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ASEAN ANNOUNCES JOINT TOURISM MARKETING INITATIVE

[AT-PR: 16.8.12; TTG-A: 17.8.12] - ASEAN tourism ministers have agreed to implement a four-year joint marketing plan that is targeted at achieving the tourism objectives of the ASEAN Economic Community, due to take effect in 2015.

   There will be a new 'ASEAN for ASEAN' campaign and special promotions, along with enhanced strategic cooperation with the markets of China, Korea, Japan, India and Australia.

   ASEAN Secretary-General Surin Pitsuwan said: "Our strategy is designed to help build global recognition of Southeast Asia as a competitive, world-class tourism destination. Our focus is on drawing visitors to the region and encouraging them to visit more than one country."

   The ASEAN Tourism Strategic Plan 2011-2015 is the foundation of the ASEAN Tourism Marketing Strategy (ATMS) 2012-2015, adopted by ASEAN Tourism Mini-sters in January 2012. It is the plan with which ASEAN national tourism organizations seek to achieve the objec-tives of 2015 and maintain double digit tourism growth.  
   Niche and mass market promotions will go hand in hand. ASEAN Tourism Marketing Working Group Chair-person, Sansern Ngaorungsi, who is also Deputy Governor of the Tourism Authority of Thailand said: "While ASEAN's niche, tactical campaigns will target sectors such as adventure, experiential, business and long stay, and show the diversity of ASEAN, mass tourism demand for mainstream attractions is expected to keep growing and bring important economic benefits to ASEAN destinations."

   One niche sector, cruise tourism is being favoured by ASEAN because riverine and sea cruise ships usually visit more than one destination. To promote cruise ship activity in ASEAN, Singapore is organizing the "Cruise Shipping Asia Pacific 2012" forum on 17 September in Singapore.

   ASEAN destinations attracted 81.2 million visitors in 2011, an average increase of one million visitors each year for the last two decades. Three out of four visitors to ASEAN come from Asia; 46.5% from within ASEAN and 27.6% from other Asian markets. Europe is the next largest group of visitors to ASEAN at 12.2%, followed by Oceania (including Australia and New Zealand) at 5.3%, and the Americas at 4.4%.   (
READY FOR A MUSLIM TOURIST BOOM 

[AFP: 31.7.2012; IBT: 31.7.12; TJG: 8.8.12] - THE global tourism industry is gearing up for a projected boom in Muslim travel over the next decade, experts say. Their growing number and affluence means Muslims - especially from the oil-rich Middle East - are travelling like never before, and it is a trend that looks set to gather pace.   Spending by Muslim tourists is growing faster than the global rate and is forecast to reach US$192 billion a year by 2020, up from US$126 billion in 2011, according to a recently published study.
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   The study was conducted in 47 countries by Singapore-based halal travel specialist Crescentrating, along with DinarStandard, a US-based firm that tracks the Muslim lifestyle market. Crescentrating chief executive Fazal Bahardeen said Muslim-majority states such as Egypt, Malaysia and Indonesia were already favourite destina-tions, but non-Islamic countries are also now "taking a serious look" at Muslim holidaymakers. Malaysia, the number-one destination according to the findings, attracts Muslim visitors even during the ongoing fasting month of Ramadan.

   The availability of halal food tops the list of Muslim travellers' requirements, according to the survey. Desti-nations such as Thailand and Australia, especially the Gold Coast, are already taking into account these trave-lers' needs in their services and facilities, Fazal said. That includes prayer rooms at airports and hotels, halal restau-rants and even spas adapted to religious requirements.

   The Economist Intelligence Unit said in a March report, "From food and Islamic finance, the industry is spreading its wings into pharmaceuticals, fashion and tourism, among many other areas," noting more than half of the world's 1.8 billion Muslim population is aged 24 or younger, many of them well-educated.
   When it comes to Muslim fashion, Jakarta has a lot going for it. Indonesia’s rising middle class has fueled a boom in the domestic fashion industry. And the Industry Ministry and the Tourism and Creative Economy Ministry have already announced plans to turn Indonesia into an Islamic fashion capital by 2020. “I believe Indonesia can soon be the Paris of the international Muslim vogue,” said Irna Mutiara, a Muslim fashion designer. “We’re already a trendsetter for Muslim fashion styles.” 
   Thailand is hungrily eyeing the Muslim travel boom. Its Tourism Authority of Thailand, which has an office in Dubai, is promoting halal spas for Muslim tourists, who require strict privacy for male and female clients. It also organized in June a month-long festival of Thai cuisine in the United Arab Emirates. 

