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THE REGION

ADB’S NEW CORPORATE STRATEGY DISREGARDS THE POOR

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) regards tourism as a major engine of “economic growth” in Asian developing countries, and in recent years, it has promoted tourism as a viable strategy to eliminate poverty. Two former ADB officials Isabel Ortiz and Anita Kelles-Viiten argue the ADB’s new corporate-led policy is a step backward as it emphasizes private-sector development and the removal of market barriers, while the urgent needs 

of the poor are being ignored [Project Syndicate: May 2008].

MORE than half of Asia’s population - 1.8 billion people - live on less than US$2 a day; more than 600 million of them try to survive on less than US$1 a day. With food prices now soaring, most of Asia’s “working poor,” who are already struggling on degraded lands, in sweatshops, on streets and at homes, risk further destitution. 

   Yet the Asian Development Bank – an institution whose mission is to reduce poverty – last month approved a new corporate strategy (ADB Long Term Strategic Framework 2008-2020) that is ominously silent on the importance of employment and social protection for the poor. A handful of influential ADB bureaucrats with large salaries, secured pensions, comprehensive health insurance, subsidized housing, and education for their children, have apparently decided that financing subsidized housing, health, nutrition, and child protection programmes are not a priority. Nor do they consider land reform, employment services, or pensions for all Asians a priority. 

    Instead, these officials have decided to refocus ADB operations on three areas: inclusive economic growth, environmentally sustainable growth, and regional integration, with a heavy emphasis on private-sector development. The ADB is abandoning crucial public support for social development. 

   The new strategy is a reversal of the policies of the late 1990s, when the ADB changed its objective from “economic growth” to “poverty reduction.” The ADB’s earlier policies were based on broad-based growth, good governance, and social development. Ten years later, only an empty corporate motto of “an Asia and Pacific region free of poverty” is left.
   Social protection, housing, employment, and labour are not on the ADB’s new agenda. Health and agriculture will be considered only on a highly selective basis. Only education remains as a future investment sector, given its impact on productivity, but the rest of the much-needed social sector interventions have been abandoned in favor of investment in infrastructure, the environment, regional integration, and finance. 

   No lesson was learned from the Asian financial crisis, which underscored the importance of social protection. Pensions are mentioned only under financial-sector development: the ADB is to promote private-led insurance, despite evidence from the United Nations, International Labour Organization, World Bank and NGOs showing that private pensions do not reach the poor. If the ADB were serious about poverty reduction, it would put a significant share of its investments in social development, particularly on non-contributory universal social security schemes that can reduce poverty by 35 to 50 per cent. 

   Why is the ADB constricting its agenda? Why does it want to deny governments’ access to much-needed funds for social development? The ADB argues that other agencies are responsible for social development. But that argument is unjustified: While institutions such as the UN and NGOs may work on social development, they are under-funded compared to the ADB. Besides, plenty of other public and private institutions undertake the infrastructure and finance projects that the ADB now wants to focus on. So, what is the ADB’s added value, and whom does it serve? 

   Certainly the ADB’s new strategy will not serve the majority of Asians, 60 per cent of whom still live in poor rural areas. Indeed, Asia and the Pacific account for three-quarters of the world's stunted, underweight, and malnourished children. Maternal mortality rates remain dismal in several countries. As food prices rise, so is hunger and poverty.
   External and internal pressure at the ADB’s Annual Meeting this May forced the bank to respond to the current food crisis through temporary safety-net food security programmes. It also offered medium-term measures such as infrastructure and rural finance. All of these are good, but they are insufficient. Other measures are needed to reduce poverty in rural areas, such as land reform and rights, agricultural extension services, expanding access to health and non-contributory social pensions, just to mention some. 

   ADB’s major goal, however, seems to be to scale up private-sector support from 15 to 50 per cent of total bank operations. Several countries have expressed reservations about this. It will include direct financing, credit enhancements, and guarantees – a subsidy to a sector known for its risky non-performing operations at the ADB – as well as business-friendly regulations and removal of market “barriers,” which include social and labour rights. Such rights can be tolerated only as minimum social safeguards, which the ADB is trying to neuter through another ongoing review. 

