores every day, according to officials. That compares to an average of just 50 Chinese tourists a month since 2016 and even fewer before that.

   Fifteen cruise ships are expected to make Komodo island a regular port of call, each carrying hundreds of passen-gers. The influx of cruises and Chinese tourists is expected to provide a significant boost to the 70,000 park visitors it received in 2017, mostly locals from Jakarta and the rest Europeans and Americans. The expected increase mirrors a surge in Chinese tourists to Southeast Asia in general. Chinese tourist arrivals to the region have soared from around 4 million a year in 2006 to more than 20 million in 2016.

   More tourists means more noise, litter, sewage and waste. More rangers, guest houses, toilets and amenities will be needed as well as a bigger water supply and waste disposal infrastructure. More signs explaining the rules of the park will have to be put up in Chinese.

 “[More traffic] won’t just affect the Komodo dragon. It will disturb other animals like deer and wild pigs that the dragons feed on,” says Abdul Rahman, a Komodo National Park official and former ranger. “Komodos depend on them for food. They are cannibalistic, if they don’t get enough food, they will start to eat each other.”

   However, it will be hard for rangers to just say no to more tourism. While the park is managed by the national govern-ment, rangers are not salaried officials. Each ranger gets about US$2.80 for every forest walk they conduct as well as a cut of the revenues from the refreshment stands and gift shops they run. They will benefit from tourism more than any other stakeholder.
   “For money, it’s good, yeah. But for the park, I think not so good,” he says. “We need to set a maximum number of visitors that come every day. I think 3,000 per month is a reasonable number.”

   Meanwhile, Labuan Bajo, the capital of West Manggarai Regency, is pouring resources into developing its tourism industry in line with the national target of attracting 500,000 foreign tourists – the final number is still under consultation – to the Flores region by next year. Augustinus Christofer Dula, regent of West Manggarai, one of the eight regencies that divide the island Flores, admits that the government has been rather nervous about hard-selling the region’s tourism potential given the lack of capacity to absorb a sudden influx of visitors.

   But with the region listed as one of 10 “potential Balis” by the national government, his hope is that Labuan Bajo will one day offer just as much. Labuan Bajo’s tiny airport has already been refurbished with a shiny new terminal now plastered with Komodo dragon motifs and billboards. There are aspirations for it to become an international airport. New ports and marinas are in the pipeline. Hotels are being built or expanded, and an international hospital catering to foreigners opened its doors in 2015.   (
BALI’S SECOND AIRPORT 
IN THE PIPELINE

[GB: 28.4.18] - THE North Bali International Airport (Bandara International Bali Baru or BIBU) - designed as an offshore project - took another step closer to becoming reality recently when PT Bali International Airport (PT BIBU) Panji Sakti and Canadian company, Kenesis Capital and Investment (KCA), agreed terms for an investment of US$2 billion into the project. Chief Technical Officer of Kinesis Airport Consulting, Shad Serroune explained to Kontan that the project would be "entirely funded by Kenesis from the beginning until completion."

   Tourism in Bali is concentrated in the southern part of the island closest to the existing Ngurah Rai International Airport, which despite a recent renovation, is struggling to cope with an ever-increasing number of visitors. There is also speculation around plans to extend Ngurah Rai's existing runway along with other logistical upgrades necessary to deal with an increased capacity.

   The new airport will be designed to accommodate up to 32 million passengers per year through a 230,000-sqm terminal and a 4,100-m long runway, which will require over 1,000ha of land. PT BIBU's Project Advisor, Freddy Numberi explained that when Ngurah Rai gets overloaded flights are often diverted to Surabaya or Yogyakarta. It makes more sense to develop another airport in a different part of the island rather than send flights to other places. It would also create economic benefits for residents located in the north of Bali, he argued.

   The new airport development is also aimed at promoting the North's tourist attractions such as Tulamben, Nusa Penida and the West Bali National Park as well as opening access to Banyuwangi in East Java and Lombok in West Nusa Tenggara.

