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SAVE THE MEKONG – SAY NO TO THE XAYABURI DAM!

[IR website; TNN: 15.4.11] - TUESDAY, 19 April, was a great day for the Mekong River and all people fighting to protect the river’s environment. In a victory for the Save the Mekong campaign, regional governments delayed a deci-sion on the Xayaburi Dam because of their concerns over the project's impacts. Xayaburi would be the first dam on the lower Mekong mainstream and would wreak havoc with the river’s rich fisheries, jeopardizing the food secu-rity of hundreds of thousands of people. It would also seriously affect tourism; after all, the Mekong River has become the most important icon for the region’s tourism industry.
   The decision to delay the project came after an exhausting campaign from the International Rivers orga-nization and the Save the Mekong Coalition, after 2,300 people from around the world sent emails to the Mekong River Commission (MRC) asking them to cancel this disastrous project, and after thousands of Thai villagers called to stop the project.

   The scenic rapids, strong currents, and complex eco-systems of the mighty Mekong River in the remote province of Xayaburi in northern Laos are the spawning grounds of rich migratory fisheries that feed millions of people along the entire length of the river. Beneath the sparkling sand beaches, exposed during the dry season, thousands of gold-panning families find a vital source of income, supplementing their fishing and farming that helps meet their daily needs. Their way of life would be seriously threatened, if the dam project goes ahead. 
   Since 2007, Ch. Karnchang, one of Thailand’s largest construction companies, has been preparing plans to build the massive 1,260 MW dam on the Mekong River’s mainstream at the Kaeng Luang rapids, 30kms from Xayaburi town. This dam would affect thousands of local people directly, and millions more indirectly due to its impact on the Mekong River and its interconnected ecosystems. 
   In June 2010, Thailand’s electricity utility, EGAT, signed an initial agreement with Ch. Karnchang to purchase over 95% of the Xayaburi dam’s electricity. At least four Thai banks - Kasikorn Bank, Bangkok Bank, Krung Thai Bank, and Siam Commercial Bank - expressed their interest in providing loans to the Xayaburi dam, despite its huge environmental and social costs. 
   Due to the high risk and impacts associated with the Xayaburi and other Mekong mainstream dams, a Strategic Environmental Assessment report published in October 2010 by the MRC recommended that decision-making on these dams be deferred for 10 years. Yet, thanks to the dam proponents’ massive lobbying, the decision-making process continued to move forward. 
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   Meanwhile, Thai and international environmentalists tirelessly called on the Thai government to withdraw its support for the project and seek better energy solutions to protect the Mekong River.
   Despite the 19 April victory, the struggle is far from over. Laos has already started preliminary construction activities, thereby violating their international commit-ments. In the coming months, the Save Mekong Coalition will increase efforts to stop the construction works and to ensure a permanent cancellation of the Xayaburi Dam. 
   Environmental advocates have warned that if the Xayaburi dam project goes ahead, it could open the way for 10 more dams being considered along the lower Mekong.

   For updates, check out: http://www.savethemekong.org/ or http://www.internationalrivers.org/node/5655.   (
JAPAN’S CATASTROPHE AFFECTS 
SE-ASIA’S TOURISM INDUSTRY
[VNN: 16.3.11; B-N: 18.3.11; NYT: 28.3.11; AFP: 29.3.11] - THE global tourism market has taken a big hit due to the devastating earthquake, tsunami and nuclear crisis in Japan. Southeast Asia also feels the impact of the drop in Japanese tourism. “The Japanese outbound market has been in decline the past few years,” said Kris Lim, a director at the Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA). “For the next few months, the drop will be much more severe.” 

   Vietnamese travel firms confirmed that most of the Japanese travellers canceled their tours in the immediate aftermath of the earthquake on 11 March. It was also uncertain if the groups of 400 and 500 Japanese travellers who were scheduled to arrive in Vietnam in April and May would be cancelled or not, said one travel agent.  
   Japan’s tragedy has also affected tourism in Indonesia's Bali resort island, where officials said Chinese had overtaken Japanese in the second rank of visitor arrivals after Australians. 
   Bali tourism agency head Ida Bagus Subhiksu said: “'The number of Japanese tourists in Bali had already declined since the financial crisis in 2008, but since the disaster the number has declined further.” By the end of March, about 1,200 hotel room reservations had been cancelled since the earthquake, mostly by Japanese tourists.
   It is important to note that Japan has one of the world’s largest economies and its consumers account for an extraordinary portion of all luxury goods and high-end tourism sales. Thus, a broad dimming of consumer opti-mism in Japan is affecting many industries, including travel and tourism. Analysts say, the triple disaster has jolted the Japanese into a new reality, sapping the mate-rialist, feel-good spirit and replacing it with a focus on helping others and a mood to come back to the basics. But it is probably to early to say whether the shock of recent events will lead Japanese consumers to retrench for a long time, or whether the impact will be more short-term as it was the case following 11 September in the United States.   (
 

