
 
Briefing on Tourism, Development and Environment 

Vol. 2, No. 3


                           
                                                May-June 2011
Read in this issue:
· 10 big issues to be addressed in Mekong tourism..…………………………………………………………p.1
· Equatorial resort boom..……………………………………………………………………………………………..p.2
· Burma: NLD welcomes tourism in the people’s interest………………………………………………….p.2
· Fears over deep-sea port in Burma..……………………………………………………………………………..p.3
· Cambodia discusses ’intelligent tourism’..……………………………………………………………………..p.3
· A megalomania project planned near Angkor Wat..………………………………………………………..p.4
· Indonesia: Bali is not a sand box for Chinese mining interests!...............................................p.4
· US$7-billion Lao-China railway project delayed.…………………………………………………………….p.4
· Laos: How a special economic zone hit the skids.…………………………………………………………….p.5
· Malaysia: Anti-biopiracy law on the way…………………………………………………………………………p.6
· Malaysia: Tourism sector must adapt to climate change…………………………………………………..p.6
· Only 5% of the Philippines’ coral reefs remain intact……………………………………………………….p.6
· Singapore’s IRs cause social and environmental problems……………………………………………….p.7
· Thailand: Politicians lack tourism visions ………………………………………………………………………p.7
· Thailand:  Immigrant beggars take refuge in Pattaya……………………………………………………….p.8
10 BIG ISSUES TO BE ADDRESSED IN MEKONG TOURISM
[TDN: 6.6.11; eTB-A: 24.5.11; X-N: 28.5.11] - THE Annual Mekong Tourism Forum (MTF) that ended on 28 May 2011 saw more than 250 industry experts gathering in the southern city of Pakse in Laos to discuss and exchange ideas on promoting tourism in the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS). 
   According to the Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office (MTCO), total arrivals to the six countries, which form the GMS, grew by 112.9% between 2000 and 2010, reaching 29.04 million in 2010. Southeast Asia represented the largest source of tourist arrivals at 31.5% (9.15 million) in 2010, followed by Northeast Asia at 26%. Tourist arrivals from European markets remained relatively constant at about 20-22% over the years. The introduction of low cost carriers in Southeast Asia, such as from Malaysia, Singa-pore and Thailand, has facilitated travel into the GMS.

   Destination management company Khiri Travel had conducted a survey for the conference,  asking country managers in Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam to identify problems that affect tourism in the Mekong region and need to be addressed. At the MTF, Khiri Travel presented the following 10 most important issues that need to be resolved:
   1. Political stability in Thailand and an end to the Thai-Khmer border conflict. Because Indochina destinations depend heavily on Thailand as a gateway, airport closures and city centre protests in Bangkok have adversely impacted the whole GMS region. Thailand should strive for stability before and after the general election on 3 July 2011.

   2. Easier visa arrangements. Automatic 30-day visas for the GMS countries on arrival would drive tourism im-mensely. If visas are considered necessary, one visa for the whole ASEAN region would be a viable 2nd option. Currently, multi-destination holidays need multiple visas. With no visas, or one 'ASEAN Schengen' visa, demand for multi-destination travel would increase notably.

   3. Better airport management at Bangkok’s Suvarna-bhumi. With a population of 10 million and a strategic geographic location, Bangkok's role as an aviation hub should be untouchable. However, arriving aircraft are often not assigned gates. Passengers have to climb on buses and go up and down stairs. Long immigration queues and assorted scams at Suvarnabhumi Interna-tional Airport also need to be addressed. The Airports Authority of Thailand says it wants Suvarnabhumi to make the top five in the Skytrax World Airport Awards. It is currently number 13.

   4. An end to aviation protectionism. This is particularly noticeable in Koh Samui and Siem Reap where Bangkok Airways has excessive market share. In these destina-tions competition is marginalized, creating, in effect, a cartel that keeps ticket prices high and tourism growth slow.
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   5. Greater respect for green issues in rural areas. Do not build shoulder-to-shoulder hotels on every beach in Thailand. Respect national park status. The Mekong River region is under severe threat. The Xayaburi dam is in the planning stage. There are also plans to mine the Bolaven Plateau in southern Laos for bauxite. Natural primary forests - some of promoted as ecotourism sites - are being earmarked for plantations. Conversely, nature conservation is a boon for tourism. It would safeguard the Mekong region's rich biodiversity and help prevent disasters such as mudslides and flooding due to logging and encroachment on watersheds.

