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CORAL REEFS RUINED – SITES TO BE CLOSED !
[TR: 2.8.10+31.1.11; TN: 19.1.11; BP: 10.2.11] – DUE to the rising sea temperature (from 27°C to 29°C), the corals in Southeast Asia have started to develop a condition known as bleaching. In Malaysia, for example, between 60 to 90% are already affected and without a ‘rest’ they will surely die. Therefore, the Malaysian Department of Ma-rine Parks took decisive action last year. In order to give the corals a chance to recover, 12 most frequented and most threatened sites around the islands of Tioman, Redand and Perhentian were closed for three months. No divers were supposed to come anywhere near to the coral reefs in order to at least limit the stress on them. Even though the increased temperature is the main cause of coral bleaching, diving tourists often accidentally touch or brush over the corals, raise sand from the sea bed and generally damage the corals. The Department of Marine Parks as well as environmentalists said they were pre-pared to fight uncontrolled tourism in Malaysia and protect their marine world as fiercely as possible.
   Meanwhile in Thailand, the authorities are now also deeply alarmed as in merely three months, some sites recorded as much as 80% bleaching of the corals. In January, the Thai National Park, Wildlife and Plant Conservation Department also decided to act swiftly, and closed down 18 worst affected dive sites. Among the sites are Hin Klang off Phi Phi, Mae Yai Tai Peninsula off North Surin Island, the area to the east of South Surin Island, Chong Khad Bay off North Surin Island, Kangkao and Pai Islands in Chon Buri, Yak Island in Trat, Chaloke Ban Kao Bay, Tanod Bay and Surat Thani's Nuansai Beach. By banning all divers, snorkellers and fishing traffic, Thai authorities hope to help restore the former equilibrium thus reviving the corals. However, the extent of damage is already very large and it may take years for the corals to heal.
   Coral bleaching already occurred in 1991 and 1995 in the Andaman Sea, and in 1998 in the Gulf of Thailand.  Sakanan Plathong, a Thai researcher of coral reefs at Prince of Songkhla University, said coral reefs - either bleached or thriving - need constant care. Pollution - waste water, destructive fishing or run-off sediments from coastal land developments - hampers the recuperation of coral. 
   Sakanan further explained that one of major threats to coral reefs is land sediment. Particularly coastal land development, such as the construction of marinas or resorts, leads to soils being washed into the sea. Coral reefs near the shore, which serve as both natural fish-breeding grounds and tourism attractions, have been severely damaged from sediment caused by land excavation.
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    The El Nino weather pattern and global warming significantly add to the damage of coral, especially when combined with illegal fishing involving drag nets, push nets and explosives. 

   Bleached corals in areas affected by wastewater are likely to die. Boats are a major source of wastewater be-cause most of them - both fishing and tourist boats - do not have holding tanks to collect wastewater from kitchen or toilets. It is simply discharged into the sea.
   Moo Koh Surin – probably the most beautiful of Thai-land’s seven marine national parks and famous for its breathtaking surface coral  - closed five dive sites simply because the department wanted to save coral structures from the careless feet of snorkellers. Human feet that ran-domly kick coral are perhaps no less dangerous than glo-bal warming, said Songtam Suksawang, director of the National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation Depart-ment. Moreover, anchors from long-tail tourist boats can also destroy the structure of coral.

   Professor Thamasak Yeemin of the Marine Biodiversity Research Group at Bangkok’s Ramkhamhaeng University pointed out that the survival of coral is linked to our own survival as a species. Coral reefs are literally houses for fish. Without them, these fish will lack a place to hide from predators or spawn. Then, we will have a food and, consequently, an economic problem, said Thamasak. Coral bleaching might already be hurting tourism and diving businesses, but in the long run it will destroy the food chain in the marine ecology. The problem will not be felt today. But in decades, there will be fewer fish and fewer fish species.   (
CAPITALIZING ON ASEAN TOURISM  

[AS-website; PDI: 23.1.11] - THE annual meeting of the ASEAN tourism ministers was held in January 2011 in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, in conjunction with the ASEAN Tourism Forum (ATF) 2011. The highlight of the event was the signing of the ASEAN Tourism Strategic Plan, a five-year programme for the 2011-15 period. This is a follow-up of the ‘Roadmap for Integration of Tourism Sector’, an agreement which was signed in 2006 and expired in 2010.
   In a joint statement issued at the end of the meeting, the tourism ministers said the ATSP would contribute to the overall goal of building the Community through promotion of growth, integration and competitiveness of the tourism sector. Based on the 110-page ATSP, it is envisioned that “by 2015, ASEAN will provide an increasing number of visitors to the region with authentic and diverse products, enhanced connectivity, a safe and secure environment, increased quality of services.”

