new frontiers

Briefing on Tourism, Development and Environment Issues in the Mekong Subregion

Vol. 14, No. 6



                           

  November-December 2008
THE REGION

ECONOMIC MELTDOWN AND TURMOIL IN THAILAND HIT TOURISM

[Agence France Presse: 13.12.08; Phnom Penh Post: 1.12.08; 17.12.08; The Irrawaddy: 18.12.08; KPL-Lao News Agency: 8.12.08; Travel Trade Gazette-Asia: 5-10.12.08] – THE regional tourism industry’s fortunes have plunged deeply in recent weeks. “The local political maelstrom [in Thailand] coupled with the global financial meltdown has lashed its fury on the trade, which is despairing,” said an article in Travel Trade Gazette Asia. 
   Just when industry analysts thought things could not get any worse, Thai tourism sank to a new low when Bangkok’s two airports, Suvarnabhumi and Don Muang, were shut down on 25 and 27 November due to anti-government protests (see also p.7). The effects are being strongly felt in the entire region.

   According to the Lao news agency KPL, Lao Airlines has lost at least US$300,000 because Suvarnbhumi closed for a week. The Bangkok airport is the main gateway linking Thailand and Mekong neighbouring countries to other continents worldwide. Vice Marketing Manager of the Lao Airlines, Sitthideth Duangsitthi said that more than 2,000 passengers of Lao airlines who trapped in Bangkok because of flight cancellations, and many travellers had to change their flights from and to  Laos via Vietnam, Cambodia and Malaysia. 
   In Cambodia’s popular provincial destinations, hotel and guesthouse owners say bookings have dropped as much as 80 per cent over last year's numbers. Operators cite the global economic crisis, political turmoil in Thailand and territorial disputes along the Thai-Cambodian border as the leading causes behind their empty rooms. A staff member at the Angkor Hotel in Siem Reap - Cambodia's prime tourist destination - said the 192-room hotel last year reached 50 to 60 per cent occupancy; but this year's has remained below 40 per cent.
   Cambodia’s Minister of Tourism, Thong Khon, recently said in an interview that his country would lose more than US$100 million in tourism-related revenue if the political situation in Thailand 's capital - a major transit point for visitors to Cambodia - does not improve in the next three months. The minister estimated that 1,500 tourists arrive daily by air and land from Bangkok, accounting for nearly 30 per cent of total travellers.

   The Irrawaddy cited a Rangoon tour company operator as saying the number of tourists visiting Burma had dropped by up to 80 per cent as a result of the global economic crisis and the recent shut-down at Bangkok’s two international airports (see also Burma section, p.3).
    Vietnam has also experienced a major tourism slump so it is set to miss its target of attracting five million international visitors this year as arrivals have dropped off sharply amid the global economic downturn. Hotels and tour operators are struggling and dropping their rates amid the steepest fall in arrivals since the 2003 SARS crisis and then bird flu outbreaks scared tourists away from Vietnam and other Asian destinations. Next year, the tourism sector - which employs more than 10 per cent of Vietnam's workforce - faces zero growth or worse, the minister for culture, sports and tourism, Hoang Tuan Anh, recently warned at a Hanoi conference.

   In October, fewer than 300,000 international visitors arrived in Vietnam, a drop of almost 12 per cent on October last year, according to Vietnam National Administration (VNAT) figures. Following the shutdown of Thailand's airports in November, arrivals were down 22 per cent year-on-year. 

   Despite strong growth rates early in 2008, only 3.87 million tourists had come to Vietnam in the year to November, with arrivals from the United States, Japan, South Korea and Taiwan all down, the tourism ministry said. Officials forecast arrivals in 2009 will fall 20 to 30 per cent from 2008 as a result of the global economic crisis.   ( 
THE UNDERSIDE OF ECONOMIC TRANSFORMATION IN THE GMS

Over the last 16 years, the Asian Development Bank’s (ADB) Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) programme has been central to reshaping the economic and political landscape in the Mekong Basin area. From the beginning, tourism development was declared a flagship project of the GMS initiative. The ADB claims tourism helps to create jobs for the poor while protecting the environment, ethnic groups, and minorities. In October, it provided US$20 million for a new project to further boost GMS tourism. “The contribution of tourism to the GMS economy has increased significantly in the past decade, creating new opportunities for economic growth and poverty reduction,” Alfredo Perdiguero, senior economist of ADB’s Southeast Asia Department, was quoted as saying in an ADP press release [ADB: 18.10.08]. However, critics say  the ADB’s approach to tackle poverty among the rural poor  is seriously flawed. The following summarizes the findings of a report produced by Jonathan Cornford and Nathanial Matthews for Oxfam Australia, which questions the so-called ‘success story’ of the GMS programme 
[Oxfam Australia; Watershed Magazine, Nov. 2008].