   6. Greater respect for green issues in urban areas. Cities such as Bangkok and Ho Chi Minh City would be more attractive destinations with dedicated pedestrian zones, reduced noise and particle pollution from vehicles. It is not just tourism that would benefit, the population would too. More green means less stress and a higher quality of life.
  7. Better infrastructure. Urban tourism is growing rapidly. Bangkok made a quantum leap as a destination with the opening of its skytrain and underground trains. Well thought-through infrastructure enhances both the tourism experience and the quality of life of residents. 
   8. Bold branding. The whole process of launching destination campaigns (such as “Amazing Thailand“) needs to be thought through carefully. A successful brand needs to capture the imagination of a wide range of people, not just tourists. Vietnam has opened the creation of its national identity slogan to public contest. 
   9. Much less red tape. Try investing in a hotel or tour operation in Indochina and you will soon be embroiled in an intractable Gordian knot of business regulations, government approvals, licensing contradictions, kick-backs and delays. If national development through tourism is the goal, cut the tape, simplify and make transparent. 

   10. More trust. The GMS governments need to start thinking regionally, not only nationally. A commitment to regional tourism objectives will attract tourists and create wealth faster than any national agenda. The whole of ASEAN is heading towards a large degree of integration in 2015. It would be commendable if the GMS takes steps accordingly (see also ’Politicians lack tourism visions’, p.7).   (
EQUATORIAL RESORT BOOM
[AO: 31.5.11; TI-UK: 5.6.11] - SPURRED on by the rapid tourism resort development in Singapore and the success that has met that development, neighbouring countries are now also planning to tap into the luxury tourism market. 

   It is all part of a growing buzz centred in and around Singapore, now a hotspot for integrated resorts (IRs) and other developments targeting the lucrative tourism and business sectors. Indonesia and Malaysia are attempting to leverage on Singapore's reputation as a corporate hub and tourism locale for fringe benefits.

   First up sees the development what has recently been renamed Pesona Lagoi Bintan - which means Wonders of Lagoi Bintan in Bahasa Indonesian. Situated just off Singapore, workers set to the area in March and are currently turning the forest and foreshore into a "water resort city" called Bintan Treasure Bay. The project is expected to cost more than US$400 million and will feature a circular shaped resort called The Ring - a 149-room resort hotel that will sit 30 meters above a 32 hectare lagoon.

   Then there is the Iskandar Malaysia project - a new metropolis situated at the southern end of the Malay peninsular and also just a short ways from Singapore [see also sea-tm 2[2]). As well as pumping an estimated US$100 billion into the area in the hope of turning it into a special economic zone - much like the Shenzhen area on the border between Hong Kong and China - there are three theme parks planned. First to open by the end of next year is the much-hyped Legoland Malaysia – Asia's first Legoland – located on a 930ha site in Medini, which will boast more than 40 interactive rides, shows and attractions. It is targeting at least one million visitors in its first year of operation.
   The motivation behind all the grand plans is simple economics. Singapore opened its two lavish casino-resorts in 2010 - World Sentosa and Marina Bay Sands and saw a record 11.6 million tourists come to town; this was a 20% rise from 2009. The two resorts generated an estimated US$5 billion  in gaming revenue - the main reason the rumours are flying about just how many of the region's new resorts will be turning to casinos to fill their coffers (see also ’Singapore’s IRs...’, p.7).   (
BURMA: NLD WELCOMES TOURISM IN
THE PEOPLE’S INTERESTS
[TI: 26.5.11; SMH: 30.5.11] - BURMA'S main opposition party, Aung San Suu Kyi's National League for Demo-cracy (NLD), has formally dropped its long-standing oppo-sition to tourists visiting the country.

   In 1996, when the military junta ran a ''Visit Myanmar'' campaign, the NLD urged a boycott to draw attention to the army's human rights abuses and the junta's monopoly of the tourism industry.

Since then some NLD leaders have softened their position, and when she was released from house arrest in November, Suu Kyi said she personally supported responsible individual tourism, rather than the officially organized package tours that benefit the government and its cronies.

   Recently, the NLD issued a statement saying: "The NLD would welcome visitors who are keen to promote the welfare of the common people and the conservation of the environment and to acquire an insight into the cultural, political and social life of the country while enjoying a happy and fulfilling holiday in Burma."

   But the NLD also warned that local people and the environment would be harmed by unthinking tourism development. "Local populations have been displaced, often without compensation or satisfactory relocation, to make way for … hotels and other tourist facilities. To make matters worse, forced labour is used for some con-struction projects. The net result is economic hardship exacerbated by the abrupt breakdown of a traditional way of life and gross violation of basic human rights."

   Decades of neglected infrastructure, international condemnation of the junta and Suu Kyi's influence have kept tourists away from Burma. While neighbouring Thailand had more than 14 million visitors in 2009-10, and Vietnam four million, Burma had just 200,000.

   Government figures say there are only 600 hotels and guest houses in the country, and 6000 licensed tour guides. The internet is heavily restricted; there are no ATMs and credit cards are essentially unusable.   (
FEARS OVER DEEP-SEA PORT PLAN 
IN BURMA 
[AFP: 4.6.11; TI: 8.6.11] - “A GATEWAY to Indochina and South China” and “a short-cut pioneer of global transformation” — that is how the Thai conglomerate responsible for developing the Tavoy port complex in southern Burma recently described the project. Speaking at a conference organized by the Italian-Thai Develop-ment Public Company, which was selected to run the US$8 billion project in November 2010, Ital-Thai repre-sentatives painted an impressive picture of what the development will mean for Thailand and the region.

