Destructive “off-road”- tourism in the Mekong region

Dear colleagues and friends,

“Off-road tourism” is becoming the new environmental scourge in the Mekong subregion. Heavily promoted by automobile and oil companies in cooperation with the official and private tourism sectors, convoys of noisy and polluting off-road vehicles are particularly pestering ecologically sensitive areas, indigenous communities and UNESCO World Heritage sites such as Luang Prabang and Champasak Cultural Landscape in Laos, Angkor in Cambodia and Hue in Vietnam. Ironically, one promoter comments: “In a bid to make the activity more educational for motoring journalists, we combine the motoring mission with cultural and natural tourism.” 

Please read below the three-part feature story by Kultida Samabuddhi.

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)

----------------------------------
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OFF-ROAD OVERLOAD?

Convoys of SUVs roaring through the rugged countryside of Laos and Cambodia. Great for Thai thrill-seekers and 4WD makers alike but what effect is this increasingly popular form of holidaymaking having on heretofore sheltered rural communities? 

By KULTIDA SAMABUDDHI

[This article is part of work undertaken by the author for the Inter Press Service (IPS)-Rockefeller media fellowship programme "Our Mekong: A Vision Amid Globalisation".]

When logging was banned in 1989, Thai loggers went across the border to the dense forests in Burma, Laos and Cambodia. When hydro-electric dams began to run into fierce opposition here, power producers looked to Laos and Burma to build dams.

The story is the same with off-road tourism. After 40 years of promoting tourism in Thailand, the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT), in early 1990s, began eyeing neighbours in the lower Mekong river basin - Laos, Vietnam, Cambodia, Burma as well as China - for more exciting destinations and to promote Thailand as the regional tourism hub. One of the first activities it promoted was the "Friendship Caravan to Indochina" - an excursion into the former French colonies in four-wheel-drive (4WD) vehicles.

It was just what many 4WD enthusiasts were looking for. There are not enough truly remote places and deep forests left in the Kingdom; these adventure-seeking motorists want new routes and tougher terrain.

Car manufacturers benefited as well. Toyota, Isuzu and Ford, for example, welcomed new testing grounds to promote their 4WD pick-ups and increasingly popular Sport Utility Vehicles (SUVs).

Clamorous convoys of 4WDs and SUVs have now become a regular sight on mountains, in remote villages and on paddy fields in Laos and Cambodia.

Like logging and dam construction, off-roading is controversial, especially when vehicles trespass on ecologically sensitive areas. Green activists say the activity has potentially negative environmental and social impacts, including damage to roads and vegetation cover, plus noise and air pollution which disturb both wildlife and local residents.

In recent years, protests have greeted many off-road caravans heading for protected forests. But these have not deterred self-drive enthusiasts from exploring new trails.

"Off-roaders are asking for more challenging routes. Bumpy and dusty roads piercing mountain ranges, exotic environments and primitive communities in the Mekong region are exactly what we have been looking for," said Kasem Lamaikul, an adviser to the Toyota Offroader Club and a founder of the Off-roaders Federation of Thailand.

For a decade now Kasem has been travelling overland, recently making a trip from Bangkok to Lhasa in Tibet.

Off-road caravans to Indochina began in 1993 when the TAT organised the "Friendship Caravan: Thailand-Myanmar-China" to promote Thailand as a gateway to Indochina.

In 1997, the Song Lok TV documentary took viewers to Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam via overland caravan. Somsak Burapapipat, the veteran Indochina tour organiser who led that trip, said the number of off-road caravans to Indochina sharply increased after the documentary was broadcast and just as 4WDs and SUVs began to become popular.

Isuzu's sales of its SUVs jumped from 13,278 units in 2000 to 29,192 in 2002. Sales of Toyota 4WD pick-up trucks and its pick-up-based Sport Rider stood at 151,703 units in 2000 but skyrocketed to 241,266 two years later.

"Exploring neighbouring countries in their SUVs is an ideal activity for middle- class people who have been looking for a chance to drive their vehicles somewhere other than city roads," said Somsak, currently an executive of Panorama Adventure Co Ltd.

The most popular destinations include the World Heritage city of Luang Prabang in northern Laos, Champasak and Pak Se in the south of that country, the Cambodian capital, Phnom Penh, and Angkor Wat. Many overland tourists drive through Laos and cross the border to Vietnam at the Lao Bao checkpoint. A number of overland caravans have also travelled to Jinghong and Kunming in China's Yunnan province.