   Crescentrating's study ranked Bangkok's Suvarnabhumi Airport the most Islam-friendly airport in a non-Muslim country. And it found that tourists from the Gulf - Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the UAE - are the sector's biggest spenders.   (
ASIA’S ENVIRONMENTAL CHALLENGE 

[BP: 23.7.12] - THE Asia-Pacific region is expected to produce roughly 45% of the world’s carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions by 2030 and up to 60% by the end of the century if current trends continue, according to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). These figures underscore the challenges the region’s policymakers face as they deal with rapid population growth, urbanization and increasing consumption demand, including tourism.

   Emissions from transport worldwide are expected to jump by 57% between 2005 and 2030. China and India alone will account for more than half that figure, according to the fifth edition of the Global Environmental Outlook (GEO-5), which was launched at the recent Rio+20 Summit.

   With rapid growth in Asia-Pacific countries leading to increasing emissions and degradation of natural resour-ces, progress in addressing climate change has been limited compared with some other parts of the world. Of the 10 countries in the world that are most at risk from climate change impacts, six are in Asia-Pacific, according to GEO-5. Notable among them are the islands of the Maldives, 85% of which could be under water by 2100, according to some international projections. “If the region would like to overcome these environmental problems, it has to have strong governance structures, sustainability approaches to integrate in all policy levels,” the report said.

   Marine pollution, which is largely caused by land-based activities, is one area that has attracted far less attention than it deserves. The number of coastal “dead zones” has increased significantly; 13 coastal dead zones out of 169 globally are recovering, while 415 coastal areas suffer from eutrophication, meaning that excess nutrients in the water stimulate excessive plant growth. In Asia-Pacific, the dead zones are mostly found in the East Asian, Southeast Asian, Yellow, Bohai and South China seas. 
   However, the report does identify four areas in which many countries have made significant progress: elimi-nating substances that deplete the ozone layer; removing lead from fuel; providing access to improved water supplies; and doing more research to reduce pollution of the marine environment.

   Air pollution is another concern and has been linked to premature deaths and numerous health problems, as well as reduced agricultural yields. The report estimates that global economic losses of US$14-26 billion annually can be attributed to the impact of air pollution.

   Water-related problems are also proving difficult to solve. Of 30 environmental goals identified by the UNEP, progress has been made on just one — access to clean drinking water. However, ensuring clean drinking water remains a challenge in many rural areas of Africa and the Pacific.

   The elimination of lead in fuel, meanwhile, is one success story that nearly all countries can point to. The resulting health risk reduction, according to the report, can be expressed in monetary terms as US$2.45 trillion a year or 4% of global gross domestic product. Meanwhile, electronic waste is now the fastest-growing waste category in the world; but the data in this area are insufficient in Asia-Pacific and the problem receives less attention than it should.

   The report makes a number of recommendations inclu-ding specific long-term environmental targets, reliable data for decision-making, changes for both the short and long terms, investments, and governance measures to eliminate emissions sustainably. Linking accurate environmental data with national economic statistics is one effective way to put environmental issues at the heart of government policymaking, the report suggests.   (
BURMA: FLYING HIGH IN RANGOON

[BP: 6.8.12; TTR-W: 8.8.12] - BURMA has announced plans to build a new airport outside of Rangoon as it looks to raise capacity to handle a surge in passengers flying on a host of new routes. The government recently called for bids from private investors in Hanthawaddy International Airport on a site 77 kms northeast of Rangoon. “This is a big project,” said Nwe Ni Win Kyaw, an assistant director at the Department of Civil Aviation Department. Work on the new airport could start as soon as next June, she added, with an opening by the end of 2016.

   Although the existing airport has been operating below capacity, Nwe Ni Win Kyaw said the government was planning ahead by expanding the terminal to handle 3.7 mio passengers per year by early 2013, up from 2.7 mio now. A final upgrade to accommodate as many as 5.3 mio passengers is scheduled ahead of the opening of the new airport to meet the continued rise in arrivals, she added.

   The number of tourists to Rangoon airport grew 36.5% in the first four months of the year, as business and leisure travellers flocked to the country where reforms have been continuing at a rapid pace. Total passengers through Rangoon could reach 3 mio this year, said Nwe Ni Win Kyaw, including about 500,000 tourists arriving and departing along with a rising number of business travellers, foreign officials and domestic passengers.
   Burma’s tourism has grown from 193,391 visits in 2008 to 391,176 visits in 2011, improving at around 26.5% a year. However, this figure includes cross border travel from Thailand, India and China. In 2011, 66.4% of tourist arrivals were Asian  and the top five suppliers were China, Thailand, Malaysia, South Korea and Japan. Just 22.6% of all arrivals are European tourists mainly from France, Germany and the United Kingdom. 
   The surge in arrivals is expected to continue next year when the South-East Asian (SEA) Games will be held in Burma in December. The following year the country is also due to host the ASEAN and East Asia summits, both for the first time.
   In December, Burma opened a new airport in its capital Nay Pyi Taw – the third international terminal alongside Rangoon and Mandalay – capable of handling 3 mio fo-reign visitors a year and 2 mio domestic passengers.   (
IS IT MYANMAR OR BURMA? 