   The Tavoy port and its oil and gas facilities could provide a new route for energy supplies coming from the Middle East and Africa. With this in mind, Somchet Thinaphong, the managing director of Ital-Thai’s Dawei Development Co Ltd, said the project would have “geo-economic and geopolitical implications,” highlighting the growing importance of the Indian Ocean in world affairs. Ital-Thai also claimed that the new project would result in an increase in tourism for this remote part of Burma, which features pristine white-sand beaches. 

   Mechanical diggers on the pristine beaches near the sleepy fishing town of Tavoy are a sign that change is coming to the remote corner of Burma - but not necessa-rily for the better. Hopes that the planned deep-sea port and giant industrial estate will inject much-needed investment have been tempered by fears about a potential influx of "dirty" industry and concerns that it will displace thousands.

   "Myanmar [Burma] still ignores environmental issues", said Tanit Sorat of the Federation of Thai Industries, citing lack of regulation as a key advantage of Tavoy. "[It’s] the world's solution for industry that affects the environment, heavy industry and the industry that is banned in other countries," he said. 
   A local aid worker and campaigner, who estimates 23,000 people will have to move, said the first phase of construction was already altering the quiet tropical town of his childhood. "The shores are so beautiful, with their long white sands, but in a couple of years it will all be gone," said the activist. He added that because of a lack of regulation and entrenched cronyism in Burma the development is likely to be "very corrupt", while soaring property prices are already putting pressure on local people. "The government does not consider the people, it just does what it does," he said.

   David Mathieson of Human Rights Watch said there were few details available on Tavoy's potential impact on communities, but previous experience of large scale developments was of misery for local people. "Human rights abuses always accompany these projects, including displacement, land confiscation, forced labour and abuses related to increased military/security presence," he said.

   Economic mismanagement and cronyism during half a century of army rule has left the country, also known as Burma, isolated and impoverished, despite abundant natural resources. The handover to a nominally-civilian government, following last November's controversial election, has raised tentative hopes among some for change.

      Ital-Thai’s Somchet claims the port project could create up to 100,000 jobs. But Sean Turnell, Burma economic expert at Macquarie University in Sydney, was skeptical over how much of the investment in the port project would trickle down to local people. "The idea that there will be hundreds of thousands of jobs is absurd," he said.

   Indeed, the main beneficiary of the Tavoy project is likely to be Thailand. Plans for the 250sqkm-site include a steel mill, fertilizer plant, a coal-fired power station and oil refinery - potential boons for Burma's energy-hungry neighbour. It also comes as resistance to large industrial estates grows in Thailand - as seen in an ultimately unsuccessful but high profile case against the vast Map Ta Phut development on its eastern seaboard last year.

   Turnell said lack of regulation might help lure investors nervous about doing business in Burma as "you are not likely to have environment inspectors knocking on the door." An environmental assessment is under way, Ital-thai's Somchet said, but will take a year to complete.   (
CAMBODIA DISCUSSES 
‘INTELLIGENT’ TOURISM

[PPP: 9.6.11] - DISCUSSION on the benefits of Cambodia moving towards a more “sustainable and intelligent” model of tourism dominated the first session of a UNESCO conference focussing on the development of Angkor Wat.
   More than 300 delegates attended the meeting of the International Co-ordinating Committee for the Safe-guarding and Development of the Historic Sites of Angkor in Siem Reap on 8 June, where Deputy Prime Minister Sok An voiced the Kingdom’s intention to host the 2012 UNESCO World Heritage Committee meeting.
   The need to strike a balance between preserving Cambodia’s heritage and encouraging development was highlighted by Siem Reap governor Sou Phirin. He said a rise in tourism in 2011 meant that more effective controls needed to be imposed on visitor flows at historic sites. “We have to use sustainable, intelligent tourism as an engine for growth in Siem Reap by regulating the amount of traffic at temple sites during peak periods,” he said. 
   “The existence of two world renowned sites near Siem Reap, the Angkor Archaeological Park and the Tonle Sap Biosphere Reserve, are major assets for the city, and we should encourage more ecotourism and cultural tourism to take advantage of this,” he said.
   Phirin’s comments were echoed by Apsara Authority director general, Bun Narith, who spoke about efforts by Apsara to encourage the development of “eco-villages” in the Angkor Archaeological Park. “We are encouraging the planting of fruit trees and orchids as well as organic farming in several communities,” he said.
   The two-day conference was chaired by Mounir Bouchenaki, UNESCO assistant director-general for culture. Bouchenaki said: “The major areas of concern, since [Angkor] was declared a UNESCO World Heritage site, have changed considerably. Of concern now is the maintenance of the temples, the management of tourist flow to historic sites, and continuing training and capacity building among the Cambodians working to preserve them.”   (
A MEGALOMANIA PROJECT PLANNED NEAR ANGKOR WAT