ASEAN ANNOUNCES PLAN FOR 
SINGLE VISA SYSTEM

[TD: 20.3.11] - THE Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is planning to adopt a single visa system enabling tourists to visit any of the group’s 10 member states on a single travel document. Following the lead of Europe’s Schengen single visa system, Jakarta-based ASEAN believes that a single tourist visa policy would enhance the tourism experience in the region, boosting arrivals to member states. 

   “The plan is realistic, action oriented, attuned to the global realities and designed to ensure that the ASEAN region can continue to be a successful tourism desti-nation,” said Thong Khon, Cambodia’s minister of tourism at the recent ASEAN ministerial meeting, held in Phnom Penh. 

   It is expected that the single tourist visa in combination with ASEAN’s new open skies aviation policy will offers the opportunity to significantly increase tourist arrival numbers from the 65 million achieved in 2010.   (
BURMA: THOUSANDS HOMELESS
AFTER SHAN STATE EARTHQUAKE

[TI: 31.3.11] – OFF-the-beaten-track travellers may call Shan State a hidden paradise even though the Shan people have suffered immensely from the Burmese mili-tary government. In 2009, the Shan Women Action Network (SWAN) launched a guidebook “Forbidden Glimpses of Shan State”, which gives tourists an insight and an alternative view of Shan State by providing a pictorial exposé of the deliberate neglect and destruction of local cultural and historical sites. 

   Following a 7.0-magnitude earthquake that rocked the region on 24 March, more than 3,000 people have been made homeless in Shan State, according to a report by aid agencies working in 90 affected villages. Initial findings of an assessment indicate that at least 18,000 people residing in 90 villages have been affected by the disaster. Most of those villages are located in Tarlay and Mong Lin townships. At least 150 people have been killed, according to local sources. 

   Local residents said that some of the affected areas are often inaccessible due to rains, and that there is an increased risk of landslides as the rainy season is due to start in a few weeks. 

    According to a report by the UN's Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) in colla-boration with several partners, homeless villagers from Tarlay sub-township and Mong Lin (East) and Mong Lin (West) Village Tracts are in dire need of additional material support, particularly in terms of non-food items, such as tarpaulins, blankets and household utensils. The agencies said that foodstuffs such as salt, cooking oil, noodles, dried fish, and cans of fish are being delivered. Tents, blankets, cooking utensils, plastic mats, mosquito nets, candles, water tanks, bottled water and water purification tablets are also being distributed by the humanitarian aid groups. Many private donors have also been involved in distributing rice, instant noodles, cans of fish and beef, as well as fresh vegetables to those affected. 

   Some local residents said they found individual donations more effective than the government-channeled distribution of aid. They also claimed that government-monitored aid distributions have been delayed, and that supplies have been stolen. Ca Mu, a Lahu resident in Yanshin village near Tachilek Township, said that local authorities such as the headmen of the villages and various paramilitaries control the aid, but don’t deliver it. “If they were really committed to the people, they would give us a helping hand,” he said.

   “In my opinion, it doesn't matter whether the soldiers reach the affected villages or not, because even if they go there they do nothing significant for the people who need help,” he said. “In fact, it would be better if they didn't go at all—they make things worse.”   (
CAMBODIA: CHINESE INVESTMENT BOOM – AT WHAT COST? 
[R-N: 5.4.11] - LY MOM has been driven out of her lifelong home in Cambodia's fast-growing capital Phnom Penh. Like thousands of other Cambodians forcibly evicted by the authorities, she is homeless, jobless and angry. Her grocery store on the banks of Boeng Kak Lake is being bulldozed to make way for a luxury housing estate to be built by a Chinese developer and a well-connected Cam-bodian tycoon.

   Ly Mom's story is the flipside of a "no strings" Chinese investment boom that Cambodia's government says will transform its underdeveloped US$10 billion economy and improve living standards for millions of impoverished people. A total of 2,752 families have already been driven from their homes around Boeng Kak.

   Every day, 1,500 families refusing to budge, stage a protest rejecting the developer's compensation of just US$8,500, or relocation to a small flat on the fringes of the sprawling city. But no-one is listening to them. 

   The luxury housing project is led by China's Inner Mongolia Erdos Hongjun Investment Corp, which has pledged to spend US$3 billion in Cambodia on real estate, metal processing and power generation.