T

he GMS initiative was launched in 1992 with a bold economic vision for the six Mekong countries to create a single borderless economy. This was in the days before the Bank developed “the single overarching goal of eliminating poverty”, when the language was unashamedly growth, growth and growth! 

From the beginning, the focus of the GMS programme has been to facilitate the free flow of goods, capital and people by putting in place the necessary hardwiring – roads, power plants and transmission lines. Accompanying this, there has been a range of technical assistance projects and policy interventions promoting the role of the private sector liberalizing regional trade and investment, and promoting export-oriented natural resource exploitation.

   Despite the mass of words that have been generated by the GMS programme about poverty, environment and sustainability, a quick look at the projects demonstrates that it has first and foremost been a programme for building roads and dams. There has been an absolute dominance of loans in the transport and energy sector, overall constituting 98 per cent of loans over the life of the programme. This has financed such well known and controversial projects as the Theun-Hinboun, Nam Theun 2 and Nam Leuk dams, and cross-border highways such as the East-West Corridor, the North-South Corridor and the Southern Corridor.

   When looking at the actual experiences of people who are considered poor, the story is quite different to that being proclaimed by the ADB. A plethora of studies reveals a disturbingly consistent picture of the impact of rapid economic development in the Mekong – one that suggests local communities, especially those of the region’s many ethnic minorities, are paying a high price. The Oxfam study points out eight themes to show as to how the ADB’s GMS policies have affected rural communities and Indigenous Peoples:

   (1) The single greatest determinant of vulnerability in the face of economic change in the Mekong Region is ethnicity. Ethnic minorities in the Mekong area are the most affected by changes in the natural resource base; an inability to compete in new agriculture and new commerce; and rapid cultural change. While members of ethnic majority populations – the Lao in Laos, the Khmer in Cambodia and the Kinh in Vietnam - can also be affected by these changes, and many are, ethnic minority groups are nearly always affected.

   (2) The second greatest determinant of vulnerability in the face of economic change is the level of dependence on natural resources (especially forests and rivers). Those who are most dependent on natural resources are the group under the most pressure from rapid external incursion on resources (in the form of logging, land concessions, mining, hydropower), and also the group least able to adapt to the new market economy.

   (3) The ability of natural resources to continue to support poor people’s livelihoods in the Mekong is at a crisis point. Forests and rivers are in a state of rapid ecological decline caused by human over-exploitation. Some of this has been an inevitable corollary of rapid population growth, however, a large part has resulted from the establishment of private (commercial) tenure rights over common property resources, such as through commercial logging, plantations, commercial fishing lots and hydropower dams. Moreover, such a shift in resource tenure serves to deny poor people access to resources they depend on for livelihoods. 

   (4) For many subsistence agriculturalists, especially for many ethnic minorities, the transition to modern agriculture is extremely difficult and perilous. There are multiple obstacles when attempting this transition, such as lack of suitable land; insufficient knowledge of the new techniques; unfamiliarity with managing credit and lack of access to non-exploitative credit; inexperience in commercial negotiation and lack of commercial networks; and finally the volatile nature of markets themselves.

   (5) The transition to modernized and commercialized forms of agriculture can serve to disempower women’s roles in agriculture. Many traditional cultures have sophisticated divisions of labour between men and women which ensure women play an important role in livelihood decision-making. By contrast, modern land certificates, availability of training and commercial negotiation tend to entrench the male with greater power as the head of the household. Agricultural wage labour tends to have significant differentiation of remuneration between men and women.