While Cambodian officials may ponder about what ’intelligent’ tourism for Angkor is all about, there are reports about a mind-boggling mega-resort development coming up in the vicinity of the world-famous temple complex. The following 

is edited from a story by Luc Citrinot of eTurboNews  [eTN: 22.5.2011]. 
T

o the tourists, Cambodia is mostly known for being home to the fabled city of Angkor Wat with its myriad of beautiful temples. At some point over the next twenty years, Cambodia might become famous for ’Angkor Hills’. 
     The project is the brainchild of Okhna Soth Sambath, a Cambodian businessman. The affable man is said to be very close to the top of Cambodia’s politics, which might explain the official endorsement of the government for his project.
     Just imagine a huge piece of land initially covering 361 ha, located half-way between Thailand and Siem Reap where Angkor temples are located. The future integrated resort will be some 30 km away from the temples and 100 km from the Thai border at Poipet/Sisophon. A high-way is due to link both areas making the resort easily accessible for visitors.

     Imagine then dozens of modern buildings emulating the stupas, the chedis, the bas-reliefs, and the shapes from Angkor Wat built sur-rounded by paddy fields and some forests. This is Angkor Hills City, a gigantic modern resort built around widening crescents in the middle of nowhere. The project was officially launched in July 2010, and according to Mr. Soth Sambath, it has so far generated a huge interest from inves-tors from China, Macau, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE. In fact, the development has been completed by Agostine & Raphael Group, an inter-national development consulting firm based in Dubai. 
     This is not a coincidence. Angkor Hills City wants to obviously match Dubai’s megalomania. It will integrate in its final phase a giant convention center, residences, and condomi-niums; a dozen of deluxe hotels; a shopping mall; a golf course; a spa; and a meditation center; as well as private villas. Among the projects dreamed by its creators are the Buddha Hotel and Spa, a five-star property shaped like the Bayon Temples with its huge heads. The Heritage Hotel will emulate the old walled city surrounded by waterfalls and canals. It will look like a mix of Las Vegas and Disneyland, à la Cambodia.

   “We will first start with the conven-tion center, as well as two or three hotels. But ultimately, this city will have up to 20,000 inhabitants and act as a tourism magnet for the entire region, including neighboring Thai-land,” explained Soth Sambath. Of course, Sambath Investments pro-mise that the future development will strictly enforce environment codes. It would take 5-8 years to complete the entire project, according to Sambath, with first construction work starting before the end of the year.
   Will the investment help to alleviate poverty and bring economic benefits to an impoverished region? Is a Las Vegas-style resort city really what the kingdom needs in terms of develop-ment? Audacious will say some observers, irrelevant will say some others. In a country where the average GDP per capita stood at US$800 in 2009, Angkor Hills City is likely to draw a visible border between the rags and the riches.   (

INDONESIA: BALI IS NOT A SAND BOX FOR CHINESE MINING INTERESTS! 

[BD: 6.6.11] – THE Bali Post reports that opposition is growing to plans by the Regent of Tabanan, Ni Putu Eka Wiryastuti, to grant a permit to a Chinese company to excavate the mineral-rich black sands of West Bali beaches. Local residents of Tabanan, especially those living in close proximity to coastal regions, are concerned that promises by a foreign investor to replace the black sands they want to haul away with white sand is little more than an empty promise being used to gain access to the black sand they will use in steel manufacture.
   The chairman of the Bali Environmental Group (WALHI), Gendo Suardana said: "If they insist on going ahead with this project, the Regent of Tabanan will have to confront the law. It is not impossible that a group of citizens will sue the Regent over the plan to excavate beach sand."
   Gendo’s comments were in response to statements by the Regent declaring her intent to push on with the beach mining project. The environmentalist also questions the logic and financial motivations of the Regent who is proposing a project they see as detrimental to the environment. Calling for a preservation of Tabanan’s natural environment, Gendo thinks new investors should be urged to focus on other industries, including agricultural tourism.
   Underlining his concerns, the WAHLI chairman said the last thing Tabanan should be considering are any plans to excavate its beaches, which are already under a threat of erosion and abrasion. The heavier nature of ore-rich black sand, which forms a natural barrier to erosion, will be sacrificed if replaced with more easily eroded white sand. He believes the Regent’s plans, if they go ahead, will accelerate an already serious beach erosion problem in Tabanan.
   Gendo continued: "What we will receive from the investor will not be sufficient to replace the cost of beach reclamation for the destroyed beaches. Let’s not be fooled by investors."
   Similar criticism against the Regent’s plans were heard from the chairman of Bali’s National Fisherman Association (HNSI), I Ketut Arsana, who is concerned the sand excavation project will change the local aquaculture and prove contra-productive to local fishermen’s interests. Arsana said that any excavation of Tabanan’s beaches would impact erosion on other beaches as far away as Negara and Gianyar.   (
US$7-BILLION LAO-CHINA RAILWAY
PROJECT DELAYED 

[DPA: 2.5.11] – LAOS’ ambitious plan to build a US$7-billion high-speed railway track linking its border with China to Vientiane has stalled on Chinese politics and social-environmental concerns (see also sea-tm 2[2]). A group breaking ceremony planned on 25 April for the Laos-China Railway project did not happen. 