   Made Mangku, President Director of the Project Deve-loper (PT BIBU), said the company preferred to develop an offshore airport because a 100% onshore option would involve moving or relocating dozens of Hindu temples, historical sites, people's homes and rice fields. This would be a very complicated and time-consuming (perhaps impossible) hurdle to overcome. Besides, Bali Governor, Mangku Pastika, has prohibited any taking over of productive land, temples or historical sites for the development of the new airport. Although the cost of developing offshore is more expensive, it is being seen as more effective, because it does not involve land acquisition and its many complications. 
   But what about environmental concerns caused by massive land reclamation for the construction of the offshore airport? Dredging up vast volumes of sediment from the ocean bed exacts a terrible ecological toll. Ecosystems including mangroves, coral reefs and coastal flats  are eradicated when sediment is dumped on  top them.   (
MALAYSIA: DEVELOPMENT PLANS
THREATEN LANGKAWI

[M-N: 30.4.18] -THE Langkawi archipelago off Malaysia’s northwest coast is made up of more than 100 islands, including the main island – the country’s third largest. For years a well-kept secret of pristine beaches, unspoilt rainforest and unique limestone outcrops, tourism began to take off in the 1990s after the island was declared duty free and luxury resorts began to open.

   Now the authorities want even more — 5.5 million visitors by 2020 — and have ambitious plans to transform the island, marketed under the slogan “Naturally Langkawi,” with high-rise hotels and apartments, coastal roads on reclaimed land, and other trappings of a 21st-century tourist destina-tion. A clutch of swanky hotels has opened in recent years, and an expansion of the airport terminal will be completed this year. 

   But critics say little has been done to upgrade the island’s basic infrastructure — sewage systems, water supply and waste management — adding to the strain on an already fragile environment.

   “There’s a lot of frustration about what’s promoted and the reality,” says Eric Sinnaya, the chairman of the local branch of the Malaysian Nature Society (MNS). “They should stop any development on Langkawi. Stop completely. Soon the island will lose its luster and tourists will go to other islands. Langkawi is 90% dependent on tourism so they are killing the goose that lays the golden egg.”

   Langkawi’s only landfill site borders Kilim Karst Geoforest Park, and local conservationists worry it may be putting the mangrove’s delicate ecosystem at risk. Occupying coastal estuaries, mangroves act as a “life support system” along tropical coasts. They prevent erosion of shoreline, create sheltered breeding grounds for fish and other aquatic life, and provide protection from floods and tsunamis.

   Contaminants from the growing pile of garbage have already leached into the water. Every day, workers pick their way through the ever-growing mountain of plastic water bottles, shopping bags, diapers and other remnants of daily life, looking for anything of value. Data show 100 metric tons of rubbish is produced every day by tourists and the 120,000 people who currently make Langkawi their home, rising to 150 tons in the high season. 
   Ulrika Player who has been leading weekly clean-ups on Langkawi for the past two years as part of a group called Trash Heroes, worries large-scale development will only add to the island’s problems. “If the development is done without any thought to the environment, we are going to self-destruct,” she said. “Tourists don’t want dirty water, and they don’t want to walk over smelly sewers. Not taking care of Langkawi’s environment means fewer returning tourists.”

   UNESCO declared Langkawi the region’s first Geopark in 2007 and raised concerns about development and the environment on its first site status evaluation in 2011, calling for better regulation of the park areas, an end to wildlife feeding, and strictly enforced boat speed limits near the mangrove.

   To guide tourism development, the Langkawi Develop-ment Authority (LADA) unveiled a five-year Tourism Blueprint that same year that also acknowledged the problems facing the archipelago. “The very assets that made Langkawi unique are at risk,” the report states. “The deteriorating environmental quality of major sites such as Kilim and Cenang, due to erosion and pollution respectively, were highlighted as warning signs of a prevailing lackadaisical attitude towards conservation and preservation.” 
   But despite the warnings in the blueprint, pollution issues have still not been resolved.

