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THE CITY 
MANGO MADNESS







SWAMPED BY DEVELOPMENT


If living in Bangkok taught me nothing else, I learned the importance of a green vista. In this chaotic, sprawling capital, having a room with a pleasant view—along with air conditioning and a decent commute—was vital to maintaining my sanity. Now, those who’ve visited Bangkok only briefly probably think of it as just another gray, polluted Asian mega-city. And it is, on one level. But behind the exterior, it’s also a garden city. To see for yourself, simply head to the top of a skyscraper and take a look outside. Amazingly, there’s green everywhere, and trees generally seem to outnumber buildings.






Soon after arriving in Bangkok, I took advantage of this hidden trait and found a sanctuary in a small lane off Sukhumvit Road, a major thoroughfare that dissects the eastern part of the city. The apartment, a cramped studio built onto the roof of a shop house, seemed at first glance to have little to recommend it. The sun blasted the roof and walls, cooking everything inside. The parquet floor had a noticeable slope, and as you walked across it in bare feet, some of the little wooden pieces would stick to your soles and come popping out. In fact, the apartment had probably been an illegal addition to the building.




But it had one special feature: a balcony overlooking what my friends and I came to know simply as . . . The Swamp. A patch of wilderness hidden away in the thicket of Bangkok’s concrete jungle, The Swamp actually had pretensions of being a proper wetland, an acre or two in size. In the center was a marsh covered with vines and low-lying vegetation. Scattered around the edges were major trees: cotton trees, whose drooping pods contain down soft enough to put in your pillow; a coconut palm, its shiny trunk so vertical that it looked artificial; a flame tree bursting in scarlet; a banana palm that had grown into a luxuriant fan; a thin but heavy-fruited papaya tree; and crowning the scene was a luxuriant rain tree, its stately trunk arched into a symmetrical sweep of thick, green glory.


The Swamp had wildlife, too, particularly birds: long-legged waterfowl that hunted around the marsh; tiny, flitting swallows that loved to soar and dive on the air vents at sunset; and a pair of auburn-winged Greater Coucal, darting from bush to bush in an eternal mating game. Sometimes, they would disappear into the lush undergrowth, but we could follow their trail as they played hide-and-seek among the bobbing lotus leaves. The Swamp even served as a home away from home for itinerant monks who camped beneath the trees when they passed through Bangkok. I visited them once, hoping for some kind of spiritual experience. Instead, they offered to sell me holy wax. If I daubed a little on my lips, they assured me, I’d be a big hit with the ladies.


At night, when Bangkok is at its best, its grime hidden by the shadows, The Swamp came alive. After a rainfall, an orchestra of invisible toads would start up, their croaks drowning out even the roar of nearby traffic. The crooked silhouettes of bats would wing by as my friends and I sat on the balcony, enjoying the cool breeze and drinking in the good times.


It wasn’t just the greenery that made the view from my balcony so impressive; for above The Swamp rose the mountains of Bangkok. Not real mountains, of course—Bangkok is so flat that water doesn’t even know which way to flow—but the concrete towers of a brightly-lit boomtown lunging skyward, grasping eagerly for that modern-day manna from heaven, foreign investment, growing day by day as countless cranes bobbed and weaved, adding to their build. It was a mountain range made of cement and glass, an artificial watershed from whose slopes pour forth a mighty torrent of metal, gleaming and honking. Just to the right of The Swamp, a cascade of cars roared down the asphalt canyon that was Sukhuvmit Road—its flow so mighty that even in this most gridlocked of cities, its legendary traffic jams made intrepid motorists tremble.


We lived in a kind of symbiosis with The Swamp. We would flush our wastewater into it, and it would give us back cool air and a beautiful view. But The Swamp was far kinder to us than we were to it. My ruminations of the scenery would occasionally be disturbed by the rustling sound of a plastic bag full of trash whooshing through the air, then landing with a thud. Some of the people living in the shop houses that partially ringed The Swamp considered it to be a garbage dump. Amma, the lady who looked after my apartment block, was one of the worst offenders. I’d taken the matter up with her several times. But she either denied using our backyard as an impromptu landfill or, faced with irrefutable proof of a growing rubbish heap peeking out through the undergrowth next to our building, laughed it off, explaining that she was too tired to take the garbage downstairs.