   Lao Deputy Prime Minister Somsavat Lengsavat, the minister overseeing the project, blamed the missed deadline in part on the 25 February sacking of Chinese Minister of Railways Liu Zhijun for ’severe violations of discipline.’

   Liu signed a memorandum of understanding on the project with Civil and Transport Works of Laos on 7 April, last year. Over the past ten months the two sides conducted feasibility and social-environmental impact studies on the 421-km rail route, which would run from Boten, Luang Namtha province to Vientiane, the capital. 

   The studies proved insufficient in details, particularly on the social impact of the route which will displace hundreds of families and run through important tourist destinations such as the ancient capital of Luang Prabang, a World Heritage Site. “The on-site survey didn’t meet our expectations,“ Somsavat said. “But the two sides have decided to pursue their (impact-study) efforts so we can launch this project within the year,“ he added. 

   Laos’ current rail network consists of a 3.5km link over the Thai-Laos Friendship Bridge between Nong Khai and Vientiane.The Laos-China rail route would provide a 120-km-per-hour freight and 200-km-per-hour passenger train link from Kunming, the capital of China’s Yunnan province to the China-Lao border and then on to Vientiane and Thailand, where another high-speed track is planned be-tween Nong Khai, just across the border from Vientiane, and Bangkok. 

   The giant railway expansion plan is not without its detractors. “This is a landmark project for the government, but how much poverty will be reduced by a train link between China and Thailand,“ asked one international aid official. “The real benefits of the project go to China and Thailand; Laos is just a transit point.“ 

   Another question is how Laos will pay for the project. Under the MoU signed last year, China and Laos will set up a joint venture state enterprise in which China will hold 70% and Laos 30%. China will provide the finance, con-struct the rail link with 50,000 labourers (presumably Chi-nese), and provide the trains, equipment and technology. 

   Laos’ contribution - other than the land on which the track is built - remains unclear, however. 

   There have been reports in the state-run local press, usually not known for its criticisms of the government, of people whose properties will be affected by the project openly objecting to it. But in Laos, the final decision on such landmark projects lies with the communist party chiefs. “This a decision taken by the politburo, and whatever decision the politburo takes the entire communist party and Lao people would follow suite,“ Somsavat said.   (
LAOS: HOW A SPECIAL ECONOMIC ZONE HIT THE SKIDS

[TE: 26.5.11] - AT home and abroad, China is a byword for fast-track development, where yesterday’s paddy field is tomorrow’s factory, highway or hotel. Less noticed is that such development can just as quickly go into reverse. Golden City, in Boten, just over the border from China in tiny Laos, is a case in point.

   When a Hong Kong-registered company signed a 30-year, renewable lease with the Lao government in 2003 to set up a 1,640-ha special economic zone built with mainland money and expertise, Golden City was touted as a futuristic hub for trade and tourism. The builders promptly went to work, and a cluster of pastel blocks rose amid the green hills of northern Laos. Thousands of Chi-nese tourists and entrepreneurs poured into the enclave, drawn largely by the forbidden pleasures and profits of gambling, which is illegal in China, except in Macau. Today the main casino, inside a three-star hotel, lies abandoned, its baize tables thick with dust.
   The trouble started in December, when Chinese gamb-lers found that the operators refused to let them leave until they had coughed up for betting losses. Officials from Hubei province apparently negotiated the release of several “hostages”, but many more continued to be held against their will. Accounts in the Chinese media say that casino recruiters lured gamblers with offers of free travel and hotel rooms, only to be kept captive and beaten when their credit ran out. Lao villagers swap grisly tales of corpses dumped in the river. 
   Chinese authorities have since put the boot into Boten. In March the foreign ministry warned citizens not to gamble in Laos and accused Golden City of cheating its cross-border customers. It said it had demanded that Laos close down the casino. Last month the casino duly shut, and the smaller gaming halls have since gone too. The 232-room hotel, which is almost empty, will be next.