This question remains more open than ever after oppo-sition leader Aung San Suu Kyi recently stated that she sees nothing wrong with calling her country Burma.

   “I call my country ‘Burma’ as we did a long time ago,” Suu Kyi said in a July speech.  “Because I believe in democracy, I’m sure that I can call it as I like.” 

   The country’s now-defunct ruling military junta officially changed the English name of the county from Burma to Myanmar in 1989. Rangoon became Yangon at roughly the same time [Source: CNNGo: 3.8.12 ]
  Editor’s note: Like Aung San Suu Kyi we continue to call the country ’Burma’.
BURMA: LAND GRABS A MENACE 
FOR FARMERS
[BP: 22.7.12] - AS Burma opens up to development and foreign investment, villagers who have worked on farms for generations are seeing their livelihoods shattered as they are increasingly losing their land. The exact amount of land that has been confiscated across Burma is not known, but activists representing the farmers claim nearly 3.6 mio ha have been seized by the government, private companies and the military.

    Pho Phyu, (aka Yan Naing Aung), a lawyer who represents farmers fighting against land seizures in Rangoon, Irrawaddy and Pegu divisions and in Mon State said he has received complaints of land confiscation totalling more than 6,880 ha from farmers. "From those complaints I only won back about 10% of the land after filing the lawsuits."

   According to the 2008 constitution, "The Union is the ultimate owner of all lands and all natural resources above and below the ground, above and beneath the water and in the atmosphere in the Union."

   President Thein Sein recognized the difficulties of land ownership and confiscation when he recently met government officials, chief ministers and department heads. "We have difficulties in land management as squatters on forest land, virgin and fallow land and others are acting as if they originally owned the plot they illegally occupied. The result is widespread problems and because of these problems we are not in a position to allot a large number of hectares of land for investments as other countries do."

   The Farmland Act allows farmers to form a union, and the constitution states: "Every citizen has, in accordance with the law, the right to conduct business freely in the Union, for national economic development."

   The act also gives the regional or state farmland management authorities a mandate to settle land dis-putes, except in inheritance cases, so farmers have no chance to take their case to the court.

   Pho Phyu said, "I don't think they [regional or state farmland management bodies] can act fairly because the ministry confiscated the land for development projects. The farmland management body is under the ministry to make decisions on cases, so it is like a judge deciding his own case."
   Many farmers have complained to the International Labour Organisation (ILO) office in Rangoon that the land seizures are affecting their livelihoods.  "Because farmers do not have the ownership of their land and very little rights in terms of security of their land they find the land becomes passed to somebody else," said Marshall. "It may be the military, another government department, it may be a private company. And in those situations the person is sometimes placed in a position where they are then required to pay rent for the land, normally as a percentage of their crops - quite a large percentage of their crops.“
   He added: "In other instances, they are told 'We now own the land but you can work on our land as a paid labourer.' The choice they have is to work on their traditional land or leave their traditional land. Sometimes they are required to pay the percentage of their crops as rent to a new owner, so they become a tenant on their own land. The choice they've got is either they pay the high rent or leave."

   In March, the UN's Special Rapporteur Tomas Ojea Quintana said in a progress report on human rights in Burma that he feared an increase in land confiscations, development-induced displacement and other violations of economic, social and cultural rights due to privatization and an expected increase in foreign investment.

   "The Special Rapporteur continues to receive reports alleging violations of land and housing rights, particularly with regard to the impact of infrastructure projects; natural resource exploitation; land confiscation and land grabbing, including by the military; and the granting of economic concessions for development, energy or infrastructure projects, often without meaningful consulta-tion of affected communities, any or adequate compensa-tion and adequate environmental assessments," the report said.   (
CAMBODIA: SIHANOUKVILLE’S
TOURISM TAKES OFF SLOWLY
[BP: 20.8.12] - A YEAR ago, getting to Sihanoukville required perseverance and a certain degree of bravery. There had been no flights to Cambodia’s premier beach resort for years and cruise ships docking here were few and far between. Buses from Cambodia’s star attraction, Angkor Wat, take 10 hours and the first section of the road from Phnom Penh to Sihanoukville sees so many accidents that Cambodians usually insist on praying en route at a cliffside temple.

   Scheduled flights to Sihanoukville from Siem Reap finally restarted at the end of last year; then recently the first ship to cruise the Gulf of Thailand in a decade dropped anchor here and with it about 1,000 Chinese tourists.

