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THE REGION

PLANS FOR NEW HIGHWAYS FOR MEKONG NEIGHBOURING COUNTRIES

[The Nation: 15.11.03; 30.12.03; Bangkok Post: 4.12.03; 21.12.03] - IN an attempt to turn Thailand into a Southeast Asian investment oasis, Thai Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra has committed to providing at least Bt10 billion (US$256.4 million) annually to develop roads in Burma, Cambodia and Laos. He expects the plan, which he considers a Thai version of Japan's Overseas Economic Cooperation Fund (OECF), to be a powerful tool in transforming troubled border areas into vibrant economic and tourism zones.

   The fund was created in 1995 by Thai Foreign Minister Surakiart Sathirathai, when he was finance minister. At that time, the Export-Import Bank played a key role in injecting money into many development projects in neighbouring countries, including billions of baht in loans for a modern airport in Mandalay. However, the 1997 financial crisis forced Thailand to abandon those development projects. 

   Surakiart revived the idea when he initiated his economic cooperation strategy. Kitti Limskul who is presently Thailand’s finance vice-minister, said the Cabinet recently endorsed the establishment of a public organization to run Thaksin's OECF, which would arrange export credit for neighbouring countries that would allow them to buy Thai goods for their development projects.

   Hundreds of projects were queued up for financial support when Thaksin unveiled the fund at a summit with Burma, Cambodia and Laos. The Ayeyawady-Chao Phya-Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy summit was held in Pagan, Burma, in November.

   Kitti said the government expected to allocate up to some US$230 million annually to finance projects in the three countries. Two road projects in Laos and Cambodia have already been financed by the fund, he said.

   The government signed an agreement with Vientiane in October 2002 to extend a 30-year soft loan to finance a road constructed to link Laos with northern Thailand and south-west China.

   Thailand, China and Laos have theoretically agreed to share the US$100 million cost of constructing the 250-kilometre Bokeo-Bohan road in northern Laos. But Vientiane has, in fact, to borrow from Thailand and China. Chinese engineers are now surveying the road. The Thai fund also financed construction of the 153-km road in Cambodia linking Trat province with Koh Kong's Serei Ample district.

   Kitti also said the government is considering a Burmese request to provide about US$7.7 million to construct a road linking Mae Sot to the Burmese town of Pa-an. The initial deal was made during the visit of Burmese No 2 Vice Senior General Maung Aye in April. The 160-km road is part of an ambitious plan to turn Thailand into a regional link for the transport of goods and passengers from India to Vietnam.

   Under the project, which was suspended when border skirmishes erupted after Maung Aye's departure, Thailand would provide grant aid to upgrade the first 18km of the road from the Thai border. Warmer relations between Thaksin and Khin Nyunt this year returned the project to the spotlight.

   The details, which have yet to be hammered out, include developing Burma's southern port of Tavoy to facilitate goods shipment from western Thailand through the Andaman Sea. Thailand is also drafting two agreements to finance the construction of a 49km road from Huay Kon to Pak Beng in northern Laos and a 3.5km railway from Nong Khai to Vientiane's Tha Nalaeng district.

   While all these projects are being built in the three neighbouring countries, it appears that they will mostly serve Thai interests. The road projects will allow Thailand to transport exports if the economy keeps growing. Thai construction firms will benefit from the scheme, but neighbouring countries borrowing money will have to pay for at least 30 years.

   Critics of the scheme have warned that the Thai government should not overlook the fact that its neighbours harbour some painful memories from their dealings with Thailand throughout their respective histories, and greedy Thai investors and traders have tended to exacerbate any ill feelings. Observers point to the torching of the Thai Embassy in Phnom Penh, saying the root cause of the Cambodians’ resentment is the perceived economic and cultural dominance of Thailand in their country. Moreover, national reconciliation and peace should be preconditions for any development, particularly in the case of Burma.   ( 

BURMA

BURMA IS ‘WINNING MORE TOURISTS’ 
[BBC: 6.12.03; Burma Campaign-UK: 28.11.03; Xinhua: 14.12.03] – BURMA’S military junta has reportedly announced a 27 per cent increase in tourism from April to October 2003 against the same period of 2002; 277,647 tourists visited Burma during the six months, said the junta.

   Meanwhile, human rights campaigners renewed calls for a tourism boycott in May 2003 after the junta detained Aung San Suu Kyi, whose National League for Democracy (NLD) won a landslide in the 1990 election. Dozens of Suu Kyi’s supporters were killed by government-backed militia during the attack on her convoy in which she was held. 
    In July, the British government backed calls by Aung San Suu Kyi and the Burma Campaign UK for tourists to stay away from Burma. Foreign Office minister Mike O'Brien wrote to all British tour operators asking them to cease tours to Burma.