In 1999, TAT again organised a "Thailand-Laos-Vietnam Friendship Caravan" to promote overland tourism in the lower Mekong River basin under the "Three Country, One Destination" campaign.

Cross-country off-road tourism faced a setback in 2001, though, when Vietnam refused to grant admission to right-hand-drive vehicles, citing safety concerns in a country where motorists drive on the right-hand side of the road.

Overland tours through Indochina lost some of their attraction after that. TAT and private tour operators repeatedly asked the Vietnamese government to repeal the ban, but to no avail. "The country has splendid tourist attractions, including the World Heritage city of Hue and the beautiful beaches of Danang. Driving cross- country from Thailand to Laos, Vietnam and Cambodia and back to Thailand would be a perfect self-drive journey," Somsak said.

Laos' north-to-south Route 13, Vietnam's Route 1, and Cambodia's routes 5 and 7, which run from the Aranyaprathet border checkpoint to Phnom Penh and Siem Reap, were the "artery of the tri-nation 4WD caravan excursion", according to Somsak.

He said that Thai off-roaders and tour operators have been waiting impatiently for Vietnam and Burma to open up to overland tourism.

On average, one auto caravan arrives in Cambodia and Laos each month, according to local guides. Major tour operators specialising in off-road tours to Indochina include Panorama Adventure, Nature Explorer, and Trans-Asia Route Co Ltd. Between 1999 and 2002, they organised a total of 81 overland caravans.

Last year, the number of convoys entering Laos and Cambodia dropped to 10 because of an anti-Thai riot in Phnom Penh in February, political unrest in the north of Laos, and an outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome (Sars) in May.

Vichit Chadtakul, chief of the Champasak Tourism Office, expects the number of tourists and overland caravans in the Mekong region to shoot up after the second Friendship Bridge between Thailand and Laos is finished in late 2004.

The bridge, funded by the Japanese government, links the western Laotian province of Savannakhet with Mukdahan province. It is part of the Asian Development Bank (ADB)'s East-West Corridor Project, which is due to be completed in 2006. The East-West Corridor stretches for nearly 1,500 kilometres across Burma, Laos, Vietnam and Thailand. It is the only land route that traverses mainland Southeast Asia on an east-west axis.

Myo Thant, an ADB economist, said the project would benefit tourism in the region.

"The transport corridor will change our lives and travelling patterns. Imagine driving out from Bangkok in the morning and arriving in Ho Chi Minh city in the evening. The new transportation network will significantly promote overland tourism," he told a forum on the ADB's role in the Mekong region organised in Chiang Rai recently by Inter Press Service.

The ADB has been pushing for a visa-free zone for intra-regional travel to facilitate trade and tourism. Last December, it also approved a package of loans totalling US$35 million (1.4 billion baht) for tourism-development projects in Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam.

National tourism organisations and private operators have been promoting the Mekong region as "The Land of the Last Frontiers". And online travel magazine Thailand Illustrated wrote: "The Mekong region is a land of pristine and unspoiled nature. It is a paradise on earth, waiting to be visited and explored."

Almost 15 million tourists descend on the lower Mekong countries each year so academics and social activists are getting concerned about adverse impacts, especially from 4WD excursions.

Saran Boonprasert, an independent researcher specialising in the Mekong issue, blamed off-roading for destroying tranquil communities and infringing on local people's privacy. Even conventional tourists find them a nuisance, he said.

While off-roaders have, as yet, caused little ecological damage in Laos and Cambodia because they are not allowed to stray off main routes for safety reason, Saran accuses them of cultural and social improprieties.

"Inappropriate behaviour by tourists could stir up hatred against Thais among Laotians and Cambodians who already feel they are being looked down upon and taken advantage of.

"Misbehaviour and disrespect towards local traditions and culture could ruin the good relationship between Thailand and these two countries," Saran said, adding that very few off-roaders had any interest in learning about the culture and way of life of the countries they traverse.

"It seems that these adventurous tourists drive a long way to Laos and Cambodia merely to test their SUVs. Many of them make fun of local people, thinking they are far less developed."

However, Thamrongsak Petchlert-anant, an expert in Southeast Asian studies at Rangsit University's Faculty of Social Sciences, is of the opinion that overland tourism could, in some ways, create better understanding among the peoples of the region.