Anyway, The Swamp was on private land, so we always figured that its days were numbered. Rumor had long had it that a skyscraping hotel would be built on the land. But The Swamp had beaten back civilization before. Smack in the center sat the skeletal remains of an old house, its roof caved in and replaced by a cool canopy of vegetation. Nearby stood several lampposts also smothered in green, as if a couple of arbored ribs had sprouted from the earth. Workers had once set up shacks in The Swamp to live in while they did construction work nearby. We feared these residents would stay permanently, but eventually they moved away, leaving behind as the only reminder of their existence a most appropriate totem—a cement squat toilet. It was soon covered by weeds.


The Swamp, however, finally met its match. One day, a neighbor rushed up to me, eyes gaping in alarm: “Did you see it?!”


“See what?”


“The Swamp! Didn’t you look out the back this morning?”


“No. What happened?” But a sickening feeling was already taking hold in my gut.


“The bulldozers, man. They came last night. It’s all gone!”


Not quite all, as it turned out. Bulldozers had turned about half The Swamp into mud, and the small building in its midst had been stripped of its green canopy. But who knew what would come next? Rumors flew. It was going to become a parking lot, or perhaps that long-awaited hotel.


We soon found out what came next—a slum. Well, not exactly a slum, but a tin-roofed shanty town inhabited by construction workers building a new hospital wing down the road. At least they weren’t erecting a condo on The Swamp itself; that construction would have kept us awake every night for the next year. Nevertheless, we sat down one night on my balcony to drum up strategies for driving the intruders out.


“How about starting up a protest campaign? Bring in the media, student activists . . . ”


“Nah. Too many other environmental crises going on.”


“I know. We’ll get those monks back in here to ordain the trees. We can set up a kind of forest temple or something.”


“Yeah. Or we can dress up as ghosts and go down there and spook them out. We’ll say we used to live in that old house and were murdered. Now we’re coming back to reclaim our land!”


One of the gang got a little overzealous and chucked a rock onto the tin roofs that were now sprouting below. It landed with a thunk, and made a tremendous clatter as it rolled off.


The racket brought us to our senses. It was wrong to take out our frustration on these laborers, who after all were just looking for some honest work. The Swamp’s demise wasn’t their fault. Whose fault was it? No one’s? Everyone’s? We realized there was nothing we could do. We were caught in the grip of Bangkok’s development and there was no way out. There would be no happy ending.


The birds soon flew the coop. The monks no longer came. We were left with a village of migrant workers who tossed their garbage into what was left of The Swamp. Some of the residents around the area started to move away, and I did too, eventually. The apartment I moved to, off a different stretch of Sukhumvit Road, was also pleasant, quiet, and surrounded by a canopy of trees. It was almost like living in a tree house.


But it couldn’t match The Swamp. I recently went back to my old street to see what had become of it, only to find it had been turned into, of all things, a golf driving range. It is a fate so poetically unjust that all I could do was sit back and laugh.






TERRORIZED BY TRAFFIC


There’s a reason why Bangkok looks so gray on the outside and green on the inside: Just as they were in The Swamp, most of the city’s trees are hidden when you’re sitting in one of Bangkok’s endless traffic jams, surrounded by clouds of smog and all manner of noisy vehicles—cars, trucks, rickshaws, motorcycles, bicycles, tuk-tuks, even the occasional elephant—seemingly moving in every direction. The city’s main streets tend to be lined with rows of monotonous gray shop houses interspersed with colorful shop fronts, roadside vendors, open-air markets, and, in more upscale sections, steel- and glass-enclosed office buildings. The Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA), the city government, has made a valiant effort to plant trees along the roads, but even they look gray and forlorn, wilted and weighed down as they are by several layers of dust and soot.