   The plan is also meant to “ensure an increased quality of life and opportunities for residents through responsible and sustainable tourism development by working effect-tively with a wide range of stakeholders.”

   In particular, the plan aims at promoting the ASEAN as a single tourist destination, developing a set of ASEAN tourism standards with a certification process, enabling tourism professionals to work in any of the ASEAN mem-ber states, and allowing visitors to travel throughout ASEAN with a single visa.

   ASEAN governments have also agreed to grant in-creased flexibility to designated airlines to “allow them to fly and carry traffic from any ASEAN city with an interna-tional airport to its counterpart in other member states…”
   However, there are still a number of problems that continue to bug the effort to develop a viable ASEAN tourism brand, analysts said. Foremost in the list of concerns is the limited financial and human resources allocated for tourism promotion by ASEAN members.   (
BRUNEI’S HARD EFFORTS TO DEVELOP ITS TOURISM INDUSTRY

[BT: 1.2.11] - BRUNEI Darussalam has worked hard in 2010 to establish itself as a strong contender in the global and regional tourism industries. From toilet inspections to bids for international recognition of the nation's beaches via the Blue Flag Award, sustainability and the natural environment have been two of the most significant elements put on the table for discussion by numerous agencies, both local and international. 

   During the ASEAN Tourism Forum (ATF) held in Brunei in January last year, delegates attending the biggest tourism event in Southeast Asia were reported as being "impressed" by the Sultanate's natural attractions. 
   Attending delegate professor Walter Jamieson, Director of Service Innovation Programme at Thammasat Univer-sity in Thailand, was quoted as saying: "Most places have mosques and handicrafts, but the close connection to the natural environment almost everywhere (here) is something that struck us right away." 

   At the same meeting, culture and tourism manager of the ASEAN-Korean Centre, Goh Hyun Ung, suggested an ‘ecotourism’ push for Brunei, to cater to changing tourist needs. "If they stress more on the ecotourism resources, there would be more people interested in coming to Brunei. Koreans are in the transition period where they are moving away from the resort for golfing holidays to wanting more eco-friendly holidays."

   But while the push for nature-based tourism or ‘eco-tourism’ has been growing in strength, so has the need for both physical, educational and legal infrastructure development to cater to new tourism projects and initia-tives. There has also been a move to formally introduce a visa-free travel arrangement amongst ASEAN member states at, during the meetings of the ASEAN Tourism Forum 2010 hosted by Brunei. The decision was said to be welcomed by Brunei as being of great benefit to the region's tourism sectors. 
   As for ‘Islamic tourism’, Brunei also garnered interest over the last year, when it participated in the International Islamic Conference and Travel Mart 2010 (ICTM) in Kuala Lumpur. Brunei's Tourism Board (BTB) used the event effectively promote the Sultanate's Islamic holiday package. BTB director Sheikh Jamaluddin said that "the board has been working closely with the State Mufti's Office to come up with a package, in which tourists would be able to view and experience various Islamic artifacts and manuscripts that Brunei is in possession of." 

      He added that the BTB would extend and combine this campaign with other countries with a strong Islamic and Malay culture, such as Aceh in Indonesia and the niche markets of Vietnam's Champa area and Mindanao in the Philippines. (
COULD BURMA BE THE NEW TOURIST
DESTINATION OF 2011?
[AP: 14.1.11] - THE release of pro-democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi from house arrest in November appears to be opening the way for more tourists, by easing concerns that visiting the country is a signal of support for Burma's military dictatorship. Suu Kyi herself, in an interview with Associated Press shortly after her release, said large group tourism was not encouraged, but "individuals coming in to see, to study the situation in the country might be a good idea."

   International activist groups, which have long called for a tourism boycott, have followed Suu Kyi's lead and softened their stance, now only asking that tourists snub package tours and cruise ships, which are often operated by government cronies.

   Colorado-based Asia Transpacific Journeys, which specializes in custom journeys and small group trips to Asia, said bookings to Burma have surged 150% since November compared to a year ago, as more travellers now feel more comfortable visiting the country.

   Even before Suu Kyi's release, the tourism boycott had become a controversy both inside and outside Burma. Supporters of a boycott believed tourism dollars sent the wrong signal and helped fund a government that still holds some 2,000 political prisoners. But others argued that tourism gave the isolated Burmese a rare opportunity to connect with the outside world, and that visitors give moral and sometimes even financial support to communities in need. 
   Burma, however, remains a relatively remote destina-tion for most, and no one expects an overnight tourism boom. Suu Kyi's release is not likely to draw Americans in large numbers, partly because Asia is not high on their travel list, and many consider the country dangerous following the military's violent crackdown on in 2007, said Douglas Shachnow, head of the Florida chapter of the Pacific-Asia Travel Association (PATA).