   For years, the convention in Langkawi was that no building could be taller than a coconut tree. In Cenang, bars and low-rise hotels jostle for space along the seafront, obscuring the view of the beach, and while local authorities have indicated they want to bring some order to the chaos with a boardwalk and other improvements, newer plans suggest a more ambitious approach. The Draft Local Development Plan 2030 envisages turning what was once a seaside village into Cenang Beachfront City, with a Gold Coast-style strip of high-rise hotels and apartments rising up to 25 stories. Cenang, along with Tengah, are already a hive of construction activity, despite concerns about the scale and pace of development. Lampposts along the beachfront road are festooned with banners promising a tropical property dream: luxury apartments overlooking white sand beaches and azure seas. Nearby, the foundations for the 262-room Parkroyal Langkawi Resort are already in place, and a few hundred meters further up the beach, workers are moving on to the second story of the Lavanya, a gated community of villas and luxury homes that will eventually include a beachfront block of serviced apartments.   (
MYANMAR: MYEIK ARCHIPELAGO BRACING FOR RISING TIDE OF VISITORS
[AN: 31.5.18] - Myeik Archipelago, also known as the Mergui Archipelago, is a chain of around 800 islands, spread over nearly 400km between the far-south ports of Myeik and Kawthaung.

   The archipelago has been formally open for business since 1997, but thanks to cumbersome red tape, isolation and erratic investor sentiment, it is a seascape largely unblemished by Myanmar's rush to modernize. It is one of the few places in Southeast Asia where visitors can - for a price - have whole beaches, or even entire islands, to themselves.

   But the archipelago is at a crossroads. Divergent models of tourism are being pursued. Small ecologically focused resorts, aimed mostly at Western travelers, have been launched. But large resorts, replete with casinos and yacht marinas, and aimed at a regional mass market, are also emerging. Companies and conglomerates have wrangled concessions for the most promising islands, though all but a few stand empty, awaiting developers.

   Government policies that stress sustainability appear to favor the eco-model, as do internationally backed conservation plans for the area. The Tanintharyi Tourism Development Committee, a government-backed group of entrepreneurs led by Serge Pun, a leading Myanmar tycoon, is working on a master plan for ‘sustainable tourism‘ that will include protected areas and other safeguards recommended by the UK-based conservation charity Flora & Fauna International.

   UNESCO has declared the Myeik Archipelago's ecological system to be of "outstanding universal value." But beneath the water, it is far from pristine. An FFI biodiversity survey issued this year recorded widespread coral degradation due to dynamite fishing and anchor dragging, and found that large predatory species such as sharks and rays were "notably absent" - a sign of an ecosystem damaged by overfishing and other unsustainable practices.

   Eco-resorts in the archipelago face many regulatory requirements and have to square daunting start-up costs - including bringing materials and staff from the mainland - with relatively small room numbers and the need for boats to ferry small groups of guests. But they may face a still graver challenge to their business model: a reliance on western tourists, who have begun to avoid the country after a string of boom years, due largely to international concern over the Rohingya issue (see story below).
   However, the overall fall in western visitors has been offset by a steady rise in regional arrivals - notably from China and Thailand, but also from Vietnam, the Philippines and Singapore - which may prompt investors to bet on very different models of tourism development. For example, the archipelago's oldest tourist development is also its most grandiose. Located just off the Myanmar and Thai border towns of Kawthaung and Ranong, the 200-room Grand Andaman, formerly called the Andaman Club, has since the 1990s catered largely to Thais seeking legal gambling. A smaller "casino island," called Treasure Island, is also close to Kawthaung.

 The hotels and tourism ministry recorded 43,218 foreign overnight visitors and 15,281 local visitors to Kawthaung and the islands under its administration in 2017, compared with 325,777 day-trippers crossing the marine border. This taste of mass tourism has already affected the local environment. Locals say that snorkelers have seriously damaged the coral reefs around Cocks Comb Island, which is featured on most day trips.

   "If we don't have a good plan for tourism, all islands will be damaged in a few years because of the carelessness of visitors," said Zau Lunn, marine program manager for FFI. His organization has been advocating "not to build high rises, with lots of concrete, but to build nature-friendly buildings on the islands."