   Most shop and restaurant owners have packed up and left, as have the Thai transvestite show and the legions of prostitutes. Stricter visa rules for Chinese tourists have added to the squeeze. A Lao policeman, who admits to having nothing to do, puts the town’s dwindling population at 2,000, down from 10,000 at its peak. The enclave’s economy seems to have collapsed just as the builders hit their stride with a new high-rise hotel and a shopping centre bristling with columns in the classical style.
   Golden City says it has pumped US$130 million into the project’s first phase, including funds from outside inves-tors. A company official, Ginger He, blames the bad pub-licity on shady Chinese concessionaires who ran the card games in the casino—as if the company had expected angels. Golden City has since declared force majeure to revoke its contracts. Investors might wish to sue under Lao law. But Miss He points out that China had ordered Laos to close the casino. “Little brother cannot fight with big brother,” she says. 
   At the best of times, cross-border casinos are risky investments, since China often cracks down on outbound gamblers. Warlords in Burma have previously felt the consequences, with gambling dens left to rot in the jungle after borders grew tighter. Business folk in Boten say the action may have moved to casinos elsewhere in Laos and Burma. A Macau-based company has recently completed a giant riverside casino in the so-called Golden Triangle, where Laos meets Thailand and Burma.   (
MALAYSIA: ANTI-BIOPIRACY LAW 
ON THE WAY
[MLTIC: 22.5.11; TBP: 23.5.11] - A DRAFT legislation on access to biological resources and benefit sharing aimed at tackling biopiracy is expected to be tabled in Parliament by the end of the year, recently said the Malaysian Natural Resources and Environment Minister Datuk Seri Douglas Uggah Embas.

   Taking cues from the Nagoya Protocol on access and benefit-sharing of genetic resources, it aimed to prevent Malaysia's biological resources from being taken out and exploited without permission, leaving the country empty-handed, he said.

   So far, only Sarawak and Sabah governments have put in place legal provisions requiring prior approval to be obtained before their biological resources could be taken out.

   Uggah told reporters this after opening the Centre of Excellence for Orang Utan Conservation in Batang Ai National Park, Nanga Delok. Completed in December 2010, it is a research centre for orang utan management and conservation covering the national park and the Lanjak Entimau Wildlife Sanctuary. The centre will also support the tri-national ‘Heart of Borneo’ biodiversity conservation programme involving Malaysia, Indonesia and Brunei. Uggah said there were an estimated 1,984 orang utan in the 200,000ha area located in the ’Heart of Borneo’, an area that has also been earmarked for ’ecotourism’ development.
   Uggah further said that a recent expedition involving 150 local scientists and international experts organized by the Sarawak Forestry Department, Science Academy of Malaysia and Universiti Malaysia Sarawak (USM) had yielded positive outcome. Their research may spell advancements in fields such as horticulture, herbal medi-cine, cosmetics and pharmaceuticals.
  The illegal acquisition of biological resources by compa-nies who - sometimes under the guise of ecotourism - gain access to pristine areas high in biological diversity, has become a threat particularly in developing countries. To prevent the proliferation of biopiracy, it is important that  governments put appropriate laws in place.   (
MALAYSIA: TOURISM SECTOR MUST
ADAPT TO CLIMATE CHANGE  
[B-N: 7+8.6.11] – THOSE involved in the tourism industry need to adjust and adapt to the climatic change impacts that inevitably change the industry, said an environmental scientist at a recent conference in Kuala Lumpur.
   Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia's Institute for Environment and Development fellow Prof Dr Joy Jacqueline Pereira said at the same time more efforts and concrete strategies must be implemented to mitigate the phenomenon and protect tourism resources from deterio-rating. "It is about time we look at potential negative impacts of climate change in addition to looking at opportunities for mitigation through new projects in the future to adapt to the changing climate," she said. She added that ideally, regional cooperation among the governments and non-governmental industry players should also be enhanced.
   She commented on this issue after presenting a paper on "Climate Change and Tourism" at the Asia Pacific Parliamentarians' Conference on Environment and Development's (APPCED) 15th General Assembly.
   Earlier in her presentation, Pereira said a 2008 evalua-tion of regional knowledge gaps on the impact of climate change and geographical areas most severely impacted by the phenomenon, found most countries in the world, including Southeast Asia, ranked 'extremely poor'. She said even Japan was ranked 'poor' while other developed nations including Australia, New Zealand, Europe and North America were only ranked 'moderate' in the study.
   She pointed out that in the tourism industry, hotel and resorts operators and communities had the lowest adap-tation to climate change while tourists had the highest.
   Other conference participants pointed out that people find it hard to adapt to the changing weather patterns, as they are traditionally unprepared to cope with extreme weather conditions such as frequent droughts and floods, breakout of crop and livestock diseases and conflicts over water-sharing. 
   The Malaysian MP for Simpang Renggam Liang Teck Meng, who presented a paper on "Impact of Climate Change on the Tourism Sector in Malaysia" said that in his country, the phenomenon had also disrupted functioning of the ecosystems, rendering low survival or extinction of some species of flora and fauna. It was also affecting the marine ecology. "For instance, the problem of coral bleaching that happened in many diving spots in Malaysia in 2010 due to rising sea-water temperature to 30 degrees Celsius had deprived tourists of their favourite activities - scuba diving and snorkelling," he said.   (
ONLY 5% OF THE PHILIPPINES’ CORAL
REEFS REMAIN INTACT 