     Still, tourism has been growing for several years, if from a small base. Arrivals to Burma surged 34% to 212,500 in the first nine months of last year and may hit a record of 300,000 for all of 2010, according to the Bangkok-based PATA. Asians make up about two-thirds of the arrivals, Europeans 22% and Americans only 8%.
   The total is a far cry from the 14 million who visit neighbouring Thailand every year, the 4 million who go to nearby Vietnam, and the 2 million each to Cambodia and Laos. According to PATA’s statistics, Burma tourism revenue hit US$196 million in 2009, almost double what it was in 2002. Yet, tourism is not a main revenue earner for the government, compared to the billions the junta makes from natural resources such as timber, jewels, oil and natural gas.

   Some of the country's tour operators are hoping for a bumper year with new hotels set to open in the coming months. Burma also joined with Cambodia, Vietnam and Laos last year in a campaign to encourage tours combining their countries. But the tourism sector remains hampered by poor infrastructure, limited tourism facilities and difficulty in getting visas. Many areas, especially along the country's border, are still closed to tourists.   (
SUU KYI URGES TO KEEP 
SANCTIONS ON BURMA 
[TI: 7.2.11; AFP: 18.2.11] - BURMA's opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi recently urged the west to maintain eco-nomic sanctions on Burma, saying that her party, the National League for Democracy (NLD), had conducted a survey and concluded that Western sanctions had impacted only those connected with the Burmese junta and not the majority of Burmese people, according to NLD sources.  

   NLD sources said the opposition party had carried out a study into the impact of sanctions, based on its own research and in consultation with economists. Some NLD sources in Rangoon, however, said that the NLD wants the West to put targeted sanctions on specific members of the Burmese regime. “Sanctions that hurt the regime should be maintained, while sanctions that hurt civilians should be lifted,” said one source. 

   Debates and arguments over the effectiveness of economic sanctions continue among scholars, politicians and Burma observers. Many say that the policy of sanctions has failed to bring about any reforms and has simply pushed the Burmese generals and their business allies closer to neighbours China and Thailand, which are investing heavily in Burma’s energy reserves.  

   Those voices generally urge targeted sanctions that level bans on arms sales and investments in Burma, as well as targeting specific members of the regime and their families and cronies with travel restrictions and the freezing of offshore bank accounts.

   The EU first imposed sanctions on Burma in 1996, and has updated, renewed and extended its policy every year since. Sanctions, also known as the “EU common position,” are renewed annually in April. Following the junta’s crackdown on demonstrators in September 2007, the EU put into place further sanctions that include a travel ban on Burma's top political officials, an arms embargo and a freezing of the assets in Europe of Burmese officials and their business partners. Meanwhile, the US Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs Kurt Campbell said that the US will continue to push the Burmese authorities to give legal status to the NLD. 
   Following Suu Kyi’s call not to lift sanctions, Burmese state media warned that she and her party will "meet their tragic ends" if they keep up their opposition to an end to western sanctions. It was the first explicit criticism of the Nobel Peace Prize winner by state media since her release after seven years of house arrest, days after an election that was denounced by the democracy movement and the western governments.   (
CAMBODIA: ANGKOR FACES ENVIRONMENTAL AUDIT

[PPP: 26.1.11] – ACCORDING to Cambodian officials, a Japanese organization will review environmental standards at the Angkor Wat temple complex, measuring it against international standards for environmental management. 

   Chhor Thanat, deputy director general of the Apsara Authority, which manages the temple complex, said that the Japan Quality Assurance Organization would conduct the audit in a bid to ensure the authority’s adherence to international Environmental Management Standards (EMS). He said the Apsara Authority must fulfill 66 con-ditions involving the levels of waste and water pollution at the Angkor temples and nearby Siem Reap town in order to receive EMS certification from them in 2012.

   JQA’s audits of the Angkor and Siem Reap are aimed at balancing the rapid growth of the town with principles of environmental conservation. JQA issued the EMS certifi-cation that is now held by the Apsara Authority for Angkor and Siem Reap municipality.

   Chhor Thanat said that some environmental problems, such as the pollution of the Siem Reap River, stemmed from the sharp growth of the tourism industry over the past decade, with added waste coming from hotels, guesthouses and residential areas. “Until 1993, the Siem Reap River still had clean water to drink and swim in,” he said.