   (6) Opportunities for commercial agriculture and trading tend to be dominated by outsiders and in-migrants, while ethnic minorities tend to be relegated to the lowest rung of the new economic structure. Familiarity with commerce, extensive social networks and good connections with government administration give the majority populations an enormous competitive advantage over minority groups. Minority groups tend to enter the market late and are dependent on external credit, technical know-how and marketing.

   (7) For many ethnic minority groups, especially shifting cultivators, the loss of traditional agriculture is in effect a loss of culture. Much about traditional cultures, from religious rituals and festivals, to food taboos and gender relations, is based around locally-specific livelihood systems. When these no longer become viable, many other dimensions of cultural identity and practice are also unsettled.

   (8) The loss of culture, or rapid change in culture, is primary to the experience of poverty in the Mekong. Cultural upheaval often results in social dislocation, psychological trauma and increased health risks. It can create a sense of deep hopelessness and despondency among minority groups.   (
UN-ESCAP’S TOURISM UNIT SHUTTING DOWN

[Bangkok Post: 15.12.08] - THE UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia-Pacific (UN ESCAP) is preparing to shut down its tourism unit in January, reported the Bangkok Post’s Travel Monitor. The unit is attached to the Transport Division. Ryuji Yamakawa, who has headed it for the past 20 years, is to retire. 

   The closure is part of the major restructuring at ESCAP being carried out by executive secretary Noeleen Heyzer, who reportedly could not see how tourism fitted in with the wider objectives and activities of ESCAP. According to Travel Monitor, vain efforts were made to convince her that tourism, as a major job creator and foreign-exchange earner, had the potential to contribute to the UN Millennium Development Goals: alleviate poverty, create jobs for women, protect the environment and narrow the urban-rural economic divide. 

   ESCAP’s tourism unit was the first institution in the Asia Pacific that initiated studies to measure the economic impact of tourism. In the 1990s, it worked with the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) to develop the framework for tourism promotion in the Greater Mekong Subregion. 

   The unit began to lose importance and influence after the Japanese government, one of its major donors in the early days, cut back on funding. The only remaining UN-related tourism grouping will now be the UN World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) which is based in Madrid but has an Asia-Pacific office in Japan.    (
BURMA

IS THE TOURISM INDUSTRY STILL ALIVE?

[Mizzima Online: 25.11.08; 18.12.08; The Irrawaddy: 18.12.08] - ACCORDING to Mizzima news, Burma tourism “shows signs of life”, after suffering serious losses in the aftermath of May's Cyclone Nargis and last year's Saffron Revolution. But the number of visitors entering Burma through Rangoon airport only reached 11,245 in September and 17,848 as of the end of October, according to official sources.

   "Though it has picked up a little bit, the number of visitors is not encouraging. We hope the number will rise further in the coming months," an official from the Hotel and Tourism Department said.
   Most visitors are from China, Japan, Thailand and Korea – taking into account border crossings in addition to the country's international air hub. However, the US and European markets take the lion's share of the Burmese tourism profit market, up to 70 per cent.
   Hotels in Ngapali beach are almost empty. "Sandoway Hotel in Ngapali beach had to close their business last month as there were no visitors. They could reopen their hotel only this month with a few visitors," commented the official.
   Other hotels in Ngapali have had to conduct sale promotions to try and make ends meet. "We are giving special prices and room rates to our customers now. The number of visitors rose slightly [in recent months] but could not catch up to the records of previous years," said a staff at Sandoway Resort.
   Meanwhile, 84 tour and travel companies have been stripped off of their license by Burma's directorate of Hotels and Tourism for failing to renew their license, officials recently said. The 84 tour companies are smaller operators among the over 500 tour companies operating in Burma. "These companies are the ones that failed to report for more than two years, and defaulted in paying taxes," said an official at the directorate office of Hotels and tourism in Naypyitaw, Burma's new capital. 

    Tour companies in Burma experienced a boom since mid-1990s, with the country receiving large numbers of foreign tourists. The lucrative business attracted private tour operators who rushed to apply for licenses and effectively conducted tour operations. However, the tourism industry suffered a jolt following the September 2007 monk-led protests, and smaller companies faced difficult times. Besides, more and more tourists avoided visiting Burma, when in May the ruling junta responded poorly to a natural disaster - Cyclone Nargis - that swept through Burma's coastal divisions of Rangoon and Irrawaddy. Several private tour companies and smaller agencies folded up as the tourism business slid into doldrums.
    A government plan to cash in on tourist trips to the cyclone-devastated Irrawaddy delta region has failed because of restrictions placed on travellers there, The Irrawaddy reported. Problems have arisen as foreign visitors for tours to the delta have to state the purpose of their travel and are told any donations or material aid they intend giving to cyclone victims must be handed to the authorities. A guide working for a Rangoon tour company said that many tourists refused to agree to the conditions and cancelled their travel plans.