   According to Burma Campaign UK, seven tour firms have dropped Burma from their brochures since 2002, including Kuoni, Abercrombie & Kent, Intrepid Travel, Travelsphere, Scott Dunn Travel and Silk Steps. Now, only 24 mostly small firms continue to sell trips. 
   The Railway Touring Company, which had featured on a 'Dirty List' published by the Burma Campaign UK, was  the 7th travel company in 2003 to pull out of Burma. The Railway Touring Company operated an annual 'Steam to Mandalay' trip in Burma. Steam trains were hired from the regime for the 14 day tours. In a letter to the Burma Campaign UK, Nigel Dobbing of the Railway Touring Co stated: "I confirm the Railway Touring Company will not operate any further tours to Burma until the situation improves and current government advice has changed.” 

   According to official Burmese statistics, roughly one third of tourists visiting Burma went to the capital Rangoon, the northern city of Mandalay or the sprawling 1,000-year old temple complex at Pagan.

   In order to give tourism a new boost, Burmese authorities have made arrangements to provide easy visa access to foreign tourists and e-visas will be issued soon, the official newspaper The New Light of Myanmar reported in an article covering a recent meeting on tourism cooperation among four countries of Cambodia, Laos, Burma and Thailand. Quoting Minister of Hotels and Tourism Thein Zaw, the article said new tour destinations are being introduced and security measures being stepped up for the tourists as part of the promotional campaign of Burma’s tourism industry.   ( 

OUTCRY OVER THE DISNEYFICATION OF THE PAGAN TEMPLE AREA  

[Associated Press: 30.11.03; 12.12.03] - DEFYING an international outcry, Burma's military rulers have begun to build a huge viewing tower in the ancient temple city of Pagan, one of Asia's greatest archaeological sites. The project is adding to the severe criticism already heaped on Burma's junta for its allegedly unplanned and inaccurate rebuilding of many ruins, and its record in general of suppressing human rights and democracy.

   "It's a cultural crime," said Pierre Pichard, a Pagan expert at the French Research School of the Far East, based in neighboring Thailand. "It will be ... conspicuous and ugly, and it's totally crazy to add such a structure in the middle of an ancient historical site," he said.

   The 1,000-year old temple complex is on a par with Cambodia's Angkor temples - an unmatched vista of thousands of Buddhist temples and monuments spread among rice. There are giant circular pagodas with soaring domes, small temples with corncob-shaped spires, and exquisitely proportioned ziggurats, or terraced pyramids. 

   More than 4,400 pagodas and 3,000 other religious structures of bricks and stones were built in Pagan, Burma's former capital, during a 243-year period from the 11th to 13th centuries, the result of extraordinary Buddhist fervor. Pagan's golden age ended in 1287, when it was overrun by the Mongol warrior, Kublai Khan. It became a ghost town, home to bandits and spirits. Today, 2,237 ruins and temples remain, many of them still used by worshippers.

   The junta says the 59.4-metre tower, roughly 16 storeys, will give tourists a bird's-eye view of Pagan and they will be barred from clambering over ancient pagodas that are being damaged by thousands of invading feet every day. But tour guides say the brick and mortar edifice, higher than every temple except one, will ruin the beauty of the area. But the fear of the dictatorial junta is such that no one is willing to voice opposition publicly.

   UNESCO, the UN agency that has the power to grant or withhold prestigious World Heritage status and the accompanying funding, has spoken loudly against the tower. "It's a very big mistake. It sticks a big eyesore right in the middle of the site," said Richard Engelhardt, UNESCO's Bangkok-based regional adviser for culture. UNESCO has also expressed concern about an airport built near the town, and a road that cuts across the historical site. 

However, the junta has refused to reply to UNESCO's official complaints.

   The cylindrical tower in traditional architectural style is to be completed by 2005, and will have a landscaped garden, a restaurant and a golf course nearby. The foundation was laid on July 27 by Gen. Khin Nyunt, who drove a golden stake into the ground, placed a gem casket on the site and sprinkled scented water in a Buddhist ceremony. A towering red-and-white crane now juts out of the construction area, ringed by steel fencing.
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Source: The Irrawaddy 2003.

   The military junta has also inflicted irreparable damage to Pagan’s most important archaeological treasures by rebuilding hundreds of temple ruins in fanciful designs, experts said. Virtually every temple at Pagan has been rebuilt with modern bricks and mortar in designs that "are conjectural at best and fictious at worst," said Donald Stadtner, a leading expert on Pagan. "It is a joke," he said.