Head off the main streets into a small soi (side street), however, and the situation is often completely different. Take the place I moved to following the demise of The Swamp: Soi 27, off Sukhumvit Road. A few hundred meters in, you find yourself on a pleasant, almost suburban-like, road. Even better, it’s a dead-end soi, and thus surprisingly quiet (and especially prized) because the interminable queue of cars and ear-splitting motorcycles desperately seeking shortcuts know they must search elsewhere. Stroll around these back streets and you’ll catch glimpses not just of majestic trees but of manicured lawns and magnificent tropical gardens. Glimpses, however, are all you’ll get. Because throughout Bangkok, affectionately known as the Big Mango, greenery is hoarded within private compounds, hidden behind walls designed to keep out prying eyes and would-be burglars. If white picket fences are the emblem of Western suburbia, then the symbols of Third World cities are tall, spiked gates.


For it is the wall between people that prevents Bangkok from becoming a more livable place. Without a sense of community, people won’t cooperate to improve their environment, whether that means carpooling, curbing their wastes, accepting zoning rules, or simply disposing of trash properly. And communities are fragile. Difficult to create, easy to destroy, they are developed when humans share a common history or a common area: time and space. Bangkok, in other words, needs to develop its civil society, a key element the world over in achieving a better quality of life. Otherwise, it is left solely to the government—sluggish, corrupt, and much derided—to protect the common environment. Unless pushed by an active civic sector, authorities are slow to take necessary steps, and when they finally do so, they are often accused of acting on behalf of special interests.


Bangkok is a classic boomtown. It is the center of the Thai universe, in some ways a nation apart from the rest of the country. It has Thailand’s best schools and its highest-paying jobs; the most powerful officials and the most popular pop singers; the most exciting nightlife and the wealthiest tycoons. People from all over the country, and the world, pour into the city to seek their fortunes. Officially, Bangkok is home to 6 million people, but the population of the greater metropolitan area is probably closer to twice that figure, especially when migrants are considered. The next biggest Thai city, Chiang Mai, contains more than a million people, but it still has the (pleasant) feel of a provincial capital.


And Bangkok is just one of dozens of mega-cities that are springing up all over the global South. They form the destination for the greatest mass migration in human history: the urbanization of the developing world. Half a century ago, two-thirds of the earth’s population lived in the countryside, and only greater New York had a population larger than 10 million. Now there are twenty such cities, and in thirty years, two-thirds of the world’s population is expected to be urban. Essentially, that means a new Bangkok (at its official population) is being created every two months.1 The environmental woes of these new mega-cities are legion, and their infrastructure demands enormous. So much so that the problems posed by the lack of a civil society are usually overlooked.


Creating communal feelings is often difficult in Bangkok, and in other rapidly growing cities, too, because many residents simply haven’t lived there for long. With economic change so rapid, city dwellers throughout the developing world are even more transient than in the West. Many, perhaps most, of the people living in the Big Mango have migrated there within the last generation or two, predominantly from two places: China and the Thai countryside. You don’t find many high walls around dwellings in rural Thailand; instead, they’re typically surrounded by modest wooden fences, not just because the countryside is safer but because it traditionally has a greater sense of communal spirit. Farmers had private land to till, but they also benefited from common areas, and from rules on how common resources (water, in particular) could be used. In Bangkok, however, although there are some open-access lands—notably along the banks of canals, where slums have sprung up—there are few common areas to help develop a sense of mutual obligation. Even government land is deemed to belong to a certain agency—the city parks department, perhaps, or the Treasury Department—and not to “the public.” Bangkokians have therefore responded to urbanization by building walls, not only because of the insecurity bred by a transient, disparate society, but also because city people simply have a different way of looking at the land.


Without all these walls, it might be possible to imagine Bangkok as it was originally: a massive flood plain for the Chao Phraya River—a wetland. It used to be largely under water during the rainy season, and parts of it still are. When the Thai kings moved their capital downriver to this location more than two centuries ago, they modeled the city after their previous, storied capital of Ayutthaya, which had been ransacked by the Burmese. Because it was so much easier to get around by boat, it was only natural that the city’s founders created a city laced with canals, an international entrepot dubbed the “Venice of the East.” The canals still exist, but they have been turned into sewers, and many are covered by pavement.