    Burma’s Ministry of Hotels and Tourism had organized a day trip to the delta costing US$20, but a number of operators, including the Exotissimo Travel Co, had struck the tour from their programs.   (


BURMA CAMPAIGN UK PUBLISHES THE BIGGEST ‘DIRTY LIST’ EVER

[Burma Campaign-UK: 11.12.08] – THIRTY new companies have been added to the ‘Dirty List’ published on 11 December by the Burma Campaign UK. A total of 170 companies feature on the new list. The ‘Dirty List' exposes companies that are directly or indirectly helping to finance Burma's brutal military dictatorship. 

   "To those that claim investment aids the people of Burma, the evidence shows the opposite is true. As investment has increased, the human rights situation has deteriorated," said Johnny Chatterton, Campaigns Officer at the Burma Campaign UK. 

   The human rights situation in Burma has deteriorated in Burma in the past year as the number of political prisoners has doubled to 2,100, and the regime continues to conduct military offensives against ethnic minorities.

    According to Burma Campaign UK, the current sanctions programme fails to stop companies that invest in Burma from using financial, insurance and legal services from inside the European Union. Therefore, activists are calling for a rolling series of targeted sanctions, including banning all investment, sanctions on banking and financial transactions, and a ban of insurance companies providing cover for Burma. 
   Major companies named and shamed on the list include: Toyota, Qantas, TOTAL Oil, Orient Express, Kuoni, TUI, Schlumberger, BBC Worldwide, Lonely Planet Daewoo, China National Offshore Oil Corp, and Hutchison Whampoa, owner of 3 Mobile.
   The new companies added to the list are the result of new information and an influx of new investment in Burma: 

- 34 companies on the list are in the oil & gas sector;

- 28 companies are in the hydroelectricity sector;

- and the majority, namely 57 companies, are in the tourism sector - either operating tours to Burma or promoting tourism through guides.   (
ILLEGAL ELEPHANT TRADE ON THE RISE

[Mizzima Online: 12.12.08] – WITH at least 250 elephants and ivory being smuggled out of Burma in a decade, the country faces a sharp decrease of its pachyderm population, a new report reveals. The report published by the wildlife trade monitoring network TRAFFIC, said being the centre of an illegal trade for elephants and ivory, Burma is losing out on the precious animals.  
   Chris R. Shepherd, TRAFFIC's Southeast Asia Senior Programme Officer, said, "The elephant population in Myanmar [Burma] is declining due to poaching and illegal cross-border trade." Citing traders involved in the illegal trade, Shepherd said most elephants are smuggled out to neighbouring Thailand, to be used in trekking in the tourism industry and for entertainment. "Females and juvenile elephants are particularly targeted to meet the demand from the tourism industry in Thailand, where they are put to work in elephant trekking centres," the report said.

   The TRAFFIC report said, in its survey of 14 markets in Burma and three border markets in Thailand and China, it found that at least 9,000 pieces of ivory and 16 whole tusks had been illegally put up for sale.

   Among the different routes along the international border, Chris said, the Three Pagodas pass road, one of the Thai-Burmese border checkpoints, is the main gateway through which the traders illegally smuggle out elephants and ivory to Thailand. While traders use various means to transport the elephants, some openly use trucks to carry live elephants through the border, Chris added. The report said, beside the traders, government officials also have a nexus in smuggling the elephants by accepting bribes from the traders.  