   Unless the ADB’s member governments reverse its current policies, they, too, will be blamed for ignoring the urgent needs of the poor. Poverty reduction requires both economic and social policies that reach people. Growth on its own is not sufficient to guarantee poverty reduction in Asia and the Pacific.   ( 

BURMA

AFTER CYCLONE NARGIS: VILLAGERS’ MISERY AND ANOTHER TOURISM SLUMP

[The Irrawaddy: 12.6.08; 13.6.08; Democratic Voice of Burma: 18.6.08] - ONE month after Cyclone Nargis, survivors in many villages in the Irrawaddy delta had yet to receive adequate aid and assistance for reconstruction of their homes and livelihoods from either local authorities or international agencies. 

   Situated on an inlet in the Irrawaddy delta, 75 kms southwest of Rangoon, Pyapon Township was directly in the line of the cyclone on 2 and 3 May. Up to 100 villages in the area were hit. Thousands of people were killed in the disaster and an unknown number were missing, according to a local Red Cross official. The main livelihoods of the region—agriculture, fish farms, fishing and salt flats—were dramatically decimated.

   In the days after the devastation of Cyclone Nargis, survivors gathered in makeshift refugee camps in Pyapon, at the local football ground, in schools, monasteries and in surrounding pagodas. However, the military authorities closed down these facilities and forced the refugees to return to their devastated villages. 
   Although Pyapon Township was not the hardest hit area during the cyclone, the survivors did not receive as much assistance in emergency aid or reconstruction efforts as survivors in Laputta and Bogalay. 

   "Soon after the cyclone, a lot of donors came to offer assistance,” a villager from Pho Shan Gyi said. “We got enough rice and beans to eat. But they didn’t come back and now we have to survive on rice gruel. Some villagers must eat the rain-soaked rice."

   Access to safe drinking water has always been an issue in Pyapon Township, even before the cyclone. Now, locals say, they must collect rainwater. Moreover, they lack cooking utensils and clothing. 

   Amidst all this misery and chaos, the Hotels and Tourism Minister for Pyapon, Maj-Gen Soe Naing, came to oversee reconstruction efforts in collaboration with international agencies, local NGOs and privately contracted construction companies—namely Dagon International, Yuzana, Pyi Phyo Kyaw and Min Yazar, all of which are considered to be affiliated with the military government or owned by cronies of the junta generals. 

   However, following last September's uprising and the destruction of Cyclone Nargis, there was a significant decline in tourism within Burma, causing airlines to cancel services, holiday hotels to close and travel companies to lay off staff. A Bangkok-based tour operator, Vega Travel, estimated that in the aftermath of the cyclone, tourism to Burma had dropped 60 per cent.

   Apart from suspending its Rangoon-Bangkok flights for three months, Air Bagan owned by Burmese business tycoon Tay Za, had dropped some of its domestic flights and laid off 24 employees. Air Mandalay suspended its weekly flights between Chiang Mai and Rangoon.

   Moreover, the Htoo Trading company, also owned by Tay Za, closed two of its hotels in the beach resorts of Ngapali and Ngwe Saung until September. Normally, the hotels employ more than 400 people. Many small hotels and guesthouses also face closure, and tour operators and guides are struggling for business. 
   A hotel employee in Mandalay said that the whole travel industry in the country has almost come to a halt.  "We can't say anything precisely yet. Even some grand hotels don't have any gas now. Also, they have started laying off staff due to slow business," he said. "The hotels and guesthouses are also reducing their rates to draw in more customers and have started serving food. They are now struggling to pay their employees' salaries". He added that the tourism slump started in September last year, after the military regime’s crackdown on protesting monks.   ( 
“BEST AID: VISIT ‘MYANMAR’ ”, SAY TOUR OPERATORS 

[Travel Trade Gazette-Asia: 23. – 29.5.08] – SOME tour operators claimed the best help the tourism industry can offer Burma is to encourage travellers to visit the cyclone-hit destination because, unlike foreign aid, which is only a temporary relief, the tourist dollar trickles down to the small businesses and individuals, who need it most to rebuild their lives. Arguing that tourism is one of the few industries that can make an immediate difference, Burma operators stressed that downtown Rangoon - the only tourist area affected by cyclone Nargis which struck on 2 and 3 May - is virtually “back to normal”; getting tourist visas is not an issue;  there are no health or safety issues; and with May and June being the low season, Burma’s popular tourist sites are naturally quiet with no queues and most hotels are desperate for business to help them pay staff.