   Apsara Authority Director General Bun Narith said that out of 199 “world wonders”, Angkor was the first to receive certification, and it would be a shame for Cambodia to lose it. 

   “People around the world will think that the Authority in Siem Reap province didn’t focus on the environment in the Angkor Wat area to improve it,” he said. “But if we have this certificate it will make countries around the world realize our environmental protection is up to standards.”  (
‘ADORE CAMBODIA!’ 
CAMPAIGN LAUNCHED

[PRWEB: 2.2.11] - TOURISM promoters have become aware of the substantial money generated by LGBT (=lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender) travellers. According to a Tourism Intelligence International report, as much as 10% of international tourists were gay and lesbian, accounting for more than 70 million arrivals worldwide.

   Cambodian tourism businesses have recently launched a colourful, international campaign, called ‘Adore Cambodia!’ to let LGBT travellers know they are espe-cially welcome in the Khmer ‘Kingdom of Wonders’.

    “With the spread of ultra-cheap flights from regional hubs like Malaysia, Singapore and Vietnam, gay and lesbian tourists have discovered a quiet haven of tole-rance, culture and world heritage that is actively reaching out to the economically powerful LGBT niche travel market”, said the PRWEB’s announcement that is also posted on Cambodia’s official tourism website. 

   "Siem Reap is remarkable because major players in the hospitality and service industries are comfortable extend-ing a genuine welcome specifically to LGBT visitors," explained John Goss, director of Utopia-Asia.com which lists more than 70 gay-owned and gay-friendly busi-nesses around Cambodia. "These include Travel and Leisure's #1 hotel in Cambodia, dozens of gay-run boutique accommodations, trend-setting restaurants, and fashion and design innovators that are part of a hip, emerging contemporary arts movement dubbed ‘Cam-bodia Cool’."

   Siem Reap also boasts Cambodia's first men-only leisure complex combining a stylish hotel, spa, and gym designed by one of the country's leading architects. The New York Times even stood up and took notice recently, proclaiming Siem Reap to be a "gay haven" in 2010.

   "Mutual respect between people is deeply a part of Khmer culture. Gays and lesbians are included as long as cultural traditions are respected," explains openly gay business owner, Sopheara. "More and more Cambodians, in all strata of society, are living an open gay life. But you won't find provocative displays of sexuality here, as you might in some other countries."

   The Adore Cambodia! logo design is based on the Cambodian national flower, the Rumbdul, depicted in the six colours of the internationally recognized ‘gay rain-bow’.   (
INDONESIA: BALI BANS NEW HOTELS

[AFP: 14.2.11; BD: 14.2.11] - ON the edge of Bali's palm-fringed Kuta Beach, where thousands of tourists flock each day, four cranes are busy at work on a massive beachfront development. Dubbed the Beach Walk, the US$70 million “lifestyle resort” linking two luxury hotels with high-end restaurants, shops and conference facili-ties, is a testament to Bali's post-bombing resurgence as a tourist destination.

   A decade ago, about 1.3 million foreign visitors came to the island, according to official figures. Then, after Islamic extremists bombed Kuta nightclubs in 2002, killing 202 people, the figure plummeted to 990,000. But in 2010, despite a second bombing in 2005 which killed 20 people, foreign visitor numbers surged to a record 2.3 million. This year, 2.5 million are expected, putting significant strain on the island's infrastructure and sparking an explo-sion in hotel numbers.
   There are increasing concerns that Bali’s image as a tropical oasis is being tarnished by rampant development, overcrowding and gridlock. “Tourists come to Bali to relax,” Bali Hotels Association secretary-general Perry Markus said. “I can imagine how frustrated they will be if they end up getting stuck in horrendous traffic jams like in Jakarta.”

   Fearing the island could become a victim of its own success, Bali Governor Made Mangku Pastika in January took the extraordinary step of slapping a moratorium on new hotel development in the island's three busiest areas. They include the famous surfing strips of Kuta and Sanur, the exclusive beachfront resort district of Nusa Dua and the rice-terraced hills around Ubud.

   Like many local residents Bali Tourism Board chairman Ida Bagus Ngurah Wijaya has noticed the increase in traffic jams along the narrow, potholed streets and has thrown his support behind the hotel moratorium. “We don't want the development of tourism in Bali to backfire,” he said. 

   There are now almost 50,000 rooms available across Bali on any given night, according to government figures. Most of these are in the congested south, where the moratorium on hotel development will be enforced. “There is a lot of hotel accommodation already built in these three regencies (local council districts),” the head of the Bali government's Investment Board, Nyoman Suwirya Patra, said. “So we need to spread out the building of accommodation to other regencies.”