   Chris warned regional governments that there will be a serious impact on conservation of elephants in Asia unless a proper control system is put in place in order to curb the ongoing illegal trading of wildlife.
   According to a TRAFFIC survey conducted since 2006, there are still approximately 4000 to 5000 wild elephants in Burma, largely located in the country’s central plain.   (
CAMBODIA

THE CULTURAL IMPACTS OF TOURISM AT ANGKOR

[Phnom Penh Post: 4.12.08] - AT a recent meeting of academics, ambassadors, and government members in Siem Reap, Georgina Lloyd, a researcher from the University of Sydney and fellow for the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in Siem Reap, gave a lecture on how intangible cultural heritage - or the knowledge, beliefs, rituals and traditional practices of a culture - are often ignored when a site is planned, restored, excavated and presented to tourists. 
   "There is a complex belief structure tied to Angkor and many local inhabitants believe that guardian spirits still reside in the temples today," she said. "Yet, there is a complete lack of awareness of the contemporary meaning of Angkor."

   Lloyd gave examples of tourists who, completely oblivious to the contemporary spiritual significance of Angkor, fail to remove their shoes and hats, and who step over Cambodians making offerings. "We know Angkor is not a dead site, so why should it be presented as the Angkor archaeological site," she asked.  

   The intangible cultural heritage surrounding the temples is not only often ignored by tourists but, Lloyd believes, has also been dismissed by the Cambodian government. "There is a perceived conflict between tourism and the activities of the local community," she said. 
   As a result, certain cultural practices have been banned.  Lloyd said she found that "monks have been specifically told not to disturb tourists by entering the temple to learn the dharma". In addition, no one inside Angkor Wat is allowed "to build stupas for families, conduct ordination processions or build new structures," she said. She added several Cambodians had told her they had been informed that they were "in the way of the tourists" when they burn incense at the temples.
   The links between the ancient Angkorian landscape and contemporary agricultural practices are also being lost, Lloyd said, noting there were bans on growing rice and fishing in areas surrounding the temples. "Often laws and decrees are passed that affect Angkor without paying attention to the local community," she said.   (
ANTI-SLAVERY ROCK CONCERT AT ANGKOR WAT

[Agence France Presse: 7.12.08]  — THE first rock concert in history recently took place at Cambodia's Angkor Wat, with some 1,200 fans of all ages, watching the London-based rock group Placebo backed by musicians from Cambodia and across the world. The concert was in support of a campaign against human trafficking.   

   "I cannot believe that in a supposedly civilized world this kind of heinous form of modern slavery still exists, and I truly believe that we can all do something to stop this," said frontman Brian Molko. "It all starts with caring and compassion."   Placebo had met women from a shelter for victims of trafficking before Sunday's concert, an experience lead singer Brian Molko described as "devastating".

   Organizer MTV Exit - an anti-trafficking campaign group which operates under the aegis of music channel MTV - transformed the ancient Khmer ruins into an open-air rock venue with 15 tonnes of lighting and sound equipment flown in from as far away as Singapore. Three of the five 12th-century minarets were lit against the night sky as graphics showcasing MTV Exit's campaign were projected against a towering fountain of water.

   Local hip-hop duo Phou Klaing got the audience to its feet with a set of crowd-pleasers while US band The Click Five were applauded wildly for a rousing performance. "When you have some kind of influence the best thing you can do is use it for a cause like this," said the band's keyboard player Ben Romans.

   Smoke swirled around the stage as the show began with traditional Khmer Apsara dancing following a speech by the country's tourism minister, Thong Khon. "We believe that the concert taking place in this historical tourist location will... send a strong message to the world that Cambodia is not a child sex tourism destination," the minister told the audience.

   The concert was part of a series of music shows in Cambodia organized by MTV Exit with funding from the US Agency for International Development (US AID) to raise awareness in young people about human trafficking in the region.  “Let's not forget why we are here - millions of people are currently living in slavery as a result of being trafficked. This is a grotesque human rights abuse and we must all act to stop it," MTV Exit campaign director Simon Goff told the crowd.