   The Travel Trade Gazette inquired if it was not too much to ask holiday-makers to visit a destination newly hit by misery. Asian Trails managing director, Laurent Kuenzle, replied:  “Emotions might tell us not to travel to a country which has been partly devastated... An important argument is that the sooner you visit, the sooner you help the people. The sooner you return, the fewer tourists you will see, which is a blessing for many people who want to avoid tourist crowds.” He added, “But from an emotional point of view, I agree you can’t argue and need to accept the fact that some people are more emotional than others. Some people are more mass media influenced than others [sic!].”
   Of the major Burma tour operators interviewed by TTG, only Indochina Services Travel Group offered a different view, saying it was not recommending travel to Burma for the time being.  CEO, Gregory Duffell, said: “The key reason for this is, although the cyclone struck the Irrawaddy Delta region and Yangon [Rangoon] only, the impact is being felt by the entire nation. Basic supplies such as food water, rice and fuel are in very short supply and highly inflated in price – the survivors desperately need these. If tourists travel to Myanmar [Burma]right now, these critical supplies will not get to the starving people.”   (
NEW COMPANIES ON BURMA CAMPAIGN’S ‘DIRTY LIST’
[Times-Online: 25.5.08; The Irrawaddy: 3.6.06] – ON 2 June, the Burma Campaign UK named 50 new companies to its ‘dirty list’ of 154 firms that directly or indirectly do business with the military dictatorship—given that no one can operate in Burma without the junta’s agreement. 

   The overall list identifies 30 companies linked with tourism and 33 in the energy sector. It includes small firms and large global conglomerates such as South Korea’s Daewoo and Hong Kong-based Hutchison Whampoa, as well as Kuoni, Toyota, Qantas, Total and the China National Offshore Oil Corporation. Aside from tourism and energy, the other new companies on the list engage in a wide range of business—including timber, vehicles, mining, brewing, engineering and telecommunications.

   Notably, Burma activists have added BBC Worldwide to the list because the broadcaster’s commercial arm bought into the Lonely Planet travel-guide company last October. BBC Worldwide is the highest-profile new entry. “Tourism provides a financial lifeline to the regime and the BBC should not be supporting it,” said Johnny Chatterton, a spokesperson for Burma Campaign UK.

   Politicians and rival media organizations accused BBC Worldwide last year of “empire building” after it reportedly paid £75 million for a 75 per cent stake in Lonely Planet. The deal caused controversy because it appeared to have little to do with the BBC’s broadcasting remit.

   Aung San Suu Kyi, the Burmese pro-democracy leader and a Nobel peace prize winner, previously called for tourists to boycott the country. Rough Guides, another travel publisher, has refused to print a book about Burma.

   BBC commented: “Lonely Planet believes its decision to publish a guidebook to Burma does not represent support or otherwise for the current regime. It provides information and lets readers decide for themselves.”   (
CAMBODIA

COASTAL REVAMP FOR TOURISM GATHERS PACE 
[Phnom Penh Post: 12.6.08] - THE groundbreaking earlier this month of a bridge linking Cambodia's mainland with Koh Puos, the future site of a luxurious Russian-backed island resort, has brought the government another step closer to realizing its plan to develop the southern coastline into a world-class destination for tourism and business.
   The so-called K-4 plan, named after the most prominent coastal towns - Koh Kong, Kampong Som (Sihanoukville), Kampot and Kep - is one of the government's most ambitious schemes in its bid to evolve 450 kms of once empty beach, mangrove and coastal scrubland into teeming resorts, protected areas for ‘eco-tourism’, and industrial zones.
   The 26 islands off the coast, including Koh Puos, the site of the US$470-million Russian project, have also been targeted, said Tourism Minister Thong. "K-4 is the second-most attractive tourist destination after Angkor Wat in Siem Reap," he said. "It has enormously high potential in its beaches, islands, sea, ports, mountains, waterfalls and mangrove forests." 
   With the number of foreign visitors coming to Cambodia expected to eclipse last year's more than two million arrivals, officials say they are keen to carve out a niche market for ‘eco-conscious’ tourists.