[ADB: 19.5.11; ACN: 31.5.11; TPS: 29.5.11] -THE estimated reef area of the Philippines ranges from 19,000 to 27,000 sqkm, depending on the territorial boundaries and depth ranges. This makes the Philippines’s reef areas one of the biggest in Southeast Asia. However, a marine scien-tist from the University of the Philippines has found that now only 5% — equivalent to  just around 1,000 sqkm — of the country’s total coral reef area are in good condition. 
   The revelation of Dr. Porfirio Alino of the University of the Philippines Marine Science Institute (UP-MSI) comes on the heels of published reports about the destruction of a reef area in Southern Mindanao that is five times bigger than Metro Manila. The Philippines is the center of marine biodiversity in the world, Alino said, but this distinction may not stand for long as coral reefs in the country are deteriorating very rapidly.

   There are more than 400 species of reef-forming corals in the country. Philippine coral reefs are part of a larger system that is home to 76% of all known corals called the Coral Triangle that covers the seas of Indonesia, Malay-sia, Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands and Timor-Leste.

   As the Coral Triangle’s resources are critical for the economic and food security of an estimated 120 million people, the Asian Development Bank recently approved assistance of around US$12 million for a Coastal and Marine Resources Management Project in the area. Assessments of the Coral Triangle show that up to 88% of reefs are under threat from harmful human activities, resulting in major losses for the fishing and tourism industries.
   In a commentary, Babe Romualdez of The Philippine Star primarily blames biopirates and the lack of law enforcement for the coral destruction: 
   “Many environmentalists were dismayed and astounded at the recent report about the interception of thousands of black corals and hundreds of sea turtles and other endangered marine species worth more than P35 million (appr. US$800,000) that poachers tried to smuggle out of the country. The fact that an estimated 7,000 ha of reef complex  - almost twice the size of Metro Manila - was obliterated simply is mind boggling. But this is just the tip of the iceberg. Apparently, contraband corals including those recently intercepted in Cebu and the involvement of international syndicates in this kind of smuggling has been going on for decades.

   Obviously, nobody has been able to curb the rape of our seas because no one is watching. The fact of the matter is, the laws in this country impose such puny fines and very light jail terms are definitely not enough deterrent for big-time smugglers earning billions from the illicit trade.

  … Coral reefs are a lot like underwater rainforests that provide food and shelter to thousands of marine species, and are a source of medical compounds for medicines like the AIDS drug AZT. ...Sadly however, these precious ’biological wonders’ have been slowly dying over the last three decades, with the Philippines now a coral reef ’hot spot’ or one of the most threatened in the world.“   (

SINGAPORE’S IRs CAUSE SOCIAL-ENVIRONMENTAL PROBLEMS

The following is edited from a report by Katie Palmer of the Women's International Perspective [WIP: 20.5.11]
A

t first glance, it seems as if the Government of Singapore has developed a brilliant plan to create jobs for local Singaporeans, to boost tourism, and to generate large amounts of revenue. 
     By opening two world-class Inte-grated Resorts (IRs), a Singaporean euphemism for casino-based vaca-tion resorts, tourism officials hope to achieve 17 million visitors a year and generate an estimated US$21 billion by 2015.

     Since February and April of 2010, when the two casinos opened, they have boosted the country’s economy considerably. “Singapore has already ramped up to about US$4 billion annually…The Las Vegas strip, in terms of gaming revenue, only gene-rated US$6 billion last year,” explains Michael Paladino, a gaming analyst at Fitch Ratings. 
     Aside from the revenue generated from the resorts, the casinos also have created approximately 35,000 jobs both directly and indirectly. This is fairly significant since the resorts opened during a large global econo-mic crisis, and while most companies worldwide were downsizing, local Singaporeans could find employ-ment.

     With the rise of casinos emerges the potential for gambling-related problems. In an effort to lessen the risk, the government ordered the casinos to charge an entry fee of US$100 from Singaporean citizens and permanent residents and laun-ched a statewide campaign against “problem gambling.”

     What effects are the new casinos actually having on the local popula-tion? 

     A taxi driver shares that the IRs are “great to bring in revenue… Before the casino and Universal Studios were constructed, the times were slow. Now so many tourists – mostly from China, Australia, Malaysia, and Indonesia - are coming here. And we are very busy.” 

     “But it’s not all good” he continues. “It is creating a lot of social problems among locals… Some [gamblers] are so bad they borrow money from loan sharks…And in more cases than not, these gamblers are abandoning their wives, their children, just so they can feed their gambling addiction.”