"Tour operators and academics should join hands in improving the standard of overland tourism. Travelling in off-road convoys will be useful only if it helps Thai tourists learn about and respect the thoughts and traditions of people in the region," he said.
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COME HELL OR HIGH WATER 

They're hell-bent on staying the course but many Thai SUV caravans trample on local sensibilities along the way

The road from Poipet, just across the Thai-Cambodian border from Aranyaprathet, to Siem Reap is rugged and bumpy all the way. Routes 5 and 6 are their official designations but Thai tour operators have dubbed the course "the road to hell". It takes a 4WD at least eight hours to cover the 150 kilometres.

But it's exactly that ruggedness which attracts a regular stream of 4WD caravans from Thailand because at the end of the road, a bonus is waiting: the world-famous Angkor Wat complex.

The town of Siem Reap is currently undergoing a tourism boom. A number of hotels are under construction, funded by money from Thai investors. New pubs and bars are springing up.

"Thailand is much more civilised than Cambodia. A bumpy road like this no longer exists in your country," a young Cambodian man told a group of Thai tourists whose SUVs were being temporarily held up by the collapse of a bridge.

When the bridge was fixed, an hour later, the Thai off-roaders sped across the bridge, leaving a line of local vehicles choking in the swirling dust thrown up in their wake.

"Pass them. Don't let them stay ahead of us," a convoy member barked into his walkie-talkie, instructing the other drivers in the caravan. "If we get stuck behind them, we'll waste time; it'll be too aggravating."

In spite of the torching of the Thai embassy and Thai-owned business establishments in Phnom Penh early last year, 73 Thai tourists in 22 4WDs made a trip to Angkor Wat that same year. The level of interest surprised Somsak Burapapipat, an overland-caravan organiser.

"My clients told me they weren't concerned at all about that incident," said Somsak, an executive with Panorama Adventure Co Ltd, who has organised almost 20 off-road caravans to Cambodia and Laos over the past three years.

Most of his clients are business people travelling with family members and colleagues. Many of those on the jaunt to Siem Reap had joined an earlier overland trip to Laos. One, a retired teacher from Prachaup Khiri Khan province, said these caravans were an excellent "test" of his mettle; he was planning a self- drive adventure tour to Tibet.

Overland excursions to Cambodia have become a popular alternative for Thai holidaymakers since the first was organised in 1997 by a TV documentary team. Most cross over in Cambodia via the checkpoint at Poipet and then drive straight to Siem Reap to visit Angkor Wat and a fishing community at Tonle Sap. Some caravans, however, have reportedly exited Thailand through Sa-ngam pass in Si Sa Ket province, which was recently upgraded to an official checkpoint. Being a good deal rougher than the road from Poipet, the latter route is more of a challenge for off-road enthusiasts and adventurous tourists.

A joint Thai-Cambodian tourism-promotion plan has been in operation for some time now, with special attention being paid to developing the so-called Emerald Triangle, the area where the frontiers of Thailand, Cambodia and Laos meet.

Burma, Cambodia, Laos and Thailand signed an agreement early last November to promote a package called the "Pilgrim Tour", which includes visits to ancient cities and temples in the four countries. Although there has been no great influx of "pilgrims" as yet, improvements in transport and tourism infrastructure are already beginning to have an impact on some Cambodians.

Van, a Thai-speaking Cambodian guide, conceded that tourism brought jobs and money but said it also made the locals' life more difficult. "We have to buy things at tourist prices. Basic commodities like drinking water and food are now more expensive in Siem Reap than in other provinces," said Van, who was himself born in Siem Reap.

"Villagers are also being tempted to sell their land to foreign businessmen to make some quick money. Many paddy fields have been replaced by hotels and places of entertainment. I'm missing the lost tranquillity of my hometown."

Reliable statistics show that Cambodia's visa-on-arrival policy has made it the region's fastest growing tourism destination. In 2002, it had the highest surge in visitor arrivals of any nation in Southeast Asia: up 30 percent from the year before, to 790,000 people. That figure was forecast to rise to one million in 2003 on the back of a global "Visit Cambodia Year" campaign, whose slogan is "A World of Treasures".

About 8,000 Thai tourists visited Cambodia in 2002, the latest year for which statistics are available.