That, too, is a symbol of the one object that more than anything or anyone else—more than any king, or prime minister, or mayor, or urban planner—has utterly transformed the face of Bangkok: the automobile. Philip Blenkinsop, an Australian photographer who has lived in Bangkok for many years, has published a brutally graphic book called The Cars That Ate  Bangkok.2 The title is appropriate. This human artifact has had such an enormous impact on the formerly bucolic city that it’s tempting to describe it as a rampaging monster, able to command an entire society to do its bidding: be it building roads, demolishing communities to make way for expressways, or waking up at four in the morning to get your kids to school ahead of the morning traffic jam.


Of course, environmentalists have long demonized the private car, but all the shouting has done little to dissuade people that for comfort and convenience, the automobile is an unrivalled form of transport. Thais absolutely love their cars (and motorcycles, and pickup trucks). They adorn them inside with garlands, pillows, and assorted decorations. They keep the outside spotless, washing it repeatedly. Wealthy families aren’t just satisfied with two cars; they may have half a dozen, some for the kids and relatives and servants. And these aren’t little urban runabouts; the sedans you see on the street are all four-doors. Pickup trucks are even more popular—Thailand is the second largest producer in the world, after the United States.3 And cars are important status symbols; despite Thailand’s being a developing country, before the 1997 financial crisis, Thais purchased as many as 13,000 Mercedes-Benzes a year.4


The car has not been kind to Bangkok in return. All semblance of Venice has now gone; in its place is a sprawling megalopolis closer in spirit to Los Angeles or Houston. In pictures taken from orbiting satellites, the city appears unnervingly like a giant tumor spreading out remorselessly into the surrounding green paddy fields. It has become dominated by its gridlock, indeed, famous for it. Traffic is the number one topic of conversations. Strangers getting to know each other over cocktails chat about how bad a certain intersection is, or about the recent horrendous accident they witnessed, in much the same way people elsewhere discuss the weather. The situation was particularly bad in the early 1990s, when foreign journalists looking for a story would inevitably turn to the old standby about “Life in the Slow Lane,” pointing out that the average speed of a car traveling Bangkok’s streets was 12 miles per hour,5 and less than half that during peak hours (incredibly, that is still better than the average traffic speed in Hong Kong, Taipei, Bombay, and Manila during rush hours, or rather, crawl hours).6 More than 70 percent of commuters spend more than two hours a day mired in traffic jams, and a fifth of all drivers say they spend at least three hours commuting. Altogether, the average Bangkokian is estimated to spend the equivalent of around forty-four days a year on the road.7


The gridlock has an enormous environmental impact. The stalled cars, along with the stop-and-go traffic, contribute significantly to Bangkok’s serious air pollution problems. But it also affects city residents in ways we rarely think about. Take noise pollution, for instance. The din from vehicles is so loud that it’s often impossible to carry on any kind of conversation while walking down a major Bangkok thoroughfare. In 1996, Thailand’s Pollution Control Department (PCD) listed a dozen major roads where noise levels regularly exceed the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) standard of seventy decibels. And this cacophony has a serious effect on people’s health: A survey of traffic cops, for example, found that more than a quarter of them had suffered hearing loss.8 The economic impact of Thailand’s traffic problems is also enormous: Bangkokians lose an estimated $2.4 billion annually in wasted fuel, time, and medical costs due to the traffic.9


But mere numbers don’t do justice to the insidious social impact of the city’s gridlock. Imagine what life is like for schoolchildren, having to eat your breakfast in the car so you can get to school on time, or having to sit on a hot, crowded bus and inhale clouds of smog for hours as you make your way home. For adults, the traffic robs life of its spontaneity; you can’t suddenly decide to meet your friend somewhere in fifteen minutes; you have to plan everything—how far you have to go, your route, the time of the meeting—well in advance to avoid agonizing delays. Crossing the city, even escaping it altogether, becomes an enormous hassle. In effect, your world becomes radically smaller, and the prime advantage of urban life—being in close proximity to interesting people and places—becomes negated.