   China is Cambodia's biggest source of foreign direct investment (FDI). China plans to spend US$8 billion in 360 projects in the first seven months of this year - the same amount it invested in the whole of Southeast Asia in 2008. Beijing is also Cambodia's largest source of foreign aid, providing about US$600 million in 2007 and US$260 million in 2008. But as Chinese, Vietnamese, South Korean and local businesses snap up lucrative con-cessions and real estate, farmers are being evicted and entire villages shifted to make way for development projects.

   According to Housing Rights Task Force, a Cambodian group monitoring forced evictions, 30,000 people were moved off their land last year, up from 27,000 in 2009. An estimated 150,000 more evictions are expected in the next few years, 70-80,000 in Phnom Penh alone.
   World Bank President Robert Zoellick recently said he was "deeply troubled" by the Boeng Kak evictions and offered financing and expert advice to the government. However, Cambodia's premier, Hun Sen, has not responded.

   Meanwhile, Cambodian Foreign Minister Hor Namhong has made his country's stance clear, following a recent visit to Beijing: "It's a good thing that China, as the rising superpower, contributes to solve the world's problems," he said. "Should we rather accept Chinese tourists who spend money in our country, or Chinese refugees?"
   Similar patterns of Chinese investment are being seen in Burma and Laos as Beijing splashes its cash and boosts its presence in Southeast Asia. China is planning to pour more money into rail and road projects to increase trade, investment and tourism, strengthening ties with the 10-member Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN).  
    Sia Phearum, the director of Cambodian Housing Rights Task Force, argued if the rights of ordinary people were ignored, the result would be instability and eventual upheaval: "The future is that there will be more serious human rights violations, and unrest like in the Arab countries."   (
INDONESIA: CHRONIC TROUBLE 
IN PARADISE

[WSJ: 1.4.11; T-M: 9.4.11] – REPORTS about Bali’s rapid erosion as a tourist destination abound. The Wall Street Journal (WSJ) recently came up with another ‘Trouble in Paradise’ story, and Time magazine ran an article with the alarming title: ‘Holidays in hell: Bali’s ongoing woes’.  According to the WSJ report, tourism has created a whole set of problems for Bali's four million inhabitants: “The island is now home to horrendous traffic jams, a seemingly endless succession of new resort projects, illegally built foreign-owned villas, tourist-related crime and rising demand for power and water that threatens to outstrip the capacity of local utility companies.”

   Bali's authorities are aware of the worsening situation, says the WSJ. In 2009, Bali Governor I Made Pastika warned the island's council that 260 of Bali's 400 rivers and waterways were not functioning properly due to unchecked development, deforestation and excessive pumping of groundwater for businesses. In February this year, he issued a moratorium on new hotel developments in the island's main tourist areas and reminded district chiefs that it is against provincial law to approve building permits for hotels near sacred religious sites (see also sea-tm 2[1]).

   Some locals are of the opinion that the rapid and lopsided development of the island threatens Bali's culture, reports the WSJ. Ida Pedanda Tianyar Arimbawa, a High Hindu priest and leader of Balinese Hinduism's highest authority, warned that rising land prices in the most popular areas are tempting locals to abandon their traditional values. "The land is our mother. When we sell the land, it's like selling our mother, so why sell it?" Arimbawa is quoted as saying.

   A number of local Balinese believe they are not even benefiting from the influx of tourists — instead, they say, it is foreigners and newcomers from the main Indonesian island of Java who are taking advantage.
  Time magazine also comes up with a long list of negative tourism impacts in Bali. During monsoon sea-son, “rivers swell and flush their trash and frothing human waste into the sea off Kuta Beach, the island's most famous tourist attraction, where bacteria bloom and the water turns muddy with dead plankton,” says the article, adding that in early March, Bali authorities warned tourists that swimming at Kuta Beach for over 30 minutes could cause skin infections. 
   The main reason for Bali’s multidimensional problems - water shortages, rolling blackouts, uncollected trash, overflowing sewage-treatment plants, traffic congestion and crime – is simply the fact that the island accom-modates too many tourists, according to the Time. In 2001, the island received about 1.3 million foreign visitors. Ten years later — and despite bombings by Islamic extremists in 2002 and 2005 that killed 222 people, mostly Australian tourists — the island expects almost twice that number. In addition, there are millions of Indonesian visitors. Hotels, shopping centers and restau-rants are springing up everywhere to accommodate them. The cranes looming over Kuta are building at least three malls and a five-star hotel. But the less glamorous stuff — roads, power lines, sewers, parking spaces — often remains an afterthought. 