 Notwithstanding the good intentions, the question remains whether the organizer and the participants in the event were aware that the serenity of Angkor – Cambodia’s most sacred site – would be disturbed by the noisy rock concert. (
SEX WORKERS FLOCKING TO RATANAKKIRI

[Phnom Penh Post: 17.12.08] - THE number of sex workers in the isolated province of Ratanakkiri has risen sharply, hotel managers and health officials there say, during a year in which police in urban centres launched aggressive, and often violent, campaigns to wipe out street-based prostitution. 
   "They [sex workers] moved to Ratanakkiri from Phnom Penh and other provinces where their careers were banned," said Lanh Ra, who heads the government's HIV/Aids program in the province. "They moved here because so far in Ratanakkiri there has not been any action by the police to punish - directly or indirectly - sex workers. I haven't seen any brothel or karaoke club closed." 
   Lanh Ra said the rise in the numbers of sex workers has also exposed the province's residents to increased risks of contracting HIV and other sexually transmitted diseases. He added, "Already, we've noticed a 10 per cent increase in the number of people living with HIV/Aids compared to the number last year." 
   Mer Veasna said the number of sex workers meeting customers at the Sesan guesthouse he manages in the province's capital, Banlung, has doubled  - a trend also observed by Keo Vey, the manager of the nearby Kimorakat Hotel. Most of the new faces, they said, had recently arrived from nearby provinces or Phnom Penh. 
   In February this year, a new US-backed anti-trafficking law came into force. The legislation seeks to stop human trafficking by criminalizing the sex industry as a whole, leading to police raids across the capital. Many observers have condemned the raids, saying they have given the police license to rape and rob vulnerable sex workers.   (
LAOS

NEW VIENTIANE INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT PLANNED

[Xinhua Net: 8.12.08] - THE Lao government has granted a license to the Booyoung Company of South Korea to carry out a feasibility study for the proposed Vientiane International Airport, the Lao newspaper Vientiane Times recently reported. The agreement was signed in Vientiane by Lao Minister of Public Works and Transport Sommath Pholsena and Booyoung's chairman Lee Joong-Keun. 

    It is hoped the new airport, to be built on a 5,000-hectare site in Xaythany district, will benefit the Lao economy and particularly the tourism industry as the existing international airport is no suitable, said Inthanousone Sisanonh, Lao Civil Aviation Department Director General. 

    The construction of the new airport was to be completed in 2015. The Lao existing international airport would be used for another purpose; it could become an airfield for use by government leaders' planes or be used by local pilots' training school that the government plans to build, said Inthanousone.   (
SAVING HISTORY FROM A TOURIST ONSLAUGHT 

[The Age (Australia): 3.12.08; Australian Institute of Landscape Architects (AILA) website] - THE remote town of Viengxay in north-eastern Laos is facing an insidious planning problem — tourists.

   One of the most bombed areas on earth, it was here that as many as 23,000 people sought shelter from US attacks for more than nine years in an extensive network of limestone caves. The remarkable story of the caves at Viengxay, which once contained hospitals, a crude supermarket, factories to make communist uniforms and a “theatre cave", has begun to draw international tourists, and with them a rash of ad hoc buildings and developments.

   In an attempt to save Viengxay from becoming another tourist trap on the Mekong, Melbourne consultancy Hansen is now helping local authorities to resist invasive hotel developers, save farmland, and maintain a genuine culture by creating a town master plan.

   "The landscape basically saved these people from obliteration," project leader Craig Czarny said. "The government wants people to come to Viengxay to learn about the place, but the great fear is that the incoming tourism dollar will compromise what they have. We came up with a shared vision to stop that." 

   He said the aim was not to prescribe a preconceived idea, but to train and work closely with the local government.

   "Viengxay is an extremely poor place and the tourism dollar is perceived as a way that the government can get people to be more prosperous and be more in control of their own means and ways," he said. "So it was important that we didn't just go there and prepare the plan."

   Hansen helped train six Lao officials in town planning and landscape and land management. The team spent three weeks in the remote township.  "Viengxay is bloody hard to get to," Mr Czarny said. "It's a day-and-a-half car ride over mountain ranges. You walk in there with computers and printers ready to work, then find out you only have power for a couple of hours a day. All of our plans had to be drawn by hand."  

   The Hansen team have been awarded the highest honour of the Australian Institute of Landscape Architects — the Victoria Medal. They also won the plaudits of the UN tourism body and the SNV Netherlands Development Organization that together funded the project. It is seen as an example of a participatory approach to landscape planning which can be applied in towns and cities worldwide where similar ethically sensitive issues are increasingly to be encountered.   (
THAILAND

LAND OF DISAPPEARING SMILES

[Bangkok Post: 3.12.08; 7.12.08; 15.12.08; Travel Trade Gazette Asia: 5.-10.12.08; Associated Press: 17.12.08] - THE Thai political crisis will have far-reaching implications for the tourism industry as investors and tourists shy away from what they see as a land in turmoil. 