And yet, life goes on. When discussing all the problems of Bangkok and other mega-cities, it’s tempting to speak in apocalyptic terms. But people in general, and Thais in particular, are amazingly practical. They’ve found ways to cope with the traffic. Mobile phones, for instance, have become a vital appliance for commuters; they can while away the time in traffic by flirting, doing business, or chatting with friends and relatives. Major intersections, furthermore, are now home to troupes of young motorcyclists who ferry passengers around for a reasonable fee. It can be a hair-raising ride, weaving in and out of stalled traffic, sucking in noxious fumes spewed out of ramshackle buses a few feet away; but if you want to get somewhere during rush hour in a reasonable amount of time, it’s the only way to travel. The service has proved incredibly popular. It has spawned an industry that in 1994 was worth $200 million, and a motorcycle livery fleet estimated at 40,000 vehicles.10


As if helping to keep Bangkok moving were not enough, one motorcycle taxi driver actually deserves credit for having thwarted an act of global terrorism. In March 1994, on a typically crowded afternoon along Soi Chidlom, right in the middle of town, a truck was making its way out of the Central Department Store parking lot when it smacked into a motorcycle taxi parked on the corner. The truck driver, described as an “Arab-looking man,”11 was prevented from departing the scene by the irate owner of the bike, a young lad who proceeded to demand compensation. Heated negotiations ensued for nearly an hour, but apparently to no avail. The truck driver grew increasingly agitated and finally fled the scene on foot. The truck, a rental hire, was eventually towed to a police impound, where it remained untouched for more than a week until the owner finally came to claim it. Someone then noticed a peculiar smell emanating from the rear of the truck. Investigation revealed the stench came from the body of the truck’s original Thai driver, who had been murdered and stuffed in the back, along with some explosives, a tank filled with a hundred liters of diesel fuel, and large amounts of fertilizer—a similar concoction to that which had exploded under New York’s World Trade Center a year earlier. The bomb makers had been planning to pay an unannounced visit to the Israeli embassy just three hundred meters from the department store. A couple of Iranian suspects were eventually arrested. The terrorists had been foiled, thanks not to Interpol or the Thai police, but to Bangkok’s insurmountable traffic.






THERE’S NO PLACE LIKE A MOBILE HOME


How did Bangkok get itself into such a terrible mess? Automotive technology and its support system of roads, expressways, petrol stations, and refineries has transformed landscapes and cultures the world over, but somehow the impact seems especially dramatic on Thailand.


Part of the reason is that Bangkok was ill suited for the automobile. The yearly floods—made worse by land subsidence, a result of the pumping up of groundwater by industry—cause havoc with the traffic flow, creating jams that can extend as far as 50 kilometers. The city’s traditional road system also aggravates matters. Roads account for only about 7 to 8 percent of the city’s terrain,12 roughly one-half to one-third the average figure in modern Western cities. And although road capacity is increasing at a rate of 1.5 percent every year, the capital’s car population during the boom grew at an average rate of 12 percent.13 Overall, between 1960 and 1993, automobile ownership in Bangkok grew roughly sixteen-fold, well outpacing most other Asian cities.14


What’s more, Bangkok’s roads are not laid out in the grid system favored by Americans steeped in the rationalist tradition. Instead, they follow a hierarchical pattern that eerily mimics patron-client relationships in traditional Thai society. Power in Thailand has historically been concentrated in the hands of a small elite, each of whom enjoys an extensive network of supporters providing allegiance in exchange for patronage. Similarly, Bangkok has a few broad avenues that randomly criss-cross one another; these are interlaced with dozens of small, twisting feeder roads and sois (side streets). Perhaps the best analogy is to compare the roads to rivers. The sois, which no doubt were modeled after the pattern of canals that existed before, act as tributary streams, an appropriate system given the country’s social and natural history.