   Yuth Phouthang, the governor of Koh Kong province which borders Thailand, said, "We have 200km of coastline and beaches with beautiful sand ... and Koh Kong is only one of three wetland areas in Cambodia."
   Officials are eyeing the area for its economic potential as well. The international checkpoint between Koh Kong - which receives between 30,000 and 50,000 visitors a year - and the Thai border city of Trat needs to be upgraded, Phouthang said, adding that he hopes to attract other investment as well with the creation of a special economic zone (SEZ).
   In Sihanoukville that - so Khon hopes - will become home to Cambodia's second-largest airport, plans are underway to expand the country's only deepwater port with the hopes of attracting more sea-borne commerce. Prime Minister Hun Sen has also announced that several power plants and more SEZs were planned for Sihanoukville.
   Tourism officials in Kep, Cambodia's one-time Riviera that had been reduced to a collection of crab shacks and abandoned '60s-era villas, stressed the need to retain some of the quiet charm that has made the town a favourite for those hoping to escape the increasingly crowded beaches in Sihanoukville. While some small, luxury resorts are turning Kep into a high-end weekend getaway, Tourism Department director Chhay Khoeun said, "We will not develop Kep into a big hotel or resort town ... we want to keep Kep as a natural place for tourists."
   Environmental watchdogs, however, questioned how the K-4 development would juggle environmental protection with its economic ambitions, pointing out that waste management at the country’s multitude of tourist destinations was already a problem.
   But Tourism Minister Thong Khon said his ministry was aware of environmental concerns stemming from the country’s rapid growth and was trying to encourage eco-friendly tourism projects through an award system for environmentally conscious developers.   ( 

CITIZENS OPPOSE RATANAKKIRI AIRPORT EXPANSION

[Phnom Penh Post: 12.6.08; The Age: 13.6.08] – BANLUNG residents facing eviction by the Ratanakkiri Airport expansion have threatened a protest that could disrupt the multi-million-dollar renovations which are hoped to boost tourism to the isolated northeastern province.

   Chum Rithy, whose home is among the dozens which are likely to be lost as the airport is enlarged, said authorities had earlier agreed to pay compensation. But later they backtracked, saying they would only provide payouts for those holding land titles. "We do not object to the development plan but we can't leave the land with nothing," he said, adding, "We will not agree to leave without proper compensation." 
   Most of the disputed land was bought from ethnic minority villagers, Rithy said, and is largely undocumented. "I don't have a land title but I have the recognition paper from the commune authority," Rithy said.

   So Thy, another resident facing eviction, said he did not know if he would be compensated for his 3,350 sq-m plot because local authorities had not discussed the matter with him. "If there is no compensation, then we will protest," Thy said. "I have a recognition letter from commune authority so they have to pay the market price."

   Ratanakkiri Airport opened in 1965 but has been closed for the past two years in preparation for upgrades after a plane operated by local carrier PMT Air skidded off the runway in 2005.

   Sinn Chan Sereyvutha, who is managing the Ratanakkiri Airport upgrade on behalf of the State Secretariat of Civil Aviation, said it is hoped that the expansion will kick-start a tourism boom in the Northeast. He explained the runway will be paved with bitumen and extended from 1,300 meters to 1,500 meters, a terminal for arrivals and departures will be built and improved safety equipment will be installed.

   The project is targeted for completion in early 2010 and will cost more than US$5 million, Chan Sereyvutha said, adding that the Asian Development Bank would provide a loan for 70 per cent of expenses with the government paying the remaining 30 per cent. The Ratanakkiri airstrip will become Cambodia's fourth tourism-focused airport, following airports in Phnom Penh, Siem Reap and Sihanoukville. It will initially service flights from Phnom Penh and Siem Reap.
   Ratanakkiri tourism director Tra Nuth Sean said provincial authorities had been trying to solve issues of land compensation since September 2007 and wanted the brewing dispute settled before construction on the airport begins this October. 

   Human rights activists have pointed out that the recent tourism boom is having a negative impact particularly on the ethnic minorities. All over Cambodia, there has been a rush of foreign investment in real estate and tourism-related business, often cutting into traditional tribal land, with no tangible benefit to the people living there. Prime Minister Hun Sen and his ruling Cambodian People's Party, buoyed by the tourism boom, last year smoothed the way for investors to form 100 per cent foreign-owned companies that can buy real estate outright.