   “A new terminal at Bali's shabby airport is due for com-pletion in 2013,” says the Time article. “But unless other infrastructure is improved, this will serve only to channel yet more tourists onto a critically overburdened island. For now, however, such doubts are largely forgotten in the rush to cash in on the Bali boom. ‘Goodness shouts, evil whispers,’ runs an overused Balinese proverb. But money talks.”   (
LAOS VILLAGERS OPPOSE CHINESE
RAIL LINK PROJECT

[AFP: 11.4.11] - THE people of Bopiat have particular reason to resent the Chinese workmen drilling in the centre of their village in the mountainous far north of Laos. Around 1000 villagers have been told to move because their homes lie in the path of a planned high-speed railway line funded by Beijing that will cut across Southeast Asia's smallest economy from the Chinese border to Vientiane.

   It will be the third time in six years they have uprooted their lives, after they had to sacrifice their first village to make way for a Chinese casino in 2005. "Now the train will come here. We are angry. We don't want to move again," said 58-year-old Mai Phu.

   The Boten-Vientiane line will be the first railway in landlocked Laos, apart from a short stretch of track near the Thai border, and just one link in a vast network set to connect the southwestern Chinese city of Kunming with Singapore. Workmen are already preparing the ground for the tracks, but local people still have no idea where they should move to, or how much they will be compensated for the loss of their homes.

   "We have to move on again in April, and we don't know where yet. We don't have a new place," said Nang Boa. The mother-of-three left her original home in 2005, when Laos allowed a Chinese group to build a hotel-cum-casino complex in nearby Boten. Their new village was far from the main road so the community moved again in 2008, to its current location, around 10 km from the Chinese border, along the road to Luang Namtha, the capital of the province.

   In 2005, the government gave between US$610 to US$850 to each family in compensation for the loss of farmland and to allow them to build new houses, according to the villagers. This time around they are hoping to be allocated enough space for the whole community to live and cultivate rice crops. They have received promises, but nothing more.

   Many Laotians have found themselves in the Bopiat community's predicament - forced to move by the con-struction of a road, a mine or a dam financed by China or Vietnam. "They have no means to say no, otherwise they will get in trouble," said a foreign observer. But the "sudden" train project could have a social impact for some villages, predicted Olivier Evrard, anthropologist at France's Institute for Development Research, adding that Bopiat was an "extreme case".

   The construction of the 421km track to Vientiane - which will cost US$7 billion and require 165 bridges and 69 tunnels - must start in April so the line can open in 2015, according to official media. 
   "They always dreamed of the train. They always were very embarrassed that Laos and Bhutan are the two only countries without railways" in the region, said Leik Boonwaat, acting United Nations resident coordinator. He said there was great enthusiasm for the project, but expressed regret that no environmental impact study was carried out. 

   Passion for the new railway can be found even among those in its path. Some villagers believe they can sell goods to the passengers the train comes. Provided that the train stops in this lonely outpost in the north of Laos. 

   "It is probable that the passengers will be primarily Chinese, and the villagers will have to make do with watching passing coaches," Evrard said.   (
MALAYSIAN PIE IN THE SKY?

[TD: 2.3.11; JP: 29.10.10] - THE Malaysian city of Johor Bahru has a reputation as a seedy escape of fast cars, cheap golf and sex tourism. In recent years, however, Malaysia’s attempts to create a special economic zone to take advantage of its more prosperous neighbour Singapore - much like the relationship with China’s Shenzhen and Hong Kong - has seen a spate of building activity under the Iskandar Project.

   The Iskandar development region covers an area of 221,634 ha which is about three times the size of Singapore. It includes the district of Johor Bahru, Mukim Jeram Batu, Mukim Sungai Karang, Mukim Serkat, Pulau Kukup and Mukim Ayer Masin. It stretches from Johor Bahru to Senai/Kulai in the North, Port of Tanjung Pelepas in the West and Pasir Gudang in the East. It is divided into five zones: i.e. (1) Johor Bahru city (2) Nusajaya (3) Western Development Corridor including Tanjung Pelepas and Gelang Patah (4) Eastern Development Corridor including Johor Port, Pasir Gudang and Tanjung Langsat and (5) Senai-Kulai.
   The ambitious Comprehensive Development Plan for Iskandar aims to transform the southern part of the state of Johor, including some backwater areas, into an inter-national metropolis. While in 2005, the Iskandar region had a population of 1.4 million, it is projected to have 3 million inhabitants by the year 2025. 