   It remains to be seen how effective the moratorium will be. But even more decisive action will be needed to save and rehabilitate Bali’s environment. Indeed, the resort island is now paying a high price for its long-standing failure to address unplanned and uncontrolled develop-ment. Rivers and streams are drying up; natural water supply is badly compromised through over-exploitation of ground water; irreparable defacement has occurred on ocean cliffs and rice terraces; deforestation if rife; and the Balinese people's future ability to afford to live on ancestral lands is under threat due to escalating property prices.   (
HABITAT SET TO BUILD ITS FIRST
‘ECOTOURISM’ VILLAGE IN INDONESIA
[ETN: 20.1.11; HI website] - HABITAT for Humanity Indone-sia announced in January that it is partnering with Asia Pulp & Paper (APP), one of the world's largest paper producers, to create Habitat’s first ‘ecotourism’ village of more than 420 homes and guest accommodations near some of Indonesia’s most famous ancient temples.

   The development will take place in the village of Soran, located near the Prambanan Temple, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, built around 850 AD. The village is also located near Mount Merapi, the nation’s best-known volcano, which erupted last year. 

   Soran has a long tradition of creating music and crafts, but 60% of families there live below the poverty line. The project aims to improve housing for most villagers, while establishing a “sustainable, eco-friendly hospitality busi-ness” built on the community’s historic cultural traditions. The ecotourism venture will promote the area’s natural and cultural heritage and create accommodation for tourists who wish to tour the sacred temples, visit nearby natural landmarks, or enjoy the cultural performances.

   James Tumbuan, National Director of Habitat Indonesia is very optimistic that the project will be a success. “This is the first Habitat project in the world that creates shelter and economic opportunity for an entire community, and it is precisely the kind of project needed to combat Indonesia’s poverty,” he said. “This unique programme not only improves housing for most of the community, it also allows Soran villagers to economically benefit from the art and culture they have preserved for centuries and to share it with the world.”  
   The three-year project will outfit family homes with additional space and facilities to accommodate eco-tourists who visit the historic Central Java area. In addition, villagers will be trained not only in tourism management but also in disaster risk mitigation. As with all of its programmes, Habitat Indonesia has plans to engage community leaders, local stakeholders, and the villagers themselves in all stages of the development – from planning through construction.

   The work on the project was expected to begin last year but had to be delayed because of Mount Merapi’s eruption. Soran was covered in volcanic dust, and villagers had to first complete a major clean-up.   (
LAOS: CHINESE CASINO ON THE
MEKONG TRIGGERS CONTROVERSY

[AN: 29.1.11] – IN April 2007 in April 2007, the socialist government of Laos granted the Chinese firm King Romans Group (KRG) 10,000 hectares of land for 99 years in Tonphueng, Boke province, to create a huge tourism complex. So far, the KRG has only completed a Chinese-style casino on 3,000 hectares of the land. The area has been declared a Special Economic Zone (SEZ) and is located near the borders of Thailand and Burma, as well as China. Experts suspect that it is being used to launder 'dirty' money. 

   The project aims to transform the Golden Triangle, once the epicentre of the heroin trade, into a grandiose resort, including hotels, casino, golf course, shopping centres, karaoke rooms, gyms, massage parlours, swimming pools, as well as medical centres, ‘ecotourism’ initiatives, breeding studs and even an international airport. 

   Most of the casino visitors come from Thailand or from Jinghong in Yunnan province, China. Everything here is Chinese: the language, food and currency. Some 4,500 people work there, of which are only 500 Laotians. 
   Chinese Zhao Wei, the president of the KRG, told the South China Morning Post that his company was spend-ing millions of dollars in infrastructure, among other things, to renovate the river port and build a road up to 30 kms to the regional capital of Ban Houei Xav. So far, approximately US$455 million have been invested, and the KRG is planning to invest a further US$2.25 billion by 2020. As a comparison, the entire national budget of Laos in 2009 was estimated at US$1.13 billion! 

   Zhao explained that the KRG ensures the safety of the SEZ, through its own private security guards. A portion of profits goes to the Laotian government. He emphasized that his group had donated millions of dollars for schools in Burma and Laos. There are also plans for the con-struction of a new town of 200,000 people - Kapok City -, which will be the second biggest town in Laos after Vientiane. 
    Knowledgeable sources have pointed out that the origin of the money invested by KRG is not clear. They say that Zhao is connected with the casinos of Mong La in Burma’s Shan State, which many believe belong to the former drug baron Minxian Lin. Many casinos in Burma established near the border with Yunnan province were closed after a gambling ban was imposed by Chinese authorities who were concerned about the heavy losses suffered by their officials. The Lao SEZ of Tonphueng, where KRG has built the new casino, is not far from Mong La. 
   Thai entrepreneur Pattana Sittisombat, who is promotes economic cooperation between Thailand, Laos and Yun-nan, said he was "very concerned about the possibility of illicit funds being used in the project and that this would be used to launder dirty money". 