   Meanwhile, the luxury hotel chain Marriott is due to open a resort in Sihanoukville next year featuring an 18-hole golf course and a marina. And, after completing a new bridge from the mainland to an island a kilometre off the coast last July, the developer Koh Puos Investment Group has started building a similarly luxurious resort complete with a casino.

   Following years spent promoting Sihanoukville and the rest of the coastline as the next travel frontier in Cambodia, efforts by the Ministry of Tourism seem to be paying off finally. Last year, the number of foreign visitors to Cambodia’s beaches grew eight percent to about 180,000 people, according to official figures. 
   But efforts to place Sihanoukville on the map also point to wider problems that have plagued the tourism industry in Cambodia in recent years as it has tried to diversify beyond the Angkor temples and the French colonial capital Phnom Penh. In mid-2007, Sihanoukville was the scene of an airplane crash in which all 22 people on board died, less than six months after its airport reopened following decades of disuse during and after the Khmer Rouge era.
   The following year, the European Union blacklisted the now-defunct Siem Reap Airways, which in turn blamed the ban on Cambodia’s lack of compliance with inter-national aviation safety standards. With Siem Reap Airways effectively dead and a black mark against its civil aviation record, in late 2008 Cambodia became one of the few countries in the world without its own domestic airline stalling efforts to diversify its tourism industry.

    When the refurbishment of Sihanoukville Airport was finally completed at the end of 2009, it took a further two years for scheduled flights to restart, a delay many in Cambodia’s tourism industry blamed on the schizophrenic nature of a new airline that started earlier the same year. Although Cambodia Angkor Air (CAA) was supposed to be the national flag carrier, critics say 49% ownership by Vietnam Airlines means it has little interest in developing new domestic destinations and every desire to instead control Cambodia’s civil aviation and channel tourists in and out of Vietnam.

   Traffic to Sihanoukville remains minuscule. CAA, the only carrier to the beach resort, flew 5,741 passengers to Sihanoukville in the first half of this year, said Kloung Sivly, meaning the newly reopened airport is operating well below its capacity of 700,000 passengers per year. (
INDONESIA: MASS TOURISM DESTROYS BALI’S ENVIRONMENT AND CULTURE

The following is an edited version of an article by Bruno Philip, first published in The Monde [3 August 2012]

B

ali – The “island of gods." This paradise wasn't spared its deodorant-commercial-style cliché. For ages, this pearl of the Lesser Sunda islands has embodied the archetypal land of plenty: the natural splendor of its tropical land-scapes, its dreamy white beaches, the tormented beauty of its Hindu temples, the friendly and tolerant reputation of its inhabitants. All of the necessary ingredients for the Garden of Eden brought together.

      But this idyllic description may soon be a thing of the past. Bali is threatened to the point that it could soon be unrecognizable: the cumu-lated effects of mass tourism, fren-zied consumption and an ecological disaster are forcing the most clear-sighted Balinese to sound the alarm.

     So is Bali over? “Yes, if you com-pare it to what it used to be,” is - at the very least - what many residents agree on. Indeed, paradises have no future: they are just fragile perfec-tions in an imperfect world. And if you define them as the receptacles of a frozen past, they can only be victims of modernization. Bali, among other “paradises,” seems ill-equipped to resist the 21st century’s mutations.

     “Bali really became a touristic de-stination in the 1970s,” says Wayan Suardana, a manager at the Walhi NGO, which fights to preserve the environment. “But in the beginning, it was mostly cultural tourism. Today, we are witnessing mass tourism. And that’s the very problem!”

    Indicators aren’t very encouraging: hundreds of hotels absorb a large part of the fresh water reserves. Each room in a four-star hotel consumes 300 liters per day. “In 2015, Bali could face a drinkable water crisis,” says Wayan Suardana. Over a million tourists visited Bali in 2001, compared to approximately 2.5 mil-lion last year. All of this despite the 2002 terrorist attack by a small Islamist group that killed 202 people, including many Australians.

     Each year, 700 ha of land are con-verted into hotels, luxury residences for rich foreigners, or roads to im-prove the communication network of this 3.5 mio inhabitants island. 
     Each day, 13,000 m3 of trash are thrown into the public dumps, only half of which is recycled. Colossal traffic jams created by unchecked car growth congests many arteries: there are 13% more cars every year, for a mere 2.28% increase of roads sui-table for motor vehicles.
     To try and control the impact of mass tourism on the local Hindu culture authorities came up with a “great plan” aimed at passing an environmental protection law: a 150m mandatory minimal spacing between touristic resorts and the beach, no hotel less than 5kms away from Hindu temples - or puras as they are known - and their intricate archi-tecture.

     This nice idea went unheeded: decentralization was conducted to such an extent in Indonesia - an archipelago of 17,000 islands popula-ted by 240 million people - that a disproportionate amount of power was vested in the bupati, the locally elected prefects. They take a dim view of the legislation.