   This region is to become an important industrial, logi-stical and commercial centre with industrial facilities dealing with electronic, petrochemical, refinery and ship-building. It also covers coastal lands, swamp areas and rivers; most of these areas are earmarked for tourism development.
    Existing tourist spots in the Iskandar region are historical sites within Johor Bahru city, Danga Bay, Kukup and Kukup Island, Tanjung Piai, ZON Ferry Terminal, Tanjung Langsat etc. Kukup Island is a RAMSAR site as it includes one of the world’s largest mangrove forests.

   It is expected that an increasing number of visitors will depart and arrive at ZON Ferry Terminal by sea from Batam, Bintan and Tanjung Belungkor, Johor. Meanwhile, Senai International Airport will be developed to serve as the entry point for visitors from all over the world.

   The ZON Ferry Terminal is designed to become a one stop tourist centre complete with a hotel, a shopping centre, a huge karaoke centre etc. Another major project is coming up at Danga Bay, comprising shops, condominiums, theme parks and a marina. 
   So far, however, Malaysia’s overzealous attempts to realize its dreams capitalizing on Singapore's wealth have failed. There are depressing reminders of this in Iskandar in the shape of enormous abandoned shopping malls, now mouldering in the tropical humidity. In addition, defunct train lines can be found half finished, rusting away along what was supposed to be a high-speed link with Singapore.   (
MALACCA WORLD HERITAGE CONFERENCE TO LINK TOURISM AND CULTURE

[MH website: 1.4.11] - WORLD Heritage sites are iconic tourist attractions in most countries, experiencing similarly rapid growth in tourism, from international and domestic markets. The Malaysian government hopes the Melaka World Heritage conference to be held in July 2011 will give global recognition to the country’s ability to protect its unique heritage and to preserve Melaka’s cultural treasures while enhancing its tourism industry. 
   The organizers of the event expect delegates from around the world, bringing together tourism and tourism planning experts in the fields of preservation of historical and archeological monuments, and scholars from various disciplines in tourism. 

   The purpose of the conference is to analyze the situation and experiences gained in the utilization of World Heritage sites for tourism purposes and to put these experiences to use in laying foundations for sustainable management plans. Key topics to be highlighted are:

• Assessing, planning, preparing and marketing cultural heritage tourism; successful stories of heritage tourism.

• Creating awareness among policy makers Heritage Sites are cultural assets which can be turned into a commodity.

• Building know-how on the ways to connect local initiatives with global networks and markets.

• Building the capacity of World Heritage sites to deal with tourism.

• Framework,  guiding principles and steps for successful and sustainable cultural heritage tourism.

• Using World Heritage Sites as a lever for local economic, social and cultural development.

• Promoting the benefits of cultural and heritage tourism as a way to build audiences.

• Training of local community members in environment, cultural preservation and tourism related activities for tourism’s benefit.

• Lessons to be learnt from good and bad examples worldwide. Lessons will focus on how to develop and manage cultural heritage tourism.

• Meeting the challenge of increasing tourism through the promotion of authentic, unique cultural and heritage offerings.

• Creating a forum for fresh ideas and renewed vitality among cultural and heritage tourism professionals and the industry through networking, professional development and mentorship.

• Tourism + culture + heritage = sustainable economies.

• Building increased awareness of the objectives of the 1972 World Heritage Convention and other UNESCO conventions to the tourism programs, activities and policies for local and national public tourism authorities, industry officials and tourists.   (
PHILIPPINES: WB APPROVES US$10 MILLION FOR LAGUNA BAY CLEAN-UP

[PDI: 13.4.11; ACN: 13.4.11] - THE World Bank has approved US$10 million in additional financing to scale up local government units' projects aimed at improving the environmental quality of Laguna de Bay and its watershed. Specifically, proceeds of the loan will be spent for solid waste management facilities, tourism, wastewater treatment and local drainage and flood control along river systems leading to Laguna de Bay to reduce pollution in the lake and prevent degradation of its watershed, the multilateral lender said in a statement.

   The new US$10-million loan is another funding support following the previous US$10-million financing for the same project released in 2004. Half of the original loan came from the World Bank, while the other half came from the government of Netherlands.

   According to the Laguna Lake Development Authority (LLDA), the first funding support already led to a substantial enhancement of the environmental quality of the lake. He said, however, that some more funding would be required to sustain efforts at reducing pollution in the lake and improving its environmental quality.