   Many rich Burmese, officials and foreigners paid for the reconstruction so that the new pagodas rising up from the ancient mounds are named after them. Plaques outside the rebuilt temples name the patrons, who include a group of postal workers from Yokohama, Japan, said Stadtner. "It is an elitist form of patronage. What they are doing is selling these mounds of ruins. Really, they are offering spiritual salvation in a religious Disneyland," he said.

   The government began rebuilding in 1996, hoping that new temples would spur tourism and bring foreign currency to a country shunned by the West because of its anti-democracy policies. This mixture of politics and piety has left "concrete monstrosities" and "a disaster for historians," said Stadtner, an American researcher specialising in Indian and Southeast Asian art.

   The junta dismisses all these concerns. In a recent interview in Pagan, Nyunt Han, director general of the national Department of Archaeology, denied that the reconstruction was inaccurate. He said his department has old documents and plans that provide for precise reconstruction.   (
Campaign 

UNIONS CONDEMN RE-INTRODUCTION OF AUA FLIGHTS TO RANGOON

[International Transport Workers' Federation (ITF): 8.12.03] – IN a media statement released on 8 December, the London-based International Transport Workers' Federation (ITF) says, “This Section Conference, representing - among others - close to a million aviation workers in 120 countries, including colleagues in the Star Alliance worldwide, strongly condemn the re-introduction of air services of the Austrian Airlines Group [AUA] to Burma.”

   It is reasoned that Burmese military government “continuously ignores the result of a democratic election and suppresses its citizens including its democratic opposition and national minorities.” 

   The statement further says, “Global unions support a democratic development of Burma and all forces supporting that, and condemn the existing regime.”

   Therefore, “The worldwide community of aviation workers calls upon the management of the Austrian Airlines Group to cease operation to Burma with immediate effect, and calls on any other airline offering direct passenger service to Burma to also resist from doing so.”

**********

FROM THE “ANTI-BOYCOTT” FRONT 

AUSTRIA [Tourism-Watch: Dec.03; Burma Campaign-Austria: Dec.03] – “Respect”, the Austrian NGO that has strongly defended tourism to military-ruled Burma in defiance of constant boycott calls by the Burmese democracy movement and international human rights campaigners, has unleashed a new round of debate (see also new frontiers 9[4]). In November, the Respect team in charge of the controversial Burma project published a glossy brochure, entitled Golden Burma – Land of Dreams or Nightmare? Information for Burma Travellers – For a Tourism with Open Eyes! (in German language), which was produced, as its introduction states, “in cooperation with parts of the Austrian tourism industry”. Far from denying the serious human rights abuses and injustices under the “totalitarian military regime”, the brochure wants to make travellers believe that tourism helps to support the Burmese population, thereby disregarding all forces for economic sanctions and a consumer boycott against the brutal dictatorship. 

   Among other things, the publication is being distributed along with inflight magazines on Lauda Air flights to Rangoon and as a gratis supplement to travel documents by the Austrian tour agency Tai Pan, according to information from Respect. AUA/Lauda Air has been subjected to an international protest campaign because of operating flights to Burma, and Tai Pan, a major operator of Burma tours in Austria, reportedly funded a one-week Burma trip of two Respect staff in February 2003. 

    On 18 December, Respect organized a meeting in Vienna to introduce the brochure and to discuss the issues of  “Travel reporting to undemocratic countries – a journalistic challenge”, with a focus on Burma. A spokesperson for the Burma Campaign Austria (BC-A) informed tim-team that at the meeting attended by representatives from the media, development agencies and human rights groups, the International Secretary of the Austrian Federation of Trade Unions (OEGB), Walter Sauer, made a strong statement in the name of the OEGB and the International Labour Organization (ILO) for a travel boycott to “pariah states” such as Burma and stressed that the distribution of critical publications was not enough to improve the situation. BC-A quoted Sauer as saying that “large companies such as AUA [must] pressure their business partners in countries like Burma and address again and again the topic of human and labour rights if they want to make business in such countries.”

   Sauer’s statement was lauded by activists who had earlier criticized the OEGB for not taking a clear position on Burma like other international labour organizations (e.g. the ICFTU, ITF, ILO) because of its links to the Ruefa tour agency that promotes Burma tours. In a letter to Sauer at the OEGB’s International Department, BC-A representative Gernot Wolfram welcomed Sauer’s position as expressed at the Respect meeting and updated him on the internationally spreading campaign against AUA/Lauda Air. 