   Even so, the archipelago has been the graveyard of several large tourism projects. On an island called Chin Kait (Burmese for "mosquito bite"), stands the ruin of a resort project begun by Tay Za, one of Myanmar's most prominent military-linked tycoons. Though several bungalows and a jetty were built, it never formally opened.

   In 2015, local media reported a US$1.2 billion plan by Zochwell Group of Singapore, now renamed Geollion Holdings, to develop Salone Island, near Kawthaung, into a "new Phuket," with luxury hotels, a casino and a bridge to the Myanmar mainland. Since then, little has been heard of the so-called LuxDream Island project, but chief commercial officer Gareth Chin said in mid-May that the plan is still alive.   (
RAKHINE CRISIS DRIVES WESTERN
TOURISTS AWAY
[AT: 24.5.18] – THE Rakhine incident – i.e. the brutal military crackdown on Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar’s western Rakhine state launched last August that sent 700,000 refugees across the border to Bangladesh and renewed the country’s pariah status as a serial rights abuser – is starting to take a toll on the tourism sector.

   The state-run Global New Light of Myanmar recently acknowledged that arrivals had fallen 3% in the first three months of 2018, especially among Westerners. The latest international arrival figures at Yangon International Airport showed a slight decline of 1% during the January-April period, but big drops from North America (17%), Western Europe (27%) and Oceania (18%).

   The three regions have traditionally been Myanmar’s main source of high-paying tourists interested in the cultural attractions the country has to offer. 
   Big tour operators are reporting an alarming slippage. “In terms of our turnover, we had a drop of 30% (during the first quarter),” said Phyoe Wai Yar Zar, managing director of Diethlem Travel Myanmar, a well-known travel agency that specializes in high-end European, American and Australian markets. “Of course, it was mainly because of the Rakhine – it is not out of concern for security, but just on ethical grounds.” 

   Western tourists in particular are sensitive to the charges of “ethnic cleansing” and “genocide” that the Rakhine crackdown has elicited from the United Nations and rights groups, industry sources say. 
   Earlier there were high hopes that the tourism sector would boom after former President Thein Sein launched political and economic reforms that led to the end of most Western sanctions in 2012. But those hopes were tarnished somewhat that same year by the first outbreak of anti-Rohingya riots and a subsequent military crackdown in Rakhine. Aung San Suu Kyi became State Counsellor in early 2016 following the NLD’s triumph at the November 2015 polls, giving tourism a new “political correctness” that fast disappeared in August-September last year with the military’s crackdown in Rakhine and Suu Kyi’s reluctance to openly condemn the violence.

   Industry sources say the true impact of the Rakhine situation on the sector will only be felt later this year, as many hotel and tour bookings had already been made in August when the Rohingya refugee saga was just starting to unfold.   (
PHILIPPINES: TALIPTIP RESIDENTS
OPPOSE 2500-HA AEROTROPOLIS PROJECT

[ST: 7.5.18; GAAM: 25.5.18] - APPROVAL of plans for the Bulacan Aerotropolis in Manila Bay, one of the biggest mega-projects in the Philippines by the San Miguel Corporation (SMC), threatens 700 families with dis-placement and loss of their fishing livelihoods. Thousands more fisherfolk would be affected by land reclamation for the 2,500-ha airport and ‘airport city’ complex.

   The affected island communities have subsisted on the bounty of Manila Bay over the past 80 years. Numerous terns, egrets, swallows, and even elusive kingfishers populated the mangrove forests straddling the coasts, fish pens, and old sea walls. Locals shared their caught fish, crabs, shrimps, krill, and other marine wealth from the roots of mangrove forests, as well as employing fish traps, nets, and other implements.

   The Bulakan Mangrove Eco-Park initiated by the DENR is located within the possible area scope of the reclamation project, indicating possible zoning conflict.

   The US$14-billion aerotropolis has secured an agreement with the Duterte government even as the Manila Bay Masterplan, the supposed overarching framework for developing the bay and guiding projects such as this, is still under formulation.

    Residents were never informed about the project until the signing of its agreement was reported in the news, and when SMC technical personnel began popping up on the islands to survey soil and water characteristics.