   The Laguna de Bay region encompasses the whole provinces of Rizal and Laguna, the towns of Tanauan, Sto. Tomas and Malvar in Batangas, the towns of Silang, GMA and Carmona in Cavite; the City of Tagaytay in Cavite, Lucban in Quezon province, the cities of Marikina, Pasig, Taguig, Muntinlupa, Pasay, Caloocan, Quezon, Manila, and the town of Pateros in Metro Manila. The region is estimated to be inhabited by 13.6 million people; the estimated population growth rate is 2.76% a year.   (
BOHOL, PHILIPPINES: CHOCO HILLS 
RISING UNDERNEATH  THE SEA? 
[BS: 17.4.11] - THERE is already the life-size Virgin Mary and Sto. Nino statues entrenched undersea along Danajon Double Barrier Reef, off Bien-Unido, the seaweed capital town. This time, maybe, it is the Chocolate Hills reefs undersea in this premier tourist municipality. 

   A plan is shaping up for embedding artificial coral reefs here in the form and look like Bohol’s world famous Chocolate Hills. This proposal was put forward by The Unique Reefs, Inc., said the Bohol Environment Manage-ment Office (BEMO), in charge of environmental affairs at the provincial government. 

   The undertaking is a community project of barangay Danao of this premier tourist town, said a spokesperson for Unique Reefs, executive director Danny Brumbach, a German who is married to a Filipina. The company tries to rebuild damaged reefs, offering “complete reef manage-ment” for tourism, fisherfolks, marine biologists and dive enthusiasts. 

   According to Unique Reefs, the construction of artificial coral reefs has become one of the best alternatives necessary “to save the reef dwelling species throughout the world whose natural habitats are threatened due to human impacts by pollution.” It will also help “control the erosion of beaches, create recreational dive sites and bring back more fish for local fisherfolks.” 
   The plan is to create pieces for a total of 17 Chocolate Hills-formed spread out in an area of 2500 m². Included in the plan would also be the replication of a 3-meter “Tarsier” Statue. The project is expected to be completed in four months. 

   “We will attach the mesh wire around the hills as well building hiding places for different kinds of fish species made out of materials like PVC, concrete and hollow blocks and connecting the EMG system to the structures and start to attach broken corals found around the area to the hills. All of the materials to be used are environmentally friendly to assure a high quality and unique reef,” said the spokesperson for Unique Reef.   ( 

‘10 MIO SIGNATURES’ CAMPAIGN TO STOP MINING IN PALAWAN!
[SPM website; ACN: 13.4.11] - PALAWAN is the Philippine’s last frontier; its richness in biodiversity is beyond comparison amongst other tourist destinations worldwide. It boasts of a mantel of rainforests, grandiose mountains, prehistoric caves, pristine dive sites and beaches. Among many others, its virgin forests are rich in minerals such as mercury, copper and nickel — all of which are sought after by local and international mining companies.

Mining in Palawan is said to have destroyed forests and caused siltation of water sources, causing farmers and other Palaweños to call for help in protecting their land. While mining provides job opportunities for some, the degree of damage to the Earth, on the livelihood of farmers and Palaweños’ general well-being has become exceptionally alarming. 

Enacted in 1992, the Republic Act 7661 or Strategic Environmental Plan (SEP Law) enforces rules and regulations in order to protect the natural wonders of Palawan. In its provisions, it states that all forests are core zones — areas of maximum protection. However, companies are still being granted authorization to mine in core zones. It is suspected that corruption is the reason why mining permits are still being issued despite the prohibition.  

The Save Palawan Movement - a coalition of concerned environmental, legal religious and other civic groups - aims to gather 10 million signatures to represent 10% of the Philippine’s entire population. The 10 million signature campaign came about after the killing of Dr. Gerardo “Doc Gerry” Ortega, a civic leader who championed the protection of Palawan’s rich biodiversity and an outspoken critic of mining operations in Palawan. 
The activists are asking for public support to STOP MINING in Palawan. For more information and to sign the petition, please check out  www.no2mininginpalawan.com .    (  
THAILAND’S NATIONAL PARKS 
UNDER SIEGE

[BP: 20.3.11; 28.3.11] - THE 11km-long Mae Ramphueng Beach near Ban Phe in Rayong province is part of the Khao Laem Ya-Mu Koh Samet National Park under the Royal Forest Department's National Parks Division. The beach lined with beautiful old casuarina trees used to serve as a quiet place for recreation, until fishermen's shanties and makeshift restaurants began cropping up, staking ownership of what was supposed to be a public area. With them came rubbish on what was once a pristine beach.

   Responsible agencies should have solved the problems of encroachment and environmental degradation to preserve the beach's natural beauty and make it worthy of its status as a national park. But nothing happened until recently, when park authorities launched the so-called Mae Ramphueng Beach Beautification Project.