   Public pressure on AUA and other Star Alliance airlines not to fly to Burma has continued, and so far, some 15,000 cartoon postcards to protest AUA have been distributed at the international level.  Meanwhile, Respect appears to be increasingly isolated – even among their own network colleagues. Given that Respect’s Burma project was partly funded by industry sources with business interests in Burma, the German NGO Tourism-Watch stated in the December issue of its newsletter that the “independence and objectivity” of Respect was being “questioned”. Beyond that, the respective article suggested that doubts could affect the credibility of all networks concerned with the critical issues of tourism, of which Respect is a member.    

UNITED KINGDOM [The Telegraph: 13.12.03] - After visiting Burma, the Asian Conservative peer, Baroness Flather, recently launched a scathing attack against the UK government's policy on the military-ruled country, claiming economic and tourism sanctions are damaging the Burmese people rather than the regime. According to the British daily The Telegraph, “She is attempting to gain support for her views among colleagues in the House of Lords.”

   The attack follows a concerted drive by the Government to force British travel companies to pull out of Burma after the military regime put the opposition leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, under house arrest. In a letter to Telegraph Travel in December, Baroness Flather said: "It is my firm belief that by stopping contact with the Burmese government and by stopping tourism, as our Foreign Office advises, we are not helping. Such a boycott only makes the Burmese government more entrenched in its position."

   She further claimed, "It is wrong to suggest the money from tourism goes to the government. All the major hotels are owned by companies from surrounding countries and the money from tourist shopping goes to the sellers and the craftsmen."

   A Foreign Office spokeswoman said that its stance had not changed, while a spokesman for the Burma Campaign  said it was "naive" to suggest that the regime does not benefit from tourism in any way. "It earns money from taxes, from incoming airlines, from all sorts of areas. Crucially, a boycott is what the people of Burma, including Aung San Suu Kyi, have called for," he said.

MICK JAGGER SLAMMED FOR HOLIDAYING IN BURMA

[The Age (AUS): 27.11.03] - Mick Jagger has come under fire from democracy campaigners after taking a holiday in military-controlled Burma, either in defiance or ignorance of widespread calls for a tourism boycott. According to Burma's 7-Day News magazine, the Rolling Stone arrived by private plane on 21 November and left on 25 November. 

CAMBODIA

FRANCE CALLS FOR 10-YEAR ACTION PLAN TO SAVE ANGKOR WAT

[Agence France Presse: 14.11.03] – French Foreign Minister Dominique de Villepin recently called on UNESCO to draft a new action plan for the preservation and development of Cambodia's Angkor Wat temple complex. In an address at the start of the second intergovernmental conference for the safeguarding of Cambodia's most treasured landmark held in Paris in November, De Villepin said that such a plan would define work to be done over the next 10 years.

   The minister said he hoped the two-day gathering in Paris would "provide the elements of a future framework for action to be undertaken by the international community, mobilized to save and develop Angkor and the surrounding region."

   Delegates from 20 countries were attending the conference organized by France, Japan and UNESCO in a bid to find new ways to protect the imperiled site. The gathering marks the 10th anniversary of the first intergovernmental conference held in Japan that produced the Tokyo Declaration, which set up an International Coordination Committee to oversee work at the Angkor complex.

   Angkor Wat was inscribed on the UNESCO World Heritage List and List of World Heritage in Danger in 1992. From 1993 to 2003, nations donated some US$50 million to the preservation and development of the Angkor site, which was mainly devoted to restoring monuments and clearing land mines from the area.

   The Paris conference’s goal was to produce a plan focusing on three key areas: tourist development and management of the Angkor archeological site; development in the nearby city of Siem Reap; and development of the neighborhood between Siem Reap and Angkor.

   Located in northwestern Cambodia, some 314 kms from the capital Phnom Penh, Angkor Wat was the capital of the ancient Khmer Empire founded in the 9th century by King Jayavarman II. The group of some 100 stone monuments stretching over an area of 230 sqkms was built gradually over five centuries, a period of great creative productivity but also a time of bloody conquests between competing empires. Angkor remained the capital of the Khmer Empire until its fall to Siam in 1431. It was later abandoned, and then rediscovered in the 19th century by French explorer Henri Mouhot.

   Years of civil war in Cambodia took their toll on Angkor through looting and neglect, but the temple complex is now the star attraction of the country's tourism industry. "Tourism is an important element for the development of the country," Japanese Senior Vice Minister for Foreign Affairs Ichiro Aisawa told the conference, reaffirming Tokyo's continued support for the rebuilding of Angkor. "Our government believes continuous tackling [related] problems is crucial in order to keep the balance between economic development and preservation of environment and heritage," the Japanese minister added.   (
COUNTRY STILL A HAVEN FOR FOREIGN PAEDOPHILES

[Bangkok Post: 23.11.03; The Nation: 29.12.03; ABC-Australian Radio News: 3.1.04] – A CAMBODIAN cabinet minister recently questioned the government’s seriousness about keeping paedophiles out of the country. International groups say Cambodia has become a haven for foreign paedophiles due to lax law enforcement, corrupt courts, and poverty that forces young boys and girls into prostitution.