   Promises by local village governments that residents will be relocated onsite with their livelihoods intact are abound. No feasibility plan, Environmental Impact Statement, or any other document to concretely demonstrate the existence of these promises was ever shown to the locals, however.

   The national fisherfolk alliance Pamalakaya also opposes the new airport. Chairperson Fernanado Hicap said the project will cause environmental disaster in Manila Bay. Destruction of marine ecosystems would threaten the livelihoods of more than 20,000 fisherfolk in Bulacan and neighbouring towns. Hicap also lambasted the broader Build, Build, Build (BBB) infrastructure development programme that the new airport is part of, for selling coastal waters and public lands to large developers and foreign investors. Constructing an airport in Manila Bay would require extensive land reclamation works wreaking destruction of fishing grounds (see also Bali’s Second Airport).   (
PHILIPPINES: BORACAY ISLANDERS FEELING THE PINCH AFTER SHUTDOWN

[T-M: 16.5.18] - THE 7-km-wide haven of Boracay, nestled in the Aklan province of the Philippines, is a perennial feature on ‘World’s Best Island‘ lists for its white sands and azure blue shorelines. Yet, since April 26, the ‘paradise of the Philippines‘ hasn’t played host to the usual legions of tourists, bewitched by the Instagrammable images of its vistas. For the next six months, Boracay will be closed to tourists and non-residents following Duterte’s presidential proclamation declaring a “state of calamity” on the island, attributed to waste management problems and environ-mental concerns.

   But residents are scrambling to figure out what the future holds for their livelihoods on the island. “Even now, we don’t know what’s going to happen,” said Vino who has been living on the island for 11 years. “All of us are surprised and shocked.”

   Tourism in Boracay generated more than US$1 billion last year, according to the region’s tourism office. A record 2 million visitors traveled to the tiny island during the same period. As with many tropical holiday destinations across Southeast Asia, the rapidly growing influx of visitors attracted workers from other parts of the country to take up jobs in the hospitality and leisure sectors, prompting a wave of commercial and construction activity on the island. “In the past five years alone, I’ve seen massive changes,” said Vino. “When I first arrived, it was more of an island vibe, but there have been big hotel developments, heavy traffic and problems with waste management since then.”

   The island’s closure was based on the need for “rehabilitation” according to Philippine officials, with the strain of environmental pressures becoming too much for Boracay to bear. Officials said that nearly 200 businesses and thousands of local residents are not connected to underground sewer lines and raw waste is pumped directly into the sea. “I agree it should have been cleaned up, it really is filthy,” said Lynette Boone, manager of a diving school on the island. “You can see the sewer lines going right out into the water on the beach, and there’s just masses of green algae. It’s not normal.”

   Waste management, as well as over-development and illegal construction, have been rampant problems according to locals. “The issue of too many tourists and its impact on the environment are a result of years of neglect and bad governance,” said Maria Ela Atienza, Professor of Political Science at the University of the Philippines Diliman. “There were cases of corruption at resorts who were able to get building permits even though they were violating standards, so what is really needed are accountability mechanisms to stop this from happening,” she added.
   While many of the islanders agree that the environmental problems needed tackling, it is the abrupt announcement of Boracay’s closure — just a few weeks before the island was shut down — that has left many without other options for the next six months. “There just wasn’t enough time in telling all the establishments to prepare,” said Mark Gupo, an operations manager at Boracay’s popular pub crawl.   (
THAILAND: NEW ATTEMPT TO SAVE
NATIONAL PARKS BY GOING “GREEN“ 

[TN: 3.6.18; T: 6.6.18] - FOLLOWING a recommendation by marine experts, Thailand‘s National Parks Office finally decided to close down Maya Bay, from 1 June until 30 September. The closure of the bay - a part of the Had Nopparat Tara-Mu Ko Phi Phi marine national park, which has been ecologically damaged by the excessive number of tourists - is seen as an entry point for a new approach to tourism management at the park and would set a new standard for another 26 Thai marine parks that also bear a similar burden.