    “The environmental protection law was passed, but the bupati, who have financial interests and are in collusion with the real estate deve-lopers, did everything to keep the law from being applied. Their obsession is making money to pay off their electoral campaigns,” says Ketut Adyana, a member of the provincial legislative assembly.

     Ketut Adyana is one of the few people in Parliament to truly act to try and save Bali. “It is good that Bali attracts tourists, but Bali shouldn’t be devoted solely to tourism,” he says. “Local authorities have no long term vision, they want a quick return on invested capital. And tourism enables that. The irony in all this is that one day, tourists won’t find what they were expecting in Bali anymore…”

     In January 2011, reacting to the current deterioration, Governor Made Mangku Pastika decreed a morato-rium on new constructions in heavily urbanized areas. Needless to say that the moratorium isn't very popular with investors - this could turn out to be yet another failed attempt to stem the damage.

    “We used culture like merchan-dise,” says Ketut Yuliarsa, a poet and stage director from Ubud. He is ap-palled by the evolution of his island. “The Balinese are people who are still deeply attached to their religion and culture, they spend a lot of time in temples, they respect the rites. But mass tourism is disrupting their practices: the diversity of local cultures and the specificity of rituals is being unified, homogenized. We offer a standardized 'package' to foreigners. One example: tourist guides use Polynesian practices, like giving out garland of flowers to new arrivals - as though it was a Balinese custom!”

     It’s difficult to curbing all these ex-cesses. A part of the youth is distancing itself from cultural con-straints, often perceived as over-bearing. The status of the farmer is starting to lose value in the face of the positively perceived “globalized urban” figure. 

     Audrey Lamou, former director of the French cultural center, Alliance Française, in Denpasar (Bali’s administrative center) says Indone-sia’s current democratization since the end of President Suharto’s dictatorship - when he was forced to step down in 1998 - has brought many positive aspects that Bali is taking advantage of. “People can express themselves much more free-ly than ten years ago, and more and more journalists and organizations are denouncing the corruption and amateurism of certain politicians,” she says. However, “Balinese people are increasingly obsessed with easy money. Institutions like the gamelans  - traditional orchestras - are disappearing and the Balinese language is slowly yielding to Indo-nesian. With this spectacular evolu-tion, one wonders if the Balinese are culturally driving straight into the wall,” she says.
     These trends are naturally worry-ing those who transmit religious and cultural knowledge. “How can religion survive capitalism?” asks Ida Pandita Acharya, the Brahman of a small village temple near Ubud. Here is how he describes the current pro-cess: “Traditionally, people lived in fear of the gods. Because the Bali-nese were aware of nature’s forces, rites enabled them to maintain the balance between man and divinity. Now, even though the rites are still respected, an increasing number of people are focused on material possessions. The authorities’ policies are causing a loss of collective wisdom, a blurring of reference points and cultural uprooting.”   (
MALAYSIA: STOP THE CABLE CAR
PROJECT AT MT. SANTUBONG!
[TS: 4.8.12; change.org] – ACCORDING to recent press reports, long-standing plans to build a cable car at Mount Santubong in Sarawak have been revived. This is a matter of great concern for residents of the wider Kuching area. Mount Santubong is a special place. The 810m mountain on the Damai peninsula, located about 35km from Kuching, is an icon for Sarawak. It is a unique recreational and tourism asset with trails for visitors to hike up to the summit to enjoy scenic views of the South China Sea and the city.

   Tourism Minister Datuk Amar Abang Johari Tun Openg recently said new studies were being done on the project. “The cable car will run from Pasir Pandak family park to Santubong,” he said. He added discussions on the plan were going on between the proponent of the project and Sarawak Economic Development Corporation, the pioneer developer of hotels and resorts at Damai, Santubong.
   The first time a proposal was made to install a cable car system at Santubong was in September 2005 by a local company that would jointly work the project with an Austrian company that was involved in Mount Machincang cable car project in Langkawi. In May 2007, the state took a step further by signing a concession agreement with a local company, Santubong Cable Car Sdn Bhd (SCC). SCC was granted the sole rights to design, build, operate and manage the system for a period of 60 years from the date it starts operation. It was reported then that the company had a team that included consultants involved in the Langkawi system and Doppelmayr Seilbahnen, a ropeway technology provider from Austria.