   Three years ago, the government started a list of foreigners suspected of links to child abuse and banned from the country. But at least one person on the list – former rock star Gary Glitter from Britain – recently entered Cambodia anyway, the Cambodia Daily reported.

   “If Cambodia does not act [on the list], we will expose our children to paedophilia,” the newspaper quoted women’s Affairs Minister Mu Sochua as saying. She added she did not think many government officials were interested in keeping paedophiles out of Cambodia.

   In December, two Americans were arrested on child sex charges. A court formally charged Blake Alan Respini with debauchery and the rape of two boys. A prosecutor said the man was detained when police raided his hotel room in Battambang province, some 290 kilometres northwest of the capital, after a tip-off from child protection activists. Under Cambodian law, Respini faces 10 to 20 years in jail for debauchery, a charge referring to paedophilia here, and 10 to 15 years for rape.
   Another American, Richard Arthur Schmidt, was rearrested in a Phnom Penh guesthouse while in the company of a young boy after he had earlier been released on bail as child-sex charges against him were investigated. Phie They, chief of the Phnom Penh foreigner police said the case would be further investigated in cooperation with US law enforcement officials and by interrogating Schmidt.   (
THAILAND

CAN NATIONAL PARKS SURVIVE TOURISM?

[Bangkok Post: 29.11.03; 19.12.03; 27.12.03; The Nation: 4.12.03; 18.12.03] – THE government’s drive to promote tourism has been taken as a mandate by so-called CEO provincial governors – to go ahead with their own development of national parks in their jurisdictions to demonstrate their efficiency in boosting the local economy. Such initiatives have been received with alarm by environmental officials and activists. They are concerned that the parks, if left to the governors’ discretion, will be overexploited and fragile ecosystems could be destroyed beyond repair. As it stands, there is now even less hope that Thailand’s parks can be saved from further tourism onslaught as park officials themselves have already launched a frenzy in developing park facilities. 

   So far, the CEO governors have come up with major 13 projects, including the construction of hotels, spas and other recreation facilities in protected forest and marine areas nationwide, and cable car systems up to Phu Kradung mountain in Loei province, on the booming resort Island Koh Chang in Trat province and at Doi Luang Chiang Dao wildlife sanctuary in Chiang Mai province. It is expected that the project plans will be sent to the Cabinet for approval soon.

   Participants at a recent seminar held at Khao Yai National Park said they did not know about the plans in detail and were worried about effects on the environment. One academic warned that income from tourism could never make up for the potential loss to nature caused by garbage, pollution and forest destruction.

   On another occasion, the president of the Bangkok-based Foundation for Ecological Recovery, Weerawat Theeraprasat, pointed out tourism development as one of the government’s “dangerous policies” in environmental terms and cited three mega-projects as examples: the Night Safari project in Chiang Mai’s Doi Suthep-Pui national park, the Emerald Triangle golf resort project in Phu Jong-Nayoi National Park on the Thai, Lao and Cambodian border, and the Koh Chang development project in Trat.

   As for the Night Safari park planned for a plot in a national park on the outskirts of Chiang Mai City, environmentalists recently renewed their demand to the government to conduct an environmental impact assessment (EIA) amid concerns the project will damage the local ecosystem and cause water-shortages and pollution.

   Nikom Buddha, a representative of the Wildlife Fund Thailand, warned the park that will feature exotic animals and various commercial tourist facilities will destroy the natural habitat of local animal species and create enormous garbage problems. Another opponent, Chaiphant Praphasawat from the Assembly of the Poor, said the government should suspend the project pending a comprehensive study. “We need to take action to pre-empt unnecessary adverse effects,” he said, adding this extremely expensive project was unlikely to produce profits.

   Other sources said land prices around the national park have soared after the government decided on the safari project, and there was the danger of over-development as other projects were coming up near the site. 

   All these projects to boost tourism in and around national parks appear to be contrary to efforts towards sustainable development, and obviously, recent calls by the National Park, Wildlife and Plant Conservation Department to impose limits on the number of park visitors are being ignored. 

   At a workshop held in November by the Japan Bank of International Cooperation (JBIC), Thanee Viriyarattanaporn, the director for conservation, had rightly pointed out the need for a policy reversal: “The government’s policy to generate revenue from tourism has destroyed a great deal of vulnerable natural resources in the national park. It is time the carrying capacity of national parks be established to control the number of tourists.” 