   Maya Bay is just another story of an attempted rescue of the country’s natural attractions. For years, national parks around the country have seen an influx of visitors, with resulting tourism-based pressures degrading their often sensitive ecosystems. As recorded by the Tourism Department, tourist visits to national parks have increased over the past five years from around 11 million to 18 million last year – over half of them foreigners.
   In a bid to cope with such the building threat posed by these pressures, the Office has come up with measures to ensure that national parks nationwide, 131 in total, can respond effectively to tourism impacts. The concept of “Green National Parks” has been introduced to guide tourism management in the parks, with trophies set to reward good practitioners, and at the same time hopefully to lead ultimately to sustainable tourism that is kept within the ecological carrying capacity of these precious idylls.

   As explained by the National Parks Office’s deputy chief, Jongklai Worapongsathorn, tourism in national parks has been left largely unattended, with management following the park chief’s capacities and directives. Areas were zoned to aid in better management and boundaries of the heavily used recreational areas determined using better criteria. 

   The number of tourists visiting the parks were already a concern, and some pilot projects to limit tourist access were introduced, along with measures to keep the parks clean and more environmental friendly. The Office studied the carrying capacity of the parks, and the issue took on more importance over the years, though limits were not initially imposed. 

   Jongklai told national park chiefs attending a recent workshop to guide green national park practices for 2018: “We have seen more and more of an influx of tourists during a particular period, such as the New Year, but I think in the near future we will have to enforce limits on access to national parks regularly and popularly, as we have seen happen at some popular parks, be they Phi Phi, Similan and others. If we don’t adjust ourselves now (to handle tourists), we will never be able to catch up on the trend.”
   As recorded by the tourism authority, tourist visits to national parks have increased over the past five years from around 11 million to 18 million in 2017 – over half of them foreigners.
   But despite the growing concerns about “overtourism“, the Thai government has made clear that they are still very much committed to continued rapid growth in tourist arrivals. In late May, for example, the Airports Authority of Thailand approved the construction of two new airports for Chiang Mai and Phuket. The two new airports will each be designed to accommodate some 10 million passengers a year.   (
HAS THAILAND’S TOURISM REACHED A TIPPING POINT?

The following is edited from a longer article by Robyn Wilson in The Ecologist [1 June 2018]

   Last year, Thailand welcomed a staggering 35 million tourists — up 9% on the previous year. This figure is expected to grow to nearly 37.7m tourists in 2018 and to hit 64.5m by 2028, as the Thai tourist board markets the country's untapped regions. Some argue this is good news for Thailand’s economy. But its popularity among visitors is weighing heavily on the natural environment. Thai authorities have decided to temporarily close the popular Maya beach - made famous by Danny Boyle’s 2000 film, The Beach. This is due to the environmental damage excessive tourism is having on the area.

   The closure is one of several that has taken place in the last two years, with Koh Tachai closed in 2016 and the three other islands off Phuket shut down that same year. This begs the question, is tourism in Thailand reaching a tipping point?

   Indeed, Tara Buakamsri, country director for Southeast Asia at Greenpeace Thailand told The Ecologist: “It has already passed the tipping point. The 35m global tourists who visited Thailand [is equivalent to] half of the whole population of the nation. If this trend continues, then profit maximization from mass tourism and exploitation of natural resource will lead to the depletion and devaluing of [its] ecosystem and sustainable tourism will pass the stage of no return.”

   The Thai government appears to be taking steps to tackle its most pressing issues around waste disposal and marine damage. In July, the government will introduce a series of bans, aimed at reducing marine damage, across its three popular islands - Samui, Tao and Phangan, the latter of which is infamous for its full moon parties.

   The measures, which will last two years, include no coral anchoring, no fishing and no construction that has a harmful impact on the marine ecosystem. Jatuporn Burutphat, the chief of the marine and coastal resources department, said at the time of the announcement: “The amount of garbage and waste water on these islands is so big that it will become unbearable in the near future, and we have to think about the future.”

   The government has closed down Maya Beach for four months, although experts are dubious about how beneficial this short-term break will actually be for the environment. Thon Thamrongnawasawat, deputy dean of the Faculty of Fisheries at Kasetsart University in Bangkok said: "Temporary closures can help to a certain extent. But an ideal solution is a permanent closure, which is not possible due to our reliance on tourism revenue.”