   However, the project has been strongly objected to by the public, particularly nature lovers, environmentalists and tourists. The “Save Santubong from a cable car” website and Facebook-page set up by a nature tourism entrepreneur, Rahim Bugo, has garnered increasing numbers of followers.
For more information on the Mt Santubong protest and to sign the petition, please visit:

http://www.change.org/petitions/protecting-mt-santubong-from-a-cable-car#intro
   The opponents’ petition addressed to the Chief Minister of Sarawak and the State Minister of Tourism says: “The news, both publicly and privately, of the plans to build a cable car to the summit of Mt Santubong is a matter of great consternation. We the citizens of Kuching and visitors to this city who have visited and frequent the Santubong peninsula feel strongly that the mountain should be preserved as it is, in its original state.“

   The petition raises a number of concerns regarding the construction of the cable car, e.g. ecological and aesthetic damage of the biodiversity-rich and scenic area, negative impact on the nascent ecotourism industry, lack of economic viability, safety issues, financial burden for the government. It concludes: ”We hereby petition for the banning of any form of cable car on the Santubong Peninsula and its mountain. We also request for greater protection of the mountain, the national park, the forest and both within and outside the boundary of the national park, as well as the historical and archeological sites of the Santubong Peninsula.“  (
MALAYSIA: LET’S SAVE BUKIT LARUT !
Edited from a commentary by Y S Chan [TS: 7.8.12]
I recall that in the Seventies, I stopped by at the Taiping Rest House while driving two American tourists from Kuala Lumpur to Penang. While having tea, one of them remarked she was looking at the most beautiful sight she had ever seen while gazing lovingly at Maxwell Hill, the former name of Bukit Larut. Although it was rare to have an unobstructed view of a mountain, I was not similarly impressed as all I saw was nothing but a mountain covered with jungle. In those days, I often drove tourists from Kuala Lumpur to Fraser’s Hill, Cameron Highlands, Penang and Singapore using the old trunk roads and jungles were then a common sight.

   Fast forward today, the three sights that I treasure most in the peninsula are all found in Perak viz. the view of Bukit Larut from the Taiping Rest House; the majestic raintrees with branches arching across the road and dipping onto the Taiping Lake; and the limestone hills around Ipoh.

   Taiping Lake Gardens would have lost its serenity had the plan to place man-made structures near the raintrees was not stopped on time. Likewise, Bukit Larut would lose its tranquility if the road to the summit is widened to allow the public full and free access.

   Our remaining natural environment ought to be conserved for posterity and stand-alone mountains have widely been regarded as sacred. We are lucky to have Bukit Larut and Bukit Ledang in Johor, which is hugely popular with Singaporean tourists. These mountains would lose their ecology when the environment is disturbed, such as installing a cable car line. It would certainly mark the regress, not progress, of our tourism industry.

   Ever so often, human greed has been allowed to take precedence resulting in monuments of shame being erected for all to see. While I was sightseeing in Hawai’i, the tour guide informed me that their famous Waikiki beach at Honolulu was built by shipping sand all the way from then Malaya. Sadly, illegal shipments of sand and sand theft have continued unabated to this day.

   We have Malaysians who have the audacity to carve out a forest to “promote” tourism. I have been involved in organizing the first and second tourist guide training courses in Ipoh in 1994 and 2008 and would expect the Perak tourism community to rally against any cable car project or development of Bukit Larut.

   The people of Taiping ought to be congratulated for getting the Taiping Municipal Council to shelve plans to build several kiosks along the green belt at their famous lake gardens. The people of Kuala Lumpur had fought tooth and nail over Bukit Kiara and desecration was halted only after 80% of the fencing work was completed, by felling thousands of trees to “protect” the park.

   Saving Bukit Larut is no less important. It would be one of the best legacies we can leave behind for our future generations.   (
PHILIPPINES: TROUBLE BREWS IN CLARK OVER KOREAN GOLF RESORT PROJECT

[BM: 28.7.12] – IN Pampanga, Central Luzon-based environmentalists recently slammed national government agencies, including the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) and the Clark Development Corp. (CDC), for allowing the US$400-million Korean tourism estate project that was put up at the sacrifice of many trees and even portions of a mountain at Clark to pave the way for a 36-hole golf course.

   Cecile Yumul, spokesman of the City of San Fernando-based group fighting for the retention of hundreds of old trees along McArthur Highway, said that “any man-made mitigation measure” would only be temporary, not to mention expensive, anytime it is destroyed by natural disasters.

   Only compliance with and adherence to the natural law could solve environmental problems, she said. More trees should be planted and cutting them should be avoided by all means, especially with climate change now fast affecting the world.

   Yumul was reacting to a statement e-mailed by the CDC to journalists disclosing that the DENR’s Environmental Management Bureau (EMB) had “cited” the Donggwang Clark Corp. (DCC) engineering methodologies and the 80%-completion of the DCC’s erosion-mitigating mea-sures at the area of the golf course at the northwestern portion of Clark. The CDC said at least half of the 304ha area leased to the DCC is for its golf course.