   He added, “It is time the Department stopped complying with the Tourism Authority of Thailand’s intense tourism promotion campaign, which requires that the Department build facilities for tourists, including parking lots, food courts, lodges and toilets, because the activities cause unacceptable harm to the natural environment.”

   So it is not that concerned officials are not aware of the serious environmental situation and the need to stop frenzied tourism development. The problem is that nothing is really happening to change the government’s short-term and short-sighted goal of tourism as an economic growth industry, and exactly that kind of attitude makes it so difficult for the country’s national parks to survive.   (
KAYAN GIRLS WANT TO BE MORE THAN JUST TOURIST ATTRACTIONS

[The Nation: 24.12.2003] - MANANG, 12, Maprang, 13, and Ma-ngae, are a familiar sight among the 127 students at Huay Sua Tao School in Tambon Pha Borng in Muang District. They are easily recognized because of the brass rings they wear to school.

   The girls belong to the ethnic Kayan or Padaung tribe. However, the Kayan are often referred to as the long-necked Karen, a term disliked by most Kayans (see box below). There are about 10 girls of the Kayan tribe who travel from their village to study with other Thai students at the Huay Sua Tao School, a privilege extended to them even though they do not have Thai identity cards.

    Another thing that makes them different from other Thai students is that the girls earn about Bt1,500 (US$38.5) a month because they have agreed to wear the neck rings to show to visitors to their village. Only female members of the Kayan wear the brass rings.

   Apart from the Kayan tribe, there are also students from other branches of the ethnic Karen group who are studying at Huay Sua Tao School. Magraeng, 12, comes from the Kayaw tribe which has a tradition of piercing their earlobes and adorning them with large silver rings for example. Magraeng studies in grade four and has to travel about two kilometres to her school each day. Yet, while these bodily adornments might make the girls look exotic, they could also end up being a hindrance to their education. Magraeng says she probably will not further her studies after finishing sixth grade as the silver earrings might not look proper when she joins other students in town.

   “Besides, I don’t have a Thai identity card. I might not be accepted anyway,” says the girl. Instead, she says, she might join her mother selling handicrafts in her village to tourists.

   One of her closest friends is Manang from the Kayan tribe. Manang has worn the brass neck rings for six years like her mother and elder sister. She wants to get a higher education, but does not seem too sure about whether she will have that opportunity. “If not, I will help my mother with her work. There are many tourists visiting my village every day, especially during the high season,” she says.

   Ma-ngae, another Kayan girl, also gets extra money to pose for the tourists. Maprang, 13, a year eight student, is another Kayan girl who has been given the opportunity to go to a Thai school, but laments that she has little chance to study because she has to help her mother with her work. She used to study in Burma before her family migrated to Huay Sua Tao village.

   Like her tribal friends, she wears her brass neck rings to school, but feels she might not be inclined to do so otherwise. “It’s up to us whether to wear them or not. I decided to in order to get some money,” says Maprang who is one of four females in her family who wear the neck rings.

   Because the Kayan are a major attraction in the North, they have long been exploited by local business people, but it has only been in recent times that they have begun to earn real money from their unusual adornment. About 10 local investors now pay the women to wear the brass rings from the income they collect from tourists who each have to pay Bt250 (US$6.5) to enter the Kayan village.

   Anthropologists and other researchers have long studied the phenomenon of the Kayan and have often gone into battle for their rights. They have also made some unusual observations. Associate Professor Somsong Buruspatana and Sarinya Khammuang of the Institute of Language and Culture for Rural Development, Mahidol University, for example, found significant differences between the Kayan women in Burma and those who now in Thailand.

   For example, the Burmese Kayan women who have converted to Christianity will not wear the rings anymore as they considered it to be inconvenient. However those Kayan women and girls who now live in Thailand continue the practice because it helps their impoverished families to make a living from tourism. 

   As the girls grow, the brass spirals are gradually made larger. Some researcher say the Kayan women change the neck rings every three to four years, or about nine times until they reach the age of 45. Some might change the rings only until they reach 25 or marry. It is believed that some women wear brass rings that weigh from 22 to 36 kilogrammes, although today about 7 kg is the average.

   In fact, the rings can be removed without any real danger, knowledgeable sources say. The women will remove the brass rings when they are about to give birth or as a punishment when they have extra-marital affairs, according to Somsong and Sarinya. Available studies also say the rings do not actually lengthen the neck but rather push the ribs down and that is it that gives a visible extension of the neck.