   "Neither the central government nor local officials consider the impacts on minority groups when awarding land concessions to local companies," said Pen Bunna, the Ratanakkiri coordinator for the Cambodian rights group Adhoc, adding recent protests by ethnic minorities had been effectively made illegal by regional authorities.   (
Special Report

THE TONLE SAP – A CASE FOR LOCALIZING CLIMATE-CHANGE RESEARCH

Scientists are studying what it means for the one million floating residents of the Tonle Sap Lake when global temperatures rise. The following is edited from a report by David Montero [Christian Science Monitor: 6.6.08]

Nam Lai, a carpenter in this remote corner of Cambodia, remembers when it was easy to park his movable houseboat on the Tonle Sap Lake where he lives. But now, it’s getting harder to find a suitable spot for his small barge. “I have to move the house farther and farther from the shore,” he says.

   For years, the one million inhabitants of the lake – Southeast Asia’s largest freshwater body – have lived a mobile existence to keep step with the seasonal ebbs and flows brought on by monsoons and melting Himalayan snows that expand the lake to five times its normal size. But many villagers say the deeper waters needed to park their houseboats are harder to find as the summers get hotter and the lake’s water level drops.

   Lai’s observations, together with evidence of climate change’s impact on other fisheries around the world, has scientists deeply concerned that Tonle Sap Lake – one of the world’s most fragile ecosystems and one of its most productive fisheries – is also under threat. The lake is essential to Cambodia’s food supply, its fish providing 60 per cent of the country’s protein, while supporting the livelihoods of about 12 per cent of its people.

   The problem is, nobody knows the impact of climate change for sure – even the teams that have come to find out from as far away as Finland. “There’s a whole area of science that needs to relate climate and physical change to people and social changes – to identify relationships between physical changes and social consequences,” says Eric Baran, research scientist at the Phnom Penh office of the World Fish Center, a research organization headquartered in Malaysia.

   The Cambodian government has begun to look at the problem, creating a climate-change office in 2003 and undertaking a climate-change vulnerability assessment in 2001. But neither of those measures has focused specifically on the Tonle Sap Lake. 
   It’s not yet clear whether climate change or other factors are responsible for the problems the Tonle Sap is exhibiting – such as reduced fish yield. Floating gas-station owner Sinan San has seen the effects firsthand. Her main customers – fishermen – are no longer able to make good catches, and her earnings have dried up since 2004.

   “The number of fishermen has decreased because there are less fish, and they move to upland for their livelihood. They say fish are getting smaller and smaller,” she says. Scientists agree, saying overfishing, poor management, and unfair laws have led to a sharp decrease in the number and size of the lake’s fish.

   The declining fish are just one variable in a host of factors that threaten to affect the lake’s hydrology, further exposing it to the risks of climate change. “Many factors will have impacts on the hydrological regime of the Mekong Basin and on the Tonle Sap Lake’s ecosystem,” Timo Menniken, an adviser to the Mekong River Commission Secretariat in Vientiane, Laos, said. “These include general rapid economic development, the ongoing development of hydropower schemes along the upper reaches of the Lancang-Mekong, the proposed development of hydropower schemes on tributaries and the mainstream in the lower basin, the indications of groundwater depletion and water pollution caused … by the tourism industry, and plans for oil exploration in the Tonle Sap Basin.”

   Another factor is accelerated glacier runoff. “The hydrology can be affected by the melting away of mountain snows in Tibet. You may see water levels rise, which would cause salinity levels to rise,” says Neou Bonheur, the project director of the Ministry of Environment’s Tonle Sap Environment Management Project. “We just don’t know. There are a wide range of areas that we need to set up and observe.”   (
LAOS

NAM THEUN 2 DAM: READY FOR FLOODING?
The US$1.45 billion Nam Theun 2 Hydropower Project has been marked as a model dam project and a panacea for Laos cash-strapped economy. But villagers are losing farmlands, forests and fisheries on which they depend -  and often they receive too little, too late in return. Among other things, foreign experts have offered ‘ecotourism’ as compensation for economic losses. But will the more than 6,000 indigenous people who have been displaced because of the dam construction ultimately be better off, as the Lao government, the dam developers, the Asian Development Bank (ADB)  and the World Bank contend? Supalak G Khundee reports. 
[The Nation: 19.6.08; International Rivers Network: June 2008]

The operator of the Nam Theun II hydropower dam in Laos plans is set to shut the dam's watergates to fill its reservoir, amid concerns it is behind in its livelihood programme and it lacks environment protection. The flooding of the 450 sq-kms is to reserve water for generating 1,070 megawatts of electricity, to be mostly sold to Thailand next year.