Of course, many old cities with winding narrow roads have struggled to adjust to the automobile, particularly in Europe. In London, it’s said that the average speed of cars moving during rush hour in the year 2000 (from 10 to 12 miles per hour) is equal to the average speed that horses and buggies moved about town back in the year 1900.15 But the situation in Bangkok is exacerbated by the strength of the auto lobby. Thailand aspires to be the “Detroit of Southeast Asia,” an auto production center for the entire region, and has successfully wooed foreign manufacturers with tax breaks and subsidies. Thailand is now the largest producer and consumer of vehicles in the region.


Thailand, in other words, is wedded to the automobile for the long term, and that means the industry has clout; this clout in turn can affect policy in subtle (and not so subtle) ways. One obscure but telling example is the success the industry had in lobbying the Thailand Industrial Standards Institute regarding vehicular emission standards. In 1992, their ability to delay the onset of stricter European-based standards for car exhaust even managed to frustrate one of the architects of Thailand’s industrialization policy, Piyasvasti Amranand, the tough-talking director of the National Energy Policy Office (NEPO): “They [the committee members] are not balanced. They only look after the interests of manufacturers. No one on the committee is out to fight for clean air.”16


Meanwhile, the demand for cars is heavy,17 stoked not only by the innate popularity of having your own set of wheels, but also because the infrastructure for alternative means of transport has simply been neglected. Although new expressways were going up throughout the 1990s, vital mass transit rail projects have suffered from a lack of funding and have been delayed for decades because of political squabbling. Construction on the first light rail line did not begin until 1995.


This situation points to the biggest problem facing Bangkok: a lack of proper planning. Even the most farsighted technocrats may have been unable to meet the demands of a mega-city swamped with migrants and booming with double-digit growth rates, but the authorities who oversaw Bangkok were woefully unprepared. Not only did they fail to provide the necessary transport infrastructure but, when the green light was finally given to three mass transit rail projects in the 1990s, each was supervised by different agencies with little coordination to make the systems link up. The massive Stonehenge-like cement towers lining the road to the airport—the relics of a road-and-rail infrastructure project, known as Hopewell, that was scrapped after it was only 15 percent complete—stand as testament to the hodgepodge nature of city planning in Bangkok. When Chatichai Choonhavan, a former Thai prime minister, was driving past them one day in 1997, he remarked, “Wow! These piles are just huge. What’re they for?”


His son Kraisak responded, “Don’t you remember, Dad! It’s the project you approved.”


“Oh! Really?” was Chatichai’s reply.18


The city’s zoning regulations, or lack thereof, are another telling example of Bangkok’s management failures. The main legal planning instruments, the Land Subdivision Act of 1972 and the Building Control of 1979, were regularly manipulated to allow developers freedom to do as they pleased, the first law repeatedly being amended to reduce requirements for infrastructure provisions. Regulations have apparently been strengthened in recent years. But during the real estate boom of the late 1980s and early 1990s, huge condominiums and office towers sprang up on tiny back streets, and particularly along popular thoroughfares already groaning with traffic, making them almost impassable during rush hour. Accounts of how the new central business district in the Rama III area was planned in the 1990s are particularly instructive: Zoning rules were swiftly changed to allow for commercial development, and developers had clear precedence over city officials in drawing up land use plans.19


Meanwhile, Bangkok has only partially installed an automated traffic light system. Policemen sitting in little booths still switch the lights manually at most intersections. Suspicious minds believe this is so that VIPs can retain the privilege of having police motorcades whisk them through the snarls. Adding to the confusion are the seemingly continuous installation and repair projects carried out by the telephone, electricity, water, sewage, and city administrations: A lack of coordination results in a veritable tag team of contractors tearing up and filling in the roads.


Bangkok’s traffic crisis actually serves as a distressing metaphor for a broader management crisis in Thailand, one that extends to every facet of the country’s development. Think of road space as an “open-access” resource: Apart from a few privately built tollways in Bangkok, people can use the roads freely, the result being massive congestion. Other open-access resources such as fish, air, and water are treated in a similarly profligate manner, and the result is they all too quickly become depleted or polluted. Just as developers in Bangkok were allowed to build as they pleased, putting incredible traffic pressure on tiny streets, farmers living alongside rural canals take as much water as they can pump, and wastes are released in a wanton fashion into the air and streams. Environmentalists call this phenomenon the “tragedy of the commons.”