   However, to the frustration and anger of many, some 100 of the casuarina trees were cut down as part of the beautification project to pave the way for the construction of concrete fishermen's cottages, seafood restaurants and shops. These facilities for tourism purposes are being built right on the beach despite land being vacant across the beach road. Not enough, 300 more of the casuarinas - the lovely trees have served as landmarks on the eastern coast of the Gulf of Thailand - are likely to fall in order to develop the beach.
   Surely, this action has nothing to do with “beau-tification”; it should be rather called vandalism. Normita Thongtham, who reported about this case in the Bangkok Post, wrote: “Cutting down the decades-old trees on Mae Ramphueng Beach is akin to destroying national trea-sures. It should be a criminal offence, and the punishment should be harsher when the perpetrators themselves are the very people entrusted to protect the trees. The national parks authorities do not seem to know that their duty is to look after the country's national parks, not exploit them.”
   Kaeng Krachan National Park in Phetchaburi province is an important biodiversity hotspot in Thailand. The dry-evergreen forest there is habitat to many rare wildlife species. Researchers and bird watchers from around the world come regularly to Kaeng Krachan to see and take pictures of the birds, animals and forest ecosystems. Last year, however, several expansion projects were intro-duced into the park including tree clearing and camp area expansion. Construction works were undertaken at seve-ral locations including the headquarters area, plus Ban Krang and Phanern Thung ranger stations situated in the interior.

  L. Bruce Kekule, a wildlife photographer who has visited Kaeng Krachan for many years, reported that now in the middle of the wilderness, a “complex VIP bungalow” has been erected. Even worse, “a 10-wheeled truck is parked and a big backhoe is digging an enormous hole, supposedly to build a water storage tank. One of the best bird sites in Kaeng Krachan constantly visited by nature lovers is now completely destroyed by heavy equipment working every day…”

   Kekule added, “By the look of things, more construction projects will be on the drawing boards to expand visitation even more. It is doubtful if any feasibility studies have been carried out on the impact of all this construction and destruction of natural tranquility…. I feel saddened by all this over-development. It is only the beginning but quickly destroying the park to the point of no return... Action should be taken by the ‘powers to be’ to ensure anymore degradation is stopped before it is too late!”   (
SOUTHERN THAILAND RAVAGED 
BY FLOODING DISASTER 

[BP: 4.4.11; 13.4.11; eTN: 3.4.11; ENS: 6.4.11] - IN March, Thailand experienced the second massive flooding disas-ter within six months. At the end of the monsoon season in October 2010, unusually heavy rains and flash floods hit large parts of the country and devastated the cities of Nakorn Ratchasima in the Northeast and Hat Yai in the deep South. Then disaster struck again in March 2011 ravaging 10 southern provinces, including some of Thailand’s most prominent tourism areas: Koh Samui, Krabi, Phang Nga and Phuket. 

   Continuous rainstorms translated into deadly flooding and landslides, claiming many lives, affecting more than 500,000 families and wiping out villages in both coastal and mountain areas. Travel to the southern region came to a standstill as airports had to be closed due to the floods, roads and railway tracks were washed out and bridges collapsed. Holidaymakers stranded on resort islands in the Gulf of Thailand had to be evacuated to safe places by soldiers. Samui was hardest-hit by storm and floods. Damage to the tourist infrastructure on this island has been estimated at more than one billion baht (US$33 million). The most developed tourist beaches, Chaweng and Lamai, were the most affected; in these areas, the floods covered the first floor of many hotels and shops.
   Climate experts suggest the shocking amounts of rains that led to the recent disasters in Thailand are an impact of climate change, and it is uncertain when the next big waves brought on by a powerful rainstorm will sweep beaches and entire communities into the sea. Fisherfolks who have become homeless due to the devastating coastal flooding have considered moving away and rebuilding their houses in safer places at least one kilometer away from the seashore. Tourism businesses may think likewise. Coastal erosion is a serious and worsening problem nationwide, with the country's 2,666-km shoreline suffering erosion at different levels, many critically. In reference to recent research concluding that Pattaya Beach may disappear completely within five years, an editorial in Bangkok Post said: “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.” (see also sea-tm 2[1] ).  
   The Department of Mineral Resources also warned that mountain resorts can be dangerous places to stay during the rainy season as many were built without proper engineering controls to ensure safety from mudslides.

   "We have found many small mountain resorts around the country inadequately prepared for landslides," said one official. "Some buildings in resorts in Chiang Rai, Samui and Phuket developed cracks and finally collapsed after being hit by mudslides." He added developers of resorts in high mountain areas should adapt to natural threats, but many of them have ignored the department's suggestions.