   The project directly affects 6,200 people living on the Nakai Plateau where the dam is located. They have been relocated from villages that will be submerged soon. The 13th report by the International Environmental and Social Panel of Experts (POE) in February said overall living standards had fallen. Most villages appear affected and the conditions can be expected to stagnate or decline further during most of this year because of delays in implementing a "livelihood programme".

   The POE was employed as an adviser to the Laos government to monitor social and environmental impact at the dam. "A further decline is likely if the dam shuts because the settlers will be unable to cultivate draw-down areas for rice during the rainy season this year," said their report. "Buffaloes are dying of disease and there are cases of starvation at many villages and a drop in employment opportunities associated with the construction of the project." 
   General concerns for filling the reservoir are biomass clearance and water quality. Decomposing biomass in flooded areas could spoil water quality. Degraded water quality was observed as levels of dissolved oxygen dropped. 

   The dam's developer has cleared 1,500 ha of biomass but shortly before filling the reservoir, an additional 1,500 ha also required clearance but that has not been done, said conservationist Shannon Lawrence, director of the International Rivers Network's Lao Programme. Decomposing matter is not the only problem associated with dams. In many cases, hydropower dams can emit greenhouse gas, contributing to global warming, she said.
   There are many problems in downstream areas raised by the panel of experts and they had not yet been addressed by the developers, Lawrence said. Due to its design, the hydropower plant would not release water from its turbine to the same river but to another basin at Xe Bang Fai where some 25,000 to 120,000 people could be affected. High water levels caused by the dam could result in flood, which takes place every two or three years in the basin. The dam developer allocated US$ 16 million in total resources to help relieve the impact but it may not be adequate. The real cost should be US$80 million to US$100 million, said Lawrence . 

   The panel of experts urged the ADB, one of the major financiers, to commit more resources with emphasis on flood management and dry season irrigation.   ( 

THAILAND

MEDICAL TOURISM A THREAT TO PUBLIC HEALTHCARE

[The Nation: 15.5.08; 4.6.08; ] – WELL-RESPECTED Thai economist, Ammar Siamwalla, recently went straight to the heart of the matter when he said that Thailand's attempt to promote itself as an international medical hub to serve foreign patients could undermine its public health system, on which the great majority of Thai people rely for their well-being. Brain drain, or the migration of doctors from public hospitals to private healthcare establishments, which offer pay that is up to 200-300 per cent higher, was highlighted as one of a number of serious threats to the country's public health system. Provocatively, the economist then gave an example of possible solutions by suggesting that a special tax of up to 30 per cent, on top of the value-added tax, should be imposed on foreigners seeking medical services in Thailand. 

   The idea of making Thailand the medical hub of Asia was the brainchild of former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra. It is based on the supposedly win-win proposition that by persuading patients from other countries to travel to the country for medical services, thousands of well-paid jobs would be created for Thai doctors, nurses and other health workers, while earning millions of dollar's worth of hard currency.  

   The problem is that the possible adverse effects of such a scheme - especially the huge costs to the public health system - have been grossly underplayed. The medical hub scheme is based on the assumption that Thailand has an excess healthcare capacity that can be commercially exploited without having a negative impact on the country's overall medical services, which is not true. 

   Even Thailand’s Centre of Excellence for Life Sciences (TCELS) that has been promoting medical tourism, now acknowledges the problems. TCELS president Dr Pornchai Matangkhasombat said a new challenge for the Centre was on how to retain the public healthcare system. "We can't go further than this. We have 2 million foreign patients [annually] already, and it is affecting the country's healthcare. Private hospitals have sucked human health resources from public hospitals. Even medical schools have lost their top experts," he said.

   A Public Health Ministry study predicts that in 2015, the number of outpatients will increase to 8 million and inpatients to 400,000, due to the controversial medical-tourism scheme. This will require an additional 176 to 303 physicians. "The private sector will consume a large number of physicians and cause shortages for public hospitals," said Thinakorn Noree, who conducted the study.