   United Nations sources also maintain that the risk of illegal activities is high. Meanwhile, Zhao rejects all accusations.

   The Laotian Foreign Minister Kenthong Nuanthasing said the Lao government controls the project, adding he had "no information about Zhao Wei."   (
FILIPINOS URGED TO VOTE FOR PALAWAN’S UNDERGROUND RIVER

[TPS: 11.2.11; PIA: 14.2.11] – THE ‘Seven Wonders of Nature’ event has become one of the biggest spectacles in international tourism promotion. President Aquino of the Philippines recently asked his country fellows to use their cell phone to vote for the Puerto Princesa Underground River to be included in the new Seven Wonders.  
PHILIPPINES: CEBU NEEDS REFORESTATION, NOT A THEME PARK!

In this time of changing climate and badly needed reforestation, a Cebu City councilor’s announcement of plans for a touristic theme park in an upland village is baffling. The following is edited from a commentary in the 
Cebu Daily News [CDN: 14.2.11]
C

ouncilor Jose Daluz III said that the city plans to invite big companies like San Miguel and Ayala to develop a theme park on at least 179 hectares of land in the mountain barangay of Toong – one of six barangays with areas that fall within Cebu City’s Buhisan Watershed. He added that the city government will apply for a Special Agreement for Protected Areas (SAPA) permit with the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR).
   Daluz said that the theme park will include a flower garden and a butterfly sanctuary, and that the City Council’s hilly land committee is amenable to the proposal.
   But shouldn’t the Cebu City government instead set an example to public and private institutions on being judicious about making use of a SAPA? A SAPA permits “develop-ment” of protected areas like the Cebu Central Protected Landscape for reasons the DENR deems merito-rious, but even a grade school kid can easily find this exemption-fast-becoming-the-rule questionable.
   “A resort is even built in one of our watersheds. Building anything within a protected area is prohibited,” envi-ronment lawyer Ben Cabrido told Cebu Daily News.

   Environmental groups led by the Philippine Earth Justice Center last year demanded a moratorium on the issuance of SAPAs and the DENR’s disclosure of the list of entities that have obtained SAPAs.
   With presumably so many enter-prises permitted to sully our moun-tains under the guise of ‘ecotourism’, and now the Cebu city government planning to be a player, we wouldn’t be surprised to wake up with not one plot of properly protected landscape in the city.

   Granted, the city will disturb the watershed as little as possible in developing a theme park before the year ends, but how little is little? Do we need any more trees felled to build a butterfly sanctuary? A big healthy forest is far better for the butterflies than a small reservation. Do we need more pockets of forest cleared for a flower garden? The Fuente Osmeña Rotunda, Plaza Independencia, Fort San Pedro and idle plots of land and center islands that dot the city are good spaces for flower gardens.
   Now more than ever, we need to plant and grow more trees. President Benigno Aquino III underscored this with the indefinite logging ban that he declared early this month. 
   Every square inch of protected area should be left for the trees and wild-life dependent on them to reclaim. They do that best when policymakers refrain from tinkering with their natu-ral growth.   (
   (contd. from p.5) He said there are 80 million cell phones in the country and those who vote would help to attract more tourists to the Philippines because it was a great form of advertisement.

   The President himself paid a visit to the Underground River in Palawan and said he enjoyed what he saw during the tour. He said the tourist destination’s features were impressive and “you are amazed that’s God’s design, God’s plan.” The President boasted of the place after seeing the various rock formations, flora and fauna.
   The Puerto Princesa Subterranean River National Park is the official nominee of the Philippines and a finalist in the search for the ew Seven Wonders. It was declared one of the 28 finalists from over 441 participants. It has also been cited as an example of best practices for biodiversity conservation and sustainable tourism.

   The 8.2km-long Underground River is competing with the Dead Sea, Mt. Kilimanjaro, the Maldives, the Grand Canyon, Jeju Island, Bay of Fundy, Black Forest, Iguazu Falls, Angel Falls, Yushan, Uluru, Galapagos, Milford Sound, Bu Tinah Island, the Great Barrier Reef, Halong Bay, Komodo Park, the Amazon, Vesuvius, Table Mountain, and Masurian Lake District.