   Yumul said the CDC and the DENR “had not learned” any lesson from the tragedies in Cagayan de Oro and Iligan cities in December last year, when the mindless cutting of trees caused soil erosions and flash floods at the height of Typhoon Sendong, killing more than 1,200 people. Until we learn from the tragic lessons of the past and continue to this belief that we are mightier than nature, “we may as well sign off the existence of the human race,” said Yumul of the Save the Trees Coalition (STC). 

   She cited a study done by Louise Berger of the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) that had recommended the reforestation of  the mountain ranges surrounding Clark. “Only that [reforestation] will prevent another disaster of gigantic proportions such as the aftermath of the eruption of Mount Pinatubo in 1991,” she added.

   Sonny Dobles, president of the Alliance for the Development of Central Luzon (ADCL), said that three months ago, ADCL Chairman wrote to the Bases Conversion and Development Authority (BCDA) to protest the cutting of trees at the DCC’s construction areas stretching up to the so-called Sacobia. The BCDA forwarded the ADCL’s letter to the CDC.

   In its letter-reply to BCDA President and CEO Arnel Casanova on May 18, acting CDC President and CEO Eduardo Oban Jr. claimed: “There is no ongoing massive destruction and killing of trees in Clark, particularly at the current development area of DCC.”  
   Dobles countered that the CDC “could be lying, based on their own statements.” He said the CDC, through the funds of the DCC, had paid millions of pesos to farmers whose crops and trees, most of which were fruit-bearing, were affected by the Korean firm’s huge project. “Why did they pay farmers if they did not cut or remove the trees?” Dobles asked. Dobles said that based on the ADCL’s investigation, “at least 20,000 trees” had been cut by the CDC for the DCC’s golf course and other tourism-related projects.

   However, the CDC defended the DCC’s golf resort project, insisting the Korean firm’s project was not harmful to the environment. It said only 100 “non-endemic” trees were cut down at the project’s “generally grassland” area.

   The DCC, the Philippine subsidiary of Donggwang Construction - one of South Korea’s largest construction companies that has total assets of 1.2 trillion won or around US$945 million -, expects to complete the world-class estate in 2016.

   The project consists of a 36-hole golf course, clubhouse, 330-room condominium, water park, spa and gymnasium, ecopark, business center, international school, golf academy and driving range, medical clinic and drug store, hotel, casino, a 500-unit villa and shopping arcade. Once completed, the Donggwang project would employ more than 2,000 workers and expand tourism and economic activities in Central Luzon, according to a CDC statement.

   Despite the assurances of the DENR, in particular, and the government, in general, that Philippine trees would not be sacrificed in tourism-related projects, environ-mentalists have good reasons to remain doubtful.   ( 
THAILAND:  

THE  LAND ENCROACHMENT BATTLE
[BP: 12.7.12; 19.8.12; TN: 15.8.12] - DEPARTMENT of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation director Damrong Pidech has recently made big waves with his campaign to rid the country's national and protected forests of encroachers. Over the last months he ordered a crackdown in a large area of Thap Lan National Park (in Nakorn Ratchasima and Prachinburi provinces) com-prising 55 illegally build resorts. And recently, he called for legal action against owners of 10 high-end resorts and hotels in Sirinat Marine National Park in Phuket because they had allegedly  obtained their title deeds illegally. 
      According to the Public Sector Anti-Corruption Com-mission (PACC), vast areas of public land and forest reserve have been illegally encroached on nationwide, including many tourist areas such as Phuket, Koh Samui, Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai, Koh Chang and Khao Yai.  The situation on the resort island Phuket is the most critical accounting for 30% of encroachment on public land. PACC’s preliminary investigation in Phuket found that at least 10 high-level state officials, politicians, and former government officials were involved in the fraud.

   In August, the PACC teamed up with four government agencies to review officials who may be involved in encroachment on forest land and illegal destruction of natural resources. "We found that a lot of officials, especially those who work at the Natural Resources and Environment Ministry and Land Department, are involved in forest encroachment by designating fake forest boundaries and issuing illegal land-ownership documents for forest reserve areas," PACC chief Pol Colonel Dusadee Arayawut said. He added that many high-level officials, politicians and celebrities had used their influence to force forest and land officials to issue land-ownership documents for forest reserve and national park areas for them, he said.
   Dusadee spoke at the signing ceremony for a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on natural resources and environmental crime suppression and prevention held by the PACC yesterday. Under this agreement, five state environmental watch agencies - the PACC, Natural Resources and Environment Ministry, Interior Ministry, Department of Special Investigation and Agricultural Land Reform Office (ALRO) - will work to speed up inquiries into forest land encroachment. Dusadee said he had met the prime minister's secretary to give the names of politicians and high-level officials who may be involved in encroachment on forest land and recommended that the cases be investigated.
   Chote Trachoo, permanent secretary of the Natural Resources and Environment Ministry, said that to date, forest area nationwide totals only 107 million rai (1 rai = 0.16ha), and about 500,000 rai of forest is occupied by encroachers every year. He added that many forest reserve and national park areas had seen extensive illegal encroachment by wealthy people to build resorts. "Nowadays, forest encroachment is very complicated. Many people are involved in illegal encroachment such as wealthy people, mafia and officials," Chote said.   (
THAILAND: LUXURY HOTEL SET TO DESTROY AMPHAWA’S IDENTITY