   Yet, private hospital operators oppose Ammar's recommendation of imposing a special tax on foreign patients' medical bills. They say Thailand could lose its competitiveness in the battle to become a regional medical hub. "Who would come here if our medical treatment costs were higher than in their original country or our rival nations?" asked Private Hospital Association of Thailand president Aurchat Kanjanapitak. He argued the Kingdom would lose its competitive edge to rivals like Malaysia and Singapore, which at present provide similar-quality services at higher prices.

   But Thana Poopat countered in a commentary in The Nation that the private sector in general and medical tourism in particular must not be allowed to grow unchecked at the expense of the public health system, for the following reasons:

   “The arrival of a large number of healthcare visitors, with higher purchasing power, has crowded out many middleclass Thais who now have to turn to public hospitals for medical services because they can no longer afford private healthcare. That puts an additional burden on the already overworked doctors and nurses in the public hospitals, who are already struggling under the under-funded universal healthcare scheme that serves some 40 million Thais. Proceeds from the proposed special tax can be used to provide better pay for dedicated and hard-working doctors employed by the government to keep them motivated… Thailand's public health system was designed with a socialistic slant, in which the government, as the country's biggest healthcare provider, exercises considerable control of the healthcare industry, with the noble aim to increase equity of access to medical services by the general public.”   ( 

FULL MOON ‘MADNESS’ ON KOH PHANGAN
[wikitravel.org; The Nation: 22.3.08; Bangkok Post: 26.4.08] - FOR the tourists, full moon on Koh Phangan is the signal for a wild and possibly once-in-a-lifetime beach party - for local residents, it means yet another sleepless night. The once-quiet little fisherman's island in the Gulf of Thailand is now world-famous for the full-moon rave parties that can draw 20,000 young travellers - and plenty of money. In fact, there is a great variety of moon-theme parties on Phangan Island, each one touted on loud psychedelic flyers and posters all over the island - the Half Moon, the Black Moon, the Shiva Moon - and each one a bacchanal of all-night techno music, half-naked foreigners and unabashed drug and alcohol indulgence. 

   At wikitravel.org, you can read about Koh Phangan: “It is most popular one night a month - the night of the Full Moon Party. Every bar is hopping, the beaches packed with trance, dance, buckets, and various other suspicious substances. However, if the sight of thousands of bottles and other trash repulses you, make sure you leave the beach area before the sun comes up, or grab a garbage bag and help tidy up a little.”

   Wikitravel also includes warnings on how to ‘Stay safe’: “Yes, the Full Moon Party… is full of drugs, but these days it's also full of plainclothes policemen out to bust you. Be very careful if you intend to consume illicit drugs…. Remember that the Thais have harsh penalties for drug offences and the police are working to meet their ‘quota’. Be aware that you may NOT be able to bail yourself out of trouble…, and that bribing Thai police will at least cut a deep hole into your travel budget, if it is possible at all.” It further reads: “It's not a good idea to accept drinks or food from strangers, there are reported incidents of spiked drinks (from both: locals and "fellow" travellers). There have been reports of LSD buckets foisted on unsuspecting partyers in Haad Rin. Drugged drinks are often and unfortunately followed up by robbery, sexual harassment, or even (gang) rapes.”

   The full-moon parties used to be “mad” and lawless enough that huge signs advertising "special mushroom omelettes" and "amphetamine tea" were tolerated, but local police began to occasionally crack down on drugs and other excesses in the mid-1990s. 

   Last November, angry villagers wrote to the provincial governor of Surat Thani, complaining that the parties were depriving more than 100 households of sleep. Most residents are involved in agriculture and everyday commerce and want to get to bed early.   "What's worse is the drug dealers who hang around the guesthouses pushing marijuana to the tourists on party nights," they said, adding that crime was becoming rampant and more sober-minded tourists were shunning the island.

   Then in March, police eventually began to shut Koh Phangan's rave parties early. Residents took this as a signal that someone was listening to their complaints - and a good precedent for future protests. "The governor of Surat Thani is concerned about the complaints," said Colonel Wuthichai Hanhaboon, then police chief of Koh Phangan, "so the police stopped several parties and ensured that the revellers would cause no trouble."