   Thailand's regional competitors are casting a fiscal eye over the troubled country as it lurches from one political crisis to the next. Food and textile exporters, car manufacturers, golfers, scuba divers, bankers and airlines are just a handful of industries that are affected, after the latest chaotic event jeopardized the country. But against the backdrop of slowing global economic growth and looming recession in many developed countries, there are also deep-seated fears on a broader level that turmoil in Thailand is putting the entire region's reputation at risk. This was largely because of its image abroad where Thailand holds a prominent place in the Western mindset as the centre of South East Asian culture, prosperity and relative stability. 
   In September, Thailand already suffered a drop of 13 per cent in direct arrivals to Phuket Airport as a result of the brief airport closure by protestors in end-August. Suvarnabhumi Airport suffered a 21 per cent drop in September and 12 per cent in October due to the two-week emergency rule in September, and violent clashes during the two months (see also new frontiers 14[5]). 
   Protests and sometimes violent clashes between pro and anti-government forces recently reached a fresh peak when thousands of protesters stormed Bangkok's two airports, Suvarnabhumi and Don Mueang. Subsequently, air links with the capital were cut for eight days, leaving 350,000 people stranded. The siege ended when a court stripped Somchai Wongsawat of his post as prime minister and outlawed the ruling People Power party (PPP), which holds close ties with ousted prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra.  
   Sondhi Limthongkul, media mogul and co-founder of the People's Alliance for Democracy (PAD), immediately halted the 192-day campaign aimed at ousting the government but there are no guarantees those loyal to the PPP and Thaksin will not be returned to power once fresh elections are held. The economic impact of such great uncertainties have been noted at the highest ends of Thai life and experts have warned political problems were having quite a severe impact on the economy.   
   Putting a final figure on the costs endured by Thais is difficult to quantify. However, it is estimated that the country lost US$7 million in tourism revenue a day while Bangkok’s two airports were closed, and the Federation of Thai Industries said another US$85 million a day was lost in exports and imports that never made it to market. On that basis a bill for the siege alone would be in excess of US$1 billion. 

   Even though it is supposed to be high season now, Thai hotels are virtually empty. Thai hotels typically average 85 per cent occupancy during the holidays, but many in Bangkok are less than 20 percent full, said Juthaporn Rerngronasa, a deputy governor at the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT). 
   The stock market has fallen about 50 per cent since the PAD launched its latest campaign in May. Meanwhile, losses incurred since September 2006, when Thaksin was ousted in a coup amid allegations of corruption, defy the imagination. Ratings agency Standard & Poor's has revised its outlook to negative from stable and the International Crisis Group listed the country as a potential conflict zone, occupying a spot normally held by Thailand's insurgent prone southern provinces, partly due to rampant rumours of an imminent coup and the declaration of a state of emergency. 

   The closure of the airports has prompted the tightening of existing travel advisories and warnings from 23 countries. As the TAT estimates the number of tourists will further decline dramatically, the agency has called off its international roadshows and trade shows for the next three months. It is looking to the domestic market to fill the gap. 

   Tourism Council of Thailand president, Mr Kongkrit Hiranyakit, said it will take a long time for Thailand to restore confidence. “The losses are incalculable,“ he said. “Thailand is expected to lose six million tourists next year, more than 50 per cent down from annual arrivals of around 14 million.” Kongkrit added that more than 15 per cent of Thailand’s 1.1 million tourism workforce were in danger of losing their jobs next year. 
   In a Bangkok Post commentary, Boonsong Kositchotethana raised concerns about the security of Thailand’s aviation infrastructure and the gateway to the country. “The dream of making Bangkok the aviation hub of Southeast Asia has been shattered, and the Airports of Thailand Plc’s aspiration to make Suvarnabhumi… one of the top 10 international airports next year is now laughable,” he wrote. “It is not difficult to understand why several international airlines will shift their regional operations away from Suvarnabhumi to rival airports like Singapore’s Changi Airport or Kuala Lumpur, where security and safety have not been an issue…”   ( 

GOLF COURSES OPERATING AT THE COST OF FOOD PRODUCTION

The following is edited from a longer article by Anita Pleumarom of tim-team [December  2008]

A

t the United Nations-sponsored World Food Summit in Rome in October 1996, the Washington-based World Watch Institute for the first time raised the concern that the rapid proliferation of golf courses around the world considerably contributed to take food out of the poor people’s mouths. World Watch researcher Gary Gardner presented a paper entitled “Shrinking Fields”, which pointed out that if the thousands of hectares used for golf course construction had been planted in grain, it would have supported hundreds of thousands of people. 