   It has been declared by UNESCO as a World Heritage Site and one of the most biodiverse conservation areas in the world. It is the world’s longest subterranean river. The river includes major formations of stalactites and stalag-mites, and several large chambers. At the mouth of the cave, a clear lagoon is framed by ancient trees growing right at the water’s edge.   (
SINGAPORE’S CASINO GAMBLE 
PAYS OFF 

[AFP: 13.1.11] — JUST one year after opening its first casino, Singapore has emerged as Asia's hottest new gambling capital with a revamped cityscape and billions of dollars pouring into the economy. "Singapore has made a dramatic entry to the casino gaming market," financial consultancy PricewaterhouseCoopers said in a report estimating the city-state's casino gaming market at US$2.8 billion in 2010.

   The first casino opened in Malaysian-controlled Resorts World Sentosa in February 2010, with US-based Las Vegas Sands following two months later as the world economy was still clawing itself out of recession. Resorts World Sentosa also boasts Southeast Asia's first Univer-sal Studios theme park, while Marina Bay Sands has become an architectural icon with its three curving towers topped off by a "SkyPark" shaped like a sleek ocean liner.

   Thanks in large measure to the casino complexes, tourist arrivals in Singapore last year hit 11.6 million, breaking by far the previous record of 10.3 million set in 2007. Most of the visitors came from the Asia-Pacific region, with mainland China, Australia, Indonesia and India together accounting for 53%. Tourist spending helped fuel Singapore's 14.7% gross domestic product (GDP) growth in 2010, making it Asia's fastest-growing economy, after a 1.3%contraction in 2009.

   When the government lifted a ban on casinos, they were euphemistically called "integrated resorts" or "IRs" amid an outcry from civic and church groups worried about the social impact of large-scale gambling.

   "Definitely with the opening of the casinos, we have seen an increase in gambling addicts seeking help," said Tan Lye Keng, executive director of One Hope Centre, a Christian welfare organization for gambling addicts. He added that the Sg$100 (US$78) entry levy imposed on Singaporean citizens and permanent residents failed to deter gamblers.

   "Tourism is a critical economic component for Singa-pore's economy," said Las Vegas-based casino industry analyst Jonathan Galaviz. "The exercise of legalizing casino gaming, in the context of integrated resort deve-lopment, has turned out to be a successful endeavour." 

  But Galaviz cautioned that Singapore should not get carried away by the success of the casino-powered resorts. "I believe from a public policy perspective, that Singapore should protect itself from gaining the per-ception by the outside world that it is a casino-centric country. For example, the financial sector in Singapore needs Singapore to be known as a stable, serious, and very ethical place for doing business," he added.  (
THAILAND: PATTAYA BEACH
EROSION ‘CRITICAL’
[BP: 24.1.11; 28.1.11] - PATTAYA Beach is facing a severe sand erosion problem, prompting business owners to stack sandbags around their deckchairs to keep them from being washed away by waves. The erosion has significantly reduced the beach area over the past 10 years, experts say.

   Professor Thanawat Jarupongsakul, the science facul-ty's head of disaster studies at Chulalongkorn University in Bangkok, recently presented a paper which shows ero-sion at the beach is "critical". His research concluded that the erosion is caused mainly by changes in wave patterns reducing deposits of sand on the beach, and this is being exacerbated by increased beach use.
   Pattaya Beach covered 96,000 sqm in 1952, with to the water about 36 m. By 2002, the beach area had fallen to 50,500 sqm by 2002, and the distance to the shoreline was only 18.7 m.
   "The latest survey found the beach width had further dropped sharply to just four to five metres," Thanawat said, adding, "without serious action, Pattaya Beach will disappear within five years."

    Thanawat said Chulalongkorn University's Aquatic Resources Research Institute, its science faculty and the Marine Department of Transport Ministry had jointly prepared a plan to counter the erosion. This would involve huge amounts of sand being filled along the beach. But if this method helps to save the beach in long term, is very questionable.
   In a Bangkok Post editorial it is argued: “To say [the accelerating rate of beach erosion] is bad news would be an understatement. The whole economy of Pattaya resort town would crumble without its famous beach. To rescue the beach, and keep the Pattaya economy running, it has been proposed that 200,000 cubic metres of sand be dumped there to increase the beach's width to 30 metres. Everyone seems happy with this solution. It is quick. It is easy. It involves a big budget that will make some people richer. But this short-term answer will certainly not resolve the long-standing problem of sand erosion.