   But these actions were apparently not enough to satisfy high-ranked officials, and police chief Wuthichai was was sacked in April as he had failed to effectively curb the rising crime on the island. 
   The local police had come under increased pressure to rein in what has been called “madness” at the notorious moon parties, which cost two foreign tourists’ lives in March alone. A young Indian man was killed after intervening in a nasty fight on Had Rin Beach that almost claimed the life of a local teenager as well. Chetan Dadhwal, was stabbed with a metal scrapper, allegedly by a local youth aged just 14. Meanwhile, a Scottish man died in a motorbike accident, which some also blamed on lax policing after a party. Stephen Paterson, who was on a six-month backpacking trip around the world, crashed into a metal pole while riding through a local village after the Full Moon party.  

   Moreover, it was alleged that local police had failed to arrest suspects in crime cases, including murderers and men raping foreign women. Officers were also accused of getting bribes from some foreign tourists in exchange for not arresting them for marijuana possession. Another case involving Koh Phangan tourists was the disappearance of Daniel Christian Hall, a British national who joined a full moon party in February. A press release circulated by a group of Daniel’s friends said, ''It seems to be accepted common knowledge that this place [Koh Phangan] has spiralled totally out of control, and yet nothing appears to be being done about it.''    Have the authorities finally learned a lesson from this?   ( 

VIETNAM

LARGEST TOURISM PROJECT APPROVED

[VietnamNetBridge: 24.5.08] - THE Canada-based Asian Coast Development Ltd (ACDL) was set for the construction of a US$4.2-billion resort on 24 May, just one day after getting a license for Vietnam’s largest tourism venture. The Ho Tram Tourist Site will be built in the southern coastal province of Ba Ria-Vung Tau and have 9,000 luxury rooms and an entertainment site.
   Once put into operation during the third quarter of 2010, the first phase of the project will see a five-star hotel with 1,100 rooms and a casino. The second phase will be completed by 2011 with construction of a luxurious resort, a casino, 10 restaurants and a night club. Construction of the entire project is scheduled to take 10 years. ACDL’s CEO Paul Steelman described the project as one of their best opportunities for its location by one of the world’s most beautiful and cleanest beaches.
   The country has moved up from the sixth to the fourth place in the World Travel and Tourism Council’s ranking in regard to the world’s fastest-growing tourism destinations. The New York Times selected Vietnam as one of the 53 most attractive destinations in 2008.   ( 
GOLF  COURSES SWALLOW FARMLAND, COST JOBS 

[Vietnam News Agency: 23.6.08] - ACCORDING to a recent report by the Vietnam News Agency, the Central Highlands province of Lam Dong is beset with uncertainties about locals’ livelihoods due to proposed golf courses.

   So far, 10 golf course projects have been approved in Lam Dong, taking up 6,551 ha. Local investors are behind six of the projects, with a total registered capital of US$770 million. But out of 10 proposals, only one, in Da Lat, is up and running. Projects in Bao Lam, Don Duong and Duc Trong Districts have only just broken ground.

   Although the golf courses take up huge amounts of land and capital, local governments and residents stand to gain little from them. According to figures released by Sai Gon Giai Phong (Liberated Sai Gon) newspaper, a joint venture company operating an 18-hole golf course covering 71.5 ha by Xuan Huong Lake and two high-end hotels in downtown Da Lat contributed only US$183,178 to State coffers in the first three months of 2008.

   Lam Dong residents are also concerned about the socio-economic impacts of so many new golf courses. Farmers in Don Duong District’s Hiep An Commune will be out of a home and a job when the K’ren Golf Course Project takes over their land. And if the project goes ahead, it will only provide employment to a handful of the displaced.
   According to an official from Bao Lam District, 100 households growing tea will get the boot when a project by Loc Thang Lake gets underway. When finished, the golf course would claim 348 ha of land plus 280 of the lake’s surface area.

   One of locals’ biggest concerns is that only a small portion of land claimed by the projects will be used for golf courses. Investors have earmarked only 19.38 per cent of 5,111 ha for golf courses. The remainder is reserved for luxury hotels, resorts and residential areas far out of local farmers’ reach.

   The VNA article concluded: “Lam Dong authorities can learn a valuable lesson from Long An Province. Last year, Long An received 13 golf course applications but only three were short-listed earlier this year. So far investors have made good on their commitments for only one project.”   (