   He added that 77% of the total of 238.4 sq-km of coral reefs in Thailand's waters has been devastated and explained how water pollution from beach-front hotels was one of the biggest causes of this damage.

   Plastic pollution too is another major problem for Thailand. Ms Buakamsri flags Thailand’s islands of Koh Chang and Koh Panyi as areas at particular risk of this. “Plastic waste is produced in [Thailand's] society and increasingly by the tourism sector - Thailand has been the sixth biggest contributor of plastic pollution in the world oceans, presenting an urgent environmental issue facing the country.”

   The need to develop a whole raft of credible sustainable tourism policies is clearly urgent for a country that makes a large amount - 21.2% in 2017 - of its gross domestic product (GDP) from travel and tourism. Thailand will also need to address how it competes against them in a sustainable way as neighbouring countries like Vietnam and Myanmar continue to expand their tourism industries.

   Some, however, are sceptical that Thailand will be able to grow sustainably. “I don’t think they are able to protect these islands and areas as long as the government and its policy prioritizes economic development including mass tourism at all cost,” concluded Ms Buakamsri. “Moreover an inclusive community involvement in an economic sector like tourism - the key component for a sustainable tourism and ecological-based approach - has long been ignored.”   (
VIETNAM: TOURISM MAY JEOPARDIZE
LY SON’S GEO-PARK PLANS

[BB: 28.5.18] - EXPERTS have suggested that 2,000 sq-km of land in Quang Ngai Province could soon become a giant, outdoor, natural museum. Proposals have been submitted to create a Global Geo-Park around Ly Son Island and large coastal and mountainous areas nearby.

   Experts from the Vietnam Institute of Geosciences and Mineral Resources along with international scientists hope the park plans will be approved by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). The Director of the Vietnam Institute of Geosciences and Mineral Resources, Tran Tan Van, said the Quang Ngai Geo-Park would cover a large area above and under the sea and land from Ly Son Island to the districts of Binh Son, Tu Nghia, Nghia Hanh, Mo Duc, Ba To, Son Ha, Tay Tra and Sa Huynh. He said the geo-park will include important values of history, culture and nature.

   “Naturally, the province has an abundance of geological and culture heritages that are believed to have formed from the evolution of the Paleo-Proterozoic Era. “Current lagoon systems, rocks and sediment left from the era would promote the province as a giant outdoor museum,” Van said. He added the area already boasts a number of historic landmarks, including ancient ports of Champa, Dai Viet (Great Viet) and Sa Huynh, and Son My vestige museum, Sa Huynh museum, and Truong Luy (Great Stone Wall) in Nghia Hanh Disitrict. The geo-park will include 7,925ha of the Ly Son Marine Protected Area, 1,000ha of the Ca Dam Nature Reserve and another 39,000ha reserve in the west of Ba To District, he said.

   However, the tourism boom and intensive construction on Ly Son pose serious threats to the geo-park submission.

   In early 2018, the province agreed to a research and survey plan of developing luxury resorts and an entertainment complex by a property developer, FLC Group, on 1,243ha of Ly Son Island, An Binh Islet and the coast of Binh Chau Commune in Binh Son District.

   As planned, the FLC Group project would need a land clearance plan on 184ha rice fields, 55ha protective forests, 86ha rural residential land, 502ha of farming land and removal of a border guard station on one hectare. It is expected that more than 1,100 households will be relocated if the project goes ahead.

   The province agreed an advanced fund of VND550 billion (US$24.3 million) to compensate for land clearance, and open a passageway to the public beach every 8km on the coast of Binh Chau Commune.

   Nguyen Xuan Nam of the Viet Nam Institute of Geosciences and Mineral Resources said the proposal for the resort project would overlap with the global geo-park submission on the islands. 
   Van warned that the proposed area of the FLC resort project is located in a disaster risk area, and storms and tsunamis would clear any buildings there. He also said that any tourism and property project on Ly Son Islands and the coast of Quang Ngai must respect the interest of the community and not just be about business profit.   (
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