Asked about Thai caravan-style tourism, Virak, another local guide, said it would be better if 4WD enthusiasts parked their vehicles at their hotels and took a coach around Siem Reap and out to Angkor Wat. "Some of our really old temples have limited (parking) space so a long caravan can cause chaos. The vehicles can also disturb other tourists, most of whom prefer exploring the temple complex quietly (on foot)."

Virak also revealed that many of his compatriots were unhappy with Thai tourists who often could be heard disparaging Cambodia and its people. "We understand the Thai language and it makes us very uncomfortable to hear Thai tourists insulting our country. Some, for example, like to claim that Angkor Wat actually belongs to Thailand and they openly look with disdain on our way of life."

Given the deterioration in relations between Thais and Cambodians in the wake of the anti-Thai riot in Phnom Penh on January 29, 2003, overland-caravan tourism should be conducted in a more constructive way, said Apinand Buahapakdi, an editor of the TAT's Young Traveller magazine who joined one such convey to Angkor Wat.

"Thai tourists know very little about their neighbouring country, so, instead of just looking at the exotic side of Cambodia, they should use these caravan-style trips as a means to educate themselves about Cambodian society," he said.
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LAOS SEEMS EAGER TO FACILITATE OFF-ROADERS –

BUT THE PROFITS REMAIN LARGELY IN THAI HANDS

The picturesque landscape and Isuzu, one of Thailand's largest vendors of SUVs and 4WD pick-ups, was a pioneer in organising car test- drives in Indochina. It launched the first "Isuzu SUV caravan to Cambodia" in April 1999, followed by a "Thailand-Laos-Vietnam" expedition in 2000.

Another leading 4WD pick-up manufacturer, Ford, said it was planning to arrange similar caravans to Laos.

Toyota Motor Thailand held its first test-drive trip to Angkor Wat, Cambodia in September 2002. Its most recent excursion to Indochina was a 4WD caravan to southern Laos in August 2003. That three-day expedition came on the heels of successful overland caravan trips to Indochina organised by the Toyota Offroader Club, which currently has around 1,500 members.

"Expanding car-test treks to neighbouring countries gives us an opportunity to prove that our four-wheel-drive vehicles perform well influx of "pilgrims" as yet, improvements in transport and tourism infrastructure are already beginning to have an impact on some Cambodians.

Van, a Thai-speaking Cambodian guide, conceded that tourism brought jobs and money but said it also made the locals' life more difficult. "We have to buy things at tourist prices. Basic commodities like drinking water and food are now more expensive in Siem Reap than in other provinces," said Van, who was himself born in Siem Reap.

"Villagers are also being tempted to sell their land to foreign businessmen to make some quick money. Many paddy fields have been replaced by hotels and places of entertainment. I'm missing the lost tranquillity of my hometown."

Reliable statistics show that Cambodia's visa-on-arrival policy has made it the region's fastest growing tourism destination. In 2002, it had the highest surge in visitor arrivals of any nation in Southeast Asia: up 30 percent from the year before, to 790,000 people. That figure was forecast to rise to one million in 2003 on the back of a global "Visit Cambodia Year" campaign, whose slogan is "A World of Treasures".

About 8,000 Thai tourists visited Cambodia in 2002, the latest year for which statistics are available.

Asked about Thai caravan-style tourism, Virak, another local guide, said it would be better if 4WD enthusiasts parked their vehicles at their hotels and took a coach around Siem Reap and out to Angkor Wat. "Some of our really old temples have limited (parking) space so a long caravan can cause chaos. The vehicles can also disturb other tourists, most of whom prefer exploring the temple complex quietly (on foot)."

Virak also revealed that many of his compatriots were unhappy with Thai tourists who often could be heard disparaging Cambodia and its people. "We understand the Thai language and it makes us very uncomfortable to hear Thai tourists insulting our country. Some, for example, like to claim that Angkor Wat actually belongs to Thailand and they openly look with disdain on our way of life."

Given the deterioration in relations between Thais and Cambodians in the wake of the anti-Thai riot in Phnom Penh on January 29, 2003, overland-caravan tourism should be conducted in a more constructive way, said Apinand Buahapakdi, an editor of the TAT's Young Traveller magazine who joined one such convey to Angkor Wat.

"Thai tourists know very little about their neighbouring country, so, instead of just looking at the exotic side of Cambodia, they should use these caravan-style trips as a means to educate themselves about Cambodian society," he said.
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