[BP: 21.8.12] - DUE to its prime location on the Mae Klong River, Amphawa was an important market town and commercial centre as far back as the 17th century, but the construction of a network of roads caused people to turn away from waterborne transport and the settlement faded into obscurity. It re-emerged as a tourist destination in recent years and over the past decade has attracted hordes of day-trippers, especially on weekends.

   This tourism boom has given birth to thriving new businesses like cafes, T-shirt shops and souvenir stalls but has also created greater demand for accommodation in the area.

   Now, a colossal luxury hotel in European style called Chuchai Buri Sri Amphawa is under construction – to the dismay of many local residents. It is not the first large development in this small riverside community, but the difference is that big projects erected previously were built in a traditional Thai style or else were set back from the river and hidden behind a line of trees, so their operators have not come in for public criticism on the scale that Chuchai Buri Sri Amphawa has stirred up.

   The mastermind of this grand scheme, Chuchai Chairittilert, a jewellery shop owner turned real-estate developer, is vigorous in defending his project. He said his hotel, which will include features like a gym, spa and wine bar, is intended to be a high-end destination targeting well-heeled tourists. His plan was to make the hotel a local ''landmark'' similar to the weekend floating market and Amphawa Chaipattananurak (a project initiated by the Chaipattana Foundation featuring exhibitions on local products and lifestyles). He claimed that his project would boost the local economy by drawing in big spenders who would also patronize food and souvenir vendors in the locality.

   Several conservationists have since disputed the businessman's projections as overblown. ''Who would want to see or stay in a concrete building next to the canal?'' asked Bundit Pradabsook, an environmental scientist from Kasetsart University. Given its alien appearance, the new hotel could easily become an eye-sore rather than a landmark. In Bundit's opinion, the charge of ''landscape contamination'' should be substantial enough to stick, allowing residents affected by the project - physically or mentally - to file a lawsuit against the developer. He cited section 96 of the civil liability act which makes a person legally responsible for any leakage of contamination he/she causes.

   But concerns about the new hotel are not limited to the damage it could inflict on Amphawa's identity. Residents are also worried about a jump in the cost of living once the hotel opens.   (
VIETNAM: TOURISM SITES UNDER RUBBISH ATTACK

[VNB: 22.7.12] – THERE are increasing concerns in Vietnam that well-known tourism sites throughout the country are turning into vast dumping grounds. One reader of the Tuoi tre newspaper recently sent a picture of the Cam Mountain to the editorial board with the comment that the mountain is getting higher thanks to the rubbish.
   Cam Mountain has been well-known as the most beautiful and the highest mountain out of the seven mountains in the southern province of An Giang. The mountain has been receiving more and more travelers over the last few years. They come here for pilgrimages because it is considered a sacred mountain that has supernatural power. However, its sacredness does not prevent people from littering and turning the mountain into a garbage dump that spoils the natural beauty and causes serious environment pollution.
   Quang Ninh province, where the World Heritage site Ha Long Bay is located, is also facing big challenges because of the pollution. Scientists say that every year, the Ha Long - Bai Tu Long Bay receives 43,000 tons of COD and 9 tons BOD (suspended organic matter), 5600 tons of nitrogen and 2000 tons of phosphorous. 
   Dinh Duc Truong from the Hanoi Economics University warned that the Ha Long Bay’s environment has been deteriorating  because of rapid socio-economic develop-ment. Meanwhile, many workshops and conferences have been held, where scientists and local authorities discussed strategies on how to rescue the bay.
   The Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism in late June 2012 released a report on environmental protection in tourism development, which shows that 100% of accom-modation service providers do not submit reports about environmental situation to the concerned agencies. This has been cited as a clear example of ineffective tourism environment management.
   The ministry also found out from a survey that only 50% of accommodation service providers have environmental protection regulations in place and inform their workers about them. Moreover, 27% of tourism accommodation discharge waste water directly to the environment. 
    In an effort to promote ’green tourism’, the Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism released  in April a set of criteria for the ’Green Lotus’ labeling, to be applied to domestic tourism accommodation in Vietnam. 
   The Green Lotus label, with five grades, is seen as an instrument to recognize the initiatives by tourism busi-nesses to protect the environment and strive for sustainable development.   (
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