   The Kayan’s unique cultural identity has not only attracted many investors in the tourism industry, it has left them susceptible to some very cynical behaviour. It was recently reported that a businessman from Phuket had wanted to buy them to show to tourists on the Andaman island, while an armed ethnic group fighting the Burmese military government had wanted to sell three Kayan families to cover their political and military costs.

   However, Decha Sattapol, a chief of Mae Hong Son’s Muang district said that after those news reports, the Mae Hong Son governor had summoned concerned agencies to inform them that the Kayan were not permitted to travel outside the province. “The province does not yet have any policy to relocate the Kayan from their present locations at Nam Pieng Din, Nai Soi, and Huay Sua Tao villages,” he said. “Neither do we want to move them to another province as they are a symbol of Mae Hong Son.”   (
Kayan: Karen or Karenni?

In a report entitled “Encyclopaedia of Ethnic Groups in Thailand: Kayan, the brass coiling Karenni”, writers Somsong Buruspatana and Sarinya Khammuang suggested the Kayan, better known as Padaung, or “the long-necked Karen” to Thais, differed from other ethnic groups in Thailand. They are given the same status as the ethnic Kayah and the Taungthu (or Pa-O), as people who have fled fighting in Burma. Last year, 36,379 displaced people fell within the three groups. Of these, just 321 were Kayan.

   Nearly all of the Kayan came from the Demoso district of Loikaw city, in Burma’s Karenni state, now known as Kayah state. The Kayan have been gravitating towards Mae Hong Son’s Muang district since 1984.

   In 1985, the then governor of Mae Hong Son province, anticipating income from tourists wanting to see the Kayan, established the Cultural Village of the Long-necked Karen, and the Long-necked Karen Tourism Centre at Tung Mark Kaeng village in Tambon Pha Borng. Later, two other centres were also established in Nam Pieng Din and Nai Soi villages. Another group of the Kayan migrated to Bukeng village. However, Burmese soldiers burned their homes down in 1992, so they moved to Huay Sua Tao village in 1992, where they remain today.   

‘DRUG TOURISM’ IN THE GOLDEN TRIANGLE
The following story is edited from the transcript of a radio report by Kieran Cooke, a correspondent for the BBC World Service in the Golden Triangle [6.12.03]

Lawann - in Thai her name means Wild Jasmine - is being a little difficult. She can't decide where to go. I suggest a gentle stroll - no response. I try tickling her behind the ear. Lawann gives an exasperated shake of her head, snorts as if to say "Men, huh", and slumps down in the deep red, dusty, earth.  

   It's 06.00 in a jungle clearing in northern Thailand. I'm taking a crash course in being a mahout - or elephant rider. It's just one of the things the modern day traveller can do in the area. I'm less than a mile from the meeting point of three countries - Thailand, Burma and Laos - an area known as the Golden Triangle. A few miles up the road is the southern China province of Yunnan. 
   Like the outcrops in Chinese scroll paintings, craggy limestone hills rise abruptly from the surrounding jungle and rice paddies, conjuring up images of dragons' heads and rearing horses. A long veil of mist hangs over the nearby Mekong river. But these parts are not known just for their beauty. For years something far more sinister has been going on here. 
   The Golden Triangle, encompassing remote mountainous lands in four countries, is one of the world's primary sources of opium, which, when refined, is turned into heroin. Every day, sacks full of heroin, from opium poppies mostly cultivated in Burma and refined into white heroin powder by chemists at laboratories deep in the jungle, are smuggled out by mule train, by boat, by truck and small planes. Only Afghanistan exports more raw opium than the Golden Triangle. It is destined to be sold on the streets of Hong Kong, Bangkok, New York and London. 
   Yet something else, rather strange, is going on in the Golden Triangle: the region has been turned into a tourist attraction, a sort of theme park. There are road signs proudly pointing the way to the Triangle. There's the Golden Triangle restaurant, the Golden Triangle bar, the Golden Triangle hotel. In one border town I even came across the Golden Triangle massage parlour, which has a rather puzzling slogan: "Your apprehension is our utmost appreciate". 
    "The thing is," explained a Thai tour operator, schooled in American style marketing skills, "the Golden Triangle is a great brand. Full of mystery, a hint of danger. People love it." 