   More than 10 years on, there are worrisome reports about worsening food shortage crises that have even led to food riots in several countries. Meanwhile, the frenzy to build new courses has continued particularly in the developing world. In many countries of Asia, the Caribbean and Latin America, golf courses – often in combination with hotels, holiday villas, condominiums, marinas, and entertainment facilities - are mushrooming mostly for the sake of tourism. 
   In order to draw attention to the problem of golf courses contributing to food insecurity in developing countries, the Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team in cooperation with Biothai – a network of Thai civic groups concerned with biodiversity protection and sustainable agriculture – has calculated how much rice could be produced on the land currently used for golf courses in Thailand. 

   According to golf industry sources, there are presently some 250 golf courses in operation or soon to open in Thailand. Most of these were built during the Asian golf boom beginning of the 1990s and are 18-hole international standard golf courses. Considering that 150 to 200 acres are needed for a 18-hole golf course, Thailand’s 250 golf courses consume 37,500 to 50,000 acres of the country’s land area. For our calculations, we have used the average of 43,500 acres which equals 110,000 rai (the commonly used square measure in Thailand). This is however a minimum figure. In fact, one golf course complex in Thailand including resort and residential developments can cover 5000 acres and more! 

   In 2007, a Thai rice farmer on average produced 450 kg of paddy (unpolished rice) per rai. But the amount of polished rice is only 60 per cent of the paddy, that means 240 kg per rai ready for consumption. We also have to consider that under favourable conditions and with modern farming methods, three crops are being produced in one year. 

   On the total golf course area of 110,000 rai, farmers could produce 29.7 million kg of polished rice. In other words, a yield of 29.7 million kg (=29,700 tons) rice could be achieved as food supply on the 43,500 acres used up by the 250 Thai golf courses. Accordingly, if three crops can be made in one year, the amount of rice for consumption would be 89.1 million kg (or 89,100 tons).    

   Of course, the above figures are only rough estimates. But they help to strengthen the argument that the proliferation of golf courses affects the natural resource base on which agriculture depends, with significant consequences for food security. Thailand is still fortunate that it can produce enough food for its population and for export. Moreover, the golf course density in the country is still low. The Asian financial crisis that began in Thailand in 1997 turned out as a blessing in disguise as it effectively thwarted golf promoters’ plans to build more than 1000 courses in the country. As a result of the economic downturn, many projects went bankrupt and few new projects have been realized in Thailand.  
   In other countries, the impacts of golf course construction on food production may be much more severe. Consider that the US, the world’s leading golfing nation, has 16,000 courses, followed by Japan with more than 3,000 courses! Therefore, it would be commendable if concerned citizens and groups in other parts of the world make similar calculations on golf courses and food production in order to get a more complete picture of the losses due to golf courses.   (
FOUR YEARS AFTER THE TSUNAMI, CHILDREN STILL FEEL THE PAIN

[Bangkok Post: 22.12.08] – FOUR years after the tsunami wreaked destruction across Thailand’s Andaman coast, the “good times” have returned to most of the resort areas hit by the deadly sea surge. Tourism is booming again, with new hotels, restaurants and shops filled with crowds of tanned holidaymakers. But away from the white sand beaches and neon lights of the tourist strips, the tsunami continues to take its toll on the lives of children orphaned by the disaster. We should be reminded that many of these children are still struggling to cope with the damage done by the December tsunami and its aftermath and continue to face an uncertain future. 

   According to official statistics, more than 2000 children were orphaned by the tsunami that devastated more than 400 kms of coastline in the provinces of Phuket, Phang Nga, Krabi, Ranong, Trang and Satun, killed nearly 8,500 people were killed and destroyed more than 150,000 livelihoods.    (  