     Focus on the Family Singapore, a local charity that provides quality family life educational programmes, also weighs in on the social problems exacerbated by the development of IRs. According to Vice-President Dinah Lee-Phua, the charity has become increasingly concerned with the direct impact of gambling on the family. Bankruptcy, imprisonment, family violence, family breakdown, and related substance abuse are all “problems commonly linked with gambling.” 

     Another negative social impact Lee-Phua has seen since the IRs developed is an increase in under-ground prostitution. Although she cannot give an exact figure on how much the flesh trade has increased, she does say it is an area for con-cern, since where there is prostitu-tion, there are undoubtedly cases of trafficking for the purposes of sexual exploitation. 

     Braema Mathi, a local women’s rights activist, argues that since the opening of the casinos, “we see more women in the [prostitution] trade and definitely not all of them are willing.”
     Aside from the negative social consequences, there are also damaging environmental effects correlated with the development of the IRs. According to Abhineet Jain, the lead author of an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) of the IR at Sentosa Island, there are high levels of irreversible damage to the coun-try’s physical resources, ecological resources, and terrestrial eco-systems.

     Despite Sentosa Island being home to several rare and endan-gered species, the government has not given the area special protection status. The development of the resort has resulted in habitat destruction, removal of airshed, soil erosion and sedimentation, the improper disposal of waste, loss of biodiversity, and water contamination. 

     The casinos in Singapore lend truth to the old adage that money cannot buy happiness. If the govern-ment continues to place the economy above all else, in generations to come, the beauty of Singapore will be a mere memory.   (
THAILAND: POLITICIANS LACK TOURISM VISIONS
[BP: 14.6.11; 15.6.11] - THOSE who listened to the governor of the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT), Suraphon Svetasreni, during a forum on the topic of "Thailand Goes Green" at the Thailand Travel Mart 2011 in May could indeed get the impression that Thailand is now making serious efforts to steer the country’s tourism industry towards more environmental sustainability. "Being green is a must, not a choice," firmly stated the TAT governor. 
   However, tourism policies proposed by major political parties in their campaigns for the forthcoming election on 3 July have utterly failed to impress. Even private tourism operators complain that they lack clear directions for long-term improvement. Very critical comments were recently made at a forum hosted by the Federation of Thai Tourism Associations in collaboration with Post Today newspaper.

   Most participants said they felt "hopeless" after listening to the tourism policies of five major political parties that showed up. No party truly seemed to understand the problems involved, nor would any of the proposed policies promote a more sustainable industry. 
   Charoen Wangananont, president of the Thai Travel Agents Association (TTAA), said he was not satisfied with what he heard. "I did not hear any concrete policies, strategies or action plan for Thai tourism. I feel they don't really understand the tourism industry. What is the direc-tion of the country's tourism development? If we want to be a tourism hub, then what is the theme, what is the plan? We still have questions," he said, adding the politicians who are appointed as tourism and sports ministers never have sufficient knowledge to support and promote the industry.

   "We really don't care who's in power, just so we have a leader in the industry who understands the problems and sincerely tries to develop tourism. But it will be just our luck to get the same type of old-style politician again," said Opas Netraumpai, vice-president of the Thailand Incentive and Convention Association. He added that the TAT, the marketing body promoting Thai tourism, should be free from political interference.

   The TTAA's Charoen suggested each party go back and bone up on the tourism industry. "We want to know the objectives and vision for tourism development over the next five years. They should not talk about the same old policies, which have never even been implemented before anyway," he said.   (
THAILAND: IMMIGRANT BEGGARS TAKE REFUGE IN PATTAYA

[PDN: 30.5.11] - PATTAYA is one of the most well-known tourist destinations in the world. It has also become a popular refuge among the neighbouring countries whose people illegally cross the border and live in Thailand working as labourers, fishermen or beggars.

   Occasionally, police arrests the illegal migrants at major tourist sites and deports them to their home countries. Statistics reveal that several crackdowns made in the first months of this year were effective: 5,270 Cambodians were captured in January; 4,936 in February; 6,909 in March and 7,232 in April.

   In 2010, the operational centre against human traffic-king called ’Mirror Foundation’ monitored the return of Cambodian beggars at Ojoro District, Bantia Meanchey Prefecture, Cambodia. The observational results show that the procedures and measures taken at these checking points were ineffective as many Cambodian beggars came back and brought their family over to Thailand to work in the same industry.

   The primary entrance into Thailand is at Aranyaprathet border where private profitable agencies are set up to arrange illegal access for Cambodian immigrants via Aranyaprathet-Bangkok train route. After the illegal wor-kers and beggars were swept off Bangkok streets, they migrated to other provinces such as Samut Prakarn, Samut Sakhon, Nonthaburi, Chonburi and Chiang Mai.

   Police Colonel Chusak Phanatamphon said beggars, who approach tourists along Pattaya beach, would damage the image of Thailand as the country could mistakenly perceived as being supportive of a human trafficking movement.   (
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