   "It is easier to talk with local people. They are willing to learn and follow our instructions," the official continued to say. "But for the rich resort owners, they don't care about our instructions. They always say that their resorts were constructed by foreign engineers and were strong enough to resist landslides. They may be right under normal climate conditions, but now it is not the same as before. Heavy rain for a week could cause tragedy at highland resorts."
     Another serious problem is that many of the resort owners have modified mountain landscapes, increasing the chance of mudslides. A villager at Khao Yai Thiang, Nakhon Ratchasima province, where highland resorts are mushrooming, said: "We are not only afraid of landslides, but also that water reservoirs built by resort developers on the hill might collapse... If they collapse, the villagers who live downhill will definitely be affected."   (
VIETNAM: SWALLOWED BY THE SEA 
[TNN: 15.4.11] - AS sea levels rise the world over, Vietnam’s Mekong Delta is threatened by severe erosion and submersion. Ca Mau Cape in the southernmost province of Ca Mau is blessed with a unique submerged ecosystem said to resemble the estuaries of the Amazon River in South America. The cape’s biosphere reserve, an area of 371,506 hectares at Vietnam’s southernmost tip, was granted world heritage status by UNESCO in 2009.

   However, erosion has increased alarmingly at the cape in recent years. “If we compare Ca Mau Cape’s map now to 10 years ago, we see a lot of changes,” said an official of the provincial Department of Agriculture and Rural Development. 
   Since the cape was declared an ‘ecotourism’ area in 2001, provincial authorities began building dikes in the area. However, the wood and concrete barriers are no match for fierce erosion; sea water continually eats away the embankments leaving skinny stakes standing alone in the sea. Some 10m off the shore, a line of concrete stakes stand in a feeble challenge to the seas.

   At the farthest points on Ca Mau Cape, tour guide Duong Van Thang pointed to remnants of a road and rest stops for tourists going from East to West on Ca Mau Cape. He said authorities built another road last year in preparation for Ca Mau Cape Tourism Week, but it was already eroded by the sea three months ago.

   Ta Huynh Vinh Truong, director of Ca Mau Cape Cultural Park, said tides have risen dramatically in the last two years, speeding the rate of erosion. But sand mining for the construction of resorts and destruction of seaside mangrove forests which protect land against erosion, are the main reasons for the disaster. Also, the dikes built by authorities were not strong enough to fight the waves.

   Duong Huynh Khai, director of the Ca Mau Province Department of Culture, Sports and Tourism, recently said the provincial government has asked to conduct a survey for an embankment project in Ca Mau’s U Minh District. In addition, measures such as reducing wave pressure, pumping mud and planting mangrove trees to prevent erosion are planned. If successful, similar projects will be implemented in Ca Mau Cape and other parts of the southernmost coastal province.   (
VIETNAM CRACKS DOWN ON 
BEAR-BILE TOURS
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[DPA: 24.3.11] - THE illegality of bear-bile farming in Vietnam has failed to stamp out the practice in the past six years, but a renewed government push to crack down on bear-bile tourism has given hope. The World Society for the Protection of Animals welcomed instructions recently issued by the National Tourism Administration saying travel companies that offer bear-bile tours risk losing their business licences. 

   According to the London-based society, the biggest hotspot for the practice is Ha Long City, one of Vietnam's most famous tourism destinations. As part of their package tours to the country, visitors, especially from South Korea, witness extractions and purchase bile to transport illegally back to their homes. The move to tackle companies that offer the tours was “fantastic news”, Dave Eastham, the society's project leader, said. The crack-down demonstrated that the government saw the damage bear farming is causing their tourist industry. 

   Meanwhile, bear bile farming is still legal in South Korea and China. 

   Vietnam set the pace for a change in attitude to bear-bile farming back in 2005 when the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development committed to phasing out the practice. Around 4,000 bears in captivity were implanted with microchips to help identify any new bears added illegally. Owners were warned not to tap the animals for bile. However, farmers who already had captive bears were allowed to maintain them as tourist attractions. 

   Several high-profile cases involving South Korean tourists allegedly caught extracting bile from animals held on farms prompted an amendment to the Biodiversity Law in 2009 that also expressly prohibits the commercial farming of protected species. But conservation organi-zations continue to uncover illegal farms through under-cover operations across the country. The Hong Kong-based charity Animals Asia has rescued 73 bears from farms in Vietnam in the past five years. 

   The practice continues 'because of profit' despite ongoing efforts to stop it, Nguyen Manh Cuong, deputy head of Vietnam's Tourism Administration. Bile extracted from bear gall bladders has been used in traditional Chinese medicines for more than 3,000 years to treat a variety of health problems, such as liver disease, burns, fever, internal bleeding and stomach ulcers. It has sub-sequently been adopted by Korea, Japan, Vietnam and other countries.   ( 
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