   This might be true, but it does all seem a little odd. After all, aren't we supposed to be fighting a war against drugs just the same as we are fighting a war against terrorism, aids, poverty and numerous other ills? What's next on the tour operator's agenda? A "come and watch the bombs in Baghdad expedition", perhaps? 
    I take a short boat ride, then a mile-long run in a golf cart, to a Burmese border post. A man in military overalls and flip-flops fills in a form and takes US$5 and my passport. Gambling is illegal in Thailand. Just inside Burma, right on the banks of the Mekong, Thai businessmen have built a gambling complex, called - yes, you guessed it - The Golden Triangle Casino. It stands out, in an area of such beauty, as a building of stultifying ugliness. Bored, pale-faced gamblers play blackjack and cut-price pornographic DVDs are on sale in the duty free shop. 
   Far more uplifting is the just opened opium museum on the Thai side of the border, located in The Golden Triangle Park. I was the only visitor. A long dark tunnel through a hillside leads you into a tropical greenhouse full of poppies. 
   The history of opium is charted: According to Mao Zedong, the opium wars and the battle against British traders would eventually give way to the Chinese revolution. There are displays of the way smugglers conceal their lethal cargoes - tins of peaches with condoms stuffed with heroin inside, teddy bears full of white powder and a statue with white dust poking out of its nose. 
   There is talk of mafia mobsters roaming the hills, of the CIA's sponsorship of the heroin business during the Vietnam War and interviews with warlords at their jungle camps. Yet, coming out into the sunshine, I have a slightly uncomfortable feeling about the Golden Triangle. The heroin trade that goes on in these parts is a nasty business and it's a trade that's flourishing. 

   But it's easy to be moralistic. Maybe everything should be up for grabs in the search for more tourists. Maybe eventually the opium growers of today will be tomorrow's tour guides. Though, with the traffickers still making hundreds of thousands of dollars out of drugs, and demand as strong as ever, that's a very big ‘maybe’.   ( 
VIETNAM

TOURISM INDUSTRY GETS A NEW BOOST

[Vietnam News Agency: 22.12.03] - IN 2003, more than 15.5 million people travelled in Vietnam, including 2.2 million foreigners, the Vietnam Administration of Tourism (VAT) reported. Officials say the tourism sector overcame the impacts of the SARS outbreak in the country early this year, the slow recovery of the global economy, the Iraqi war, terrorist attacks and terror threats. As soon as the first SARS case was detected in the country, the tourism sector opened a webpage on SARS to inform the public about developments in the epidemic while responding to other activities of the National Steering Committee for SARS Prevention and Control. After SARS, the sector coordinated with other relevant agencies to organise tours for foreign pressmen to Vietnam covering news on Vietnam's successful containment of SARS. They also introduced measures to ensure safety for tourists, and held a tourism advertisement campaign in East Asia, Western Europe and North America.

    Under the national tourism action programme, a series of tourism activities have been carried out throughout the year nationwide. They included the Ha Long Tourism Year 2003, the 350th anniversary of Khanh Hoa province, the Quang Nam Festival 2003-The Heritage Itinerary, the 100th anniversary of Sa Pa and other tourism activities welcoming the 22nd SEA Games, the region's biggest sporting event.

   In addition, the VAT has collaborated with the national aviation industry, Vietnamese embassies in foreign countries, and the Culture and Information Ministry to organize 16 tourism promotion activities. It has participated in the ASEAN Tourism Festival in Cambodia; the Top Resa and humanitarian newspaper fairs in France; and the tourism fairs in Malaysia, Thailand, Japan and the UK. A Vietnam Week was held in Japan and road shows introducing Viet Nam's tourism destinations took place in Sweden, Germany, the UK, France, the US, Singapore, Thailand, Australia and Hong Kong.

    Also in 2003, VAT invited experts from the World Tourism Organization and Cuba to consult on the planning of tourism zones in several parts of the country. In addition, some 450 billion VND were poured into tourist infrastructure projects in 43 provinces and cities nationwide. 

    The country drew 13 foreign direct investment project in tourism with total investment of US$64.7 million in 2003, bringing the total number of tourism projects to 239 capitalized at US$6.1 billion altogether.

   The VAT signed an agreement on government-level tourism cooperation with Germany. It participated actively in international tourism-related activities, introducing practical initiatives at international multilateral cooperation forums. The VAT also successfully organized the 8th Mekong Tourism Forum. Vietnam now has around 250 businesses operating in overseas travel and 1,680 in domestic travel.

   VAT General Director Vo Thi Thang said to reach the target of 2.7-2.8 million foreign arrivals and 14-15.5 million domestic tourists next year, the VAT will boost promotional activities themed "Vietnam, an attractive, friendly and safe tourist destination", increase market research, and organise tourist events such as the 2004 Hue Festival and the Year of Dien Bien Phu Tourism. 

   She also said that the VAT will set up tourism promotion offices in France and Japan while increasing promotion in northeast Asia, Australia, northwest Europe and North America. The VAT will organize 11 international tourism fairs and 15 programmes introducing Vietnam tourism next year.   (