   “The erosion of Pattaya beach is just the tip of the iceberg. Coastal erosion is a serious problem nationwide, with the country's 2,666-km shoreline suffering erosion at different levels, many critically. Going for short-term solu-tions without addressing the root causes is therefore a mistake. So is treating each problem in isolation because coastal erosion in different parts of the shoreline are in fact inter-related.

   “Another mistake is to blame coastal erosion on climate change and other natural causes such as the changing patterns of winds and waves. Such an approach is not only fatalistic, it is often wrong. Studies worldwide have shown that coastal erosion is principally caused by a host of man-made structures which affect wind-and-wave patterns in the area. 
   Short-sighted development such as the pumping of underground water that causes widespread land sub-sidence, the destruction of mangrove forests, the mushrooming of factories along the coasts, and the building of huge structures such as big dams, water gates, seaports and bridges - all play a part in coastal erosion. Studies also show that man-made structures to counter erosion such as beach walls, jetties and breakwaters actually worsen the overall situation.“ (
VIETNAM: EU GIVES $15M FOR A ‘SUS-TAINABLE TOURISM’  PROGRAMME 
[VNB: 18.1.11] - THE European Union officially announced a grant of 11 million Euros (US$15 million) to help deve-lop an ‘environmentally and socially responsible' tourism sector, the ever biggest tourism programme in Vietnam.

   Sean Doyle, the Ambassador and head of the EU Delegation said poor and disadvantaged groups such as women and ethnic minorities would have more opportunities to benefit from the programme.
    ’Responsible tourism’ would provide the foundation for creating a more sustainable, competitive and higher yield tourism sector, he said.

    The five-year programme aims to train and qualify tourism administration staff from central to local levels in environmentally and socially responsible tourism policy making, planning and management. Over 5,000 tourism sector workers in disadvantaged areas will also be trained.
   Vietnam National Administration of Tourism (VNAT) representative Vu Quoc Tri said by 2016 the programme aimed to have trained about 1,000 management staff from small- and medium- sized enterprises, helping improve the effectiveness of public-private partnerships in tourism activities.   (
TOURISM PROJECT CRACKDOWN 
IN VIETNAM
[ANN: 22.1.11] - THE Ministry of Planning and Investment is set to carry out inspections of tourism and recreational property projects nationwide to determine their feasibility, according to the ministry's plan.

   The provinces of Thua Thien Hue, Khanh Hoa, Quang Ninh, Lam Dong and Binh Thuan, as well as Da Nang, are considered "hotspots" because many licenses have been issued for tourism and property development projects. But most of those projects, especially in Thua Thien Hue and Lam Dong, either remain on paper or have been delayed.

   In the 2001-04 period, many investors quickly registered projects to occupy land, but construction has not even begun. According to the Chan May-Lang Co economic zone, 35 registered projects exist, but only nine are operating. Projects still on paper include Lap An Resort and Golf Course, an infrastructure project for Sai Gon-Chan May Industrial and Non-Tariff Zone, and Bai Chuoi Tourism Area. They were issued licenses in the 2006-08 period.
   Construction on some projects has been sparse. For example, the Diana Resort project was issued a license in 2007 but only the fence and watchman's house have been built. A resort project along Lang Co Beach worth US$4.8 million was issued a license in 2006, but only wave-breakers have been built since that time.
   An official explained that slow implementation and delays were caused by a lack of capital. Moreover, because of the banks' high interest rate, the investors were reluctant to take out loans.

   The People's Committee of the Central Highland pro-vince of Lam Dong said for the 2006-10 period, a total of 236 tourism and resort projects in Da Lat and the neighbouring region were registered, with registered capital totalling about US$4.7 billion. Of those, 142 projects have been issued licenses, but merely 65 pro-jects have begun construction. And only 19 out of the 65 projects have begun to operate.

   For the Tuyen Lam Lake tourist zone, there are 30 registered projects with total investment capital of more than USS$770 million. But only 14 of that number are under construction. 
   While the Ministry of Planning and Investment has asked local authorities to examine the feasibility of tourism property projects, the central province of Thua Thien-Hue has organized conferences to call for investment in more tourism and resort projects. They include the Hoi Dua resort tourist area covering an area of 100ha, a resort tourist area along the Dien Loc Beach in Phong Dien District with an area of 200ha, and the Quang Cong - Quang Ngan ‘ecotourism’ area in Quang Dien District covering an area of 100ha.

   Truong Van Thu, vice chairman of Lam Dong Province People's Committee, said inspections of the projects would help local authorities examine and review the implementation progress. The province issued a list of key projects that seek investment for the 2010-20 period. One of those was the Prenn Lake tourist zone project on an area of 1,000ha.   (
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