Once the canals have run dry or the roads become clogged, the government’s first impulse is always to try to increase supply by building more dams and expressways—a more popular policy than trying to reduce demand. There is reluctance to acknowledge that since resources are limited so are supply-side options. The result is drought and gridlock.


Corruption, lack of enforcement, and planning problems mean that most developing countries in practice follow a similarly haphazard approach to urban development and resource management. China, and other more authoritarian states, tries to restrict migration to the cities, but even there it’s difficult to control. Chinese leaders often look to Singapore as a model. That city-state is amazingly well run thanks to its strong commitment to planning and its government’s strict enforcement of zoning rules. It is clean to the point of sterility, and safe for the whole family, a kind of Asian Disneyland. Food vendors have been herded into hawker centers, and the red-light district has been cleaned up. Singapore’s extensive subway system has allowed the establishment of a sensible traffic-management system in which drivers must pay a toll to gain access to the city center during rush hour. But Singapore has some built-in advantages over its boisterous neighbors: It does not have a countryside that sends in waves of poor migrants. And because the vast majority of its people live in condominiums bought in government-built high-rises, the government can rigorously control where development takes place.


Malaysia’s example may be more intriguing, since it does not share those advantages. The country does suffer from corruption, but its civil service—its forest department, for instance—tends to be more professional than similar bureaucracies in most other Southeast Asian countries. Malaysia also has a federalized political structure that has helped spread out urban development in cities such as Kuala Lumpur, Johor Bahru, and Georgetown. These cities do have traffic and pollution problems, but nothing like those found in Bangkok, Jakarta, and Manila.


For all the hassles brought on by Bangkok’s “arterial sclerosis,” it has given the city a perverse identity. It was often said, for instance, that when one of the country’s innumerable military coups occurred, you knew that it was a “good” coup or a harsh one by whether the tanks rolling down the streets stopped at the traffic lights. And as far back as 1975, when the Vietnamese army was triumphing in Cambodia, it was joked that the only thing preventing it from marching all the way to Singapore was Bangkok’s gridlock.


Thais, as these quips suggest, are a famously good-natured people. They accept vicissitude with a shrug and a smile, or a knowing roll of their eyes. The country’s favorite expression is said to be mai pen rai, which roughly means “never mind.” True, the booming metropolis of Bangkok, a city ever ready to ignite your passions, is faster paced than the countryside. But unlike the residents of most capitals in Asia and the West, Bangkokians have managed to retain a relatively laid-back attitude, perhaps out of necessity. On some level, you must learn to laugh at the gridlock if you’re to avoid crying about it, or flying into fits of road rage.


For visitors and foreign residents, Thailand’s laid-back attitude can make life there alternately blissful and exasperating. On the one hand, the attitude has helped turn the country into a popular vacation destination, whether you’re looking for sanuk (fun) or to be sabai (comfortable or relaxed, although those translations don’t do the word justice). Thais are also generally forgiving when you commit a cultural gaffe or utter some unwittingly insulting remark. On the other hand, many Thais admit this sense of fatalism contributes to the country’s problems because authorities are simply not held as accountable as they should be. There seems to be a general sentiment that Bangkok has always had terrible traffic, and always will.






GETTING THE LEAD OUT


Unfortunately, no one seems to have come up with any silver linings to the clouds of pollution spewed out by all that traffic. The air quality in Bangkok is so bad that a team of researchers from the University of Hawaii who came to study air pollution in the early 1990s actually fled the city and refused to return after realizing the significance of their initial measurements. The World Health Organization (WHO) reported in 1996 that Bangkok’s air was fourteen times dirtier than the international standard, and simply breathing it was considered a health hazard to children not yet twelve years old.20 You only need spend a few minutes walking on a main street or standing at a major intersection before you start to feel grimy, and a motorcycle ride through rush hour traffic can leave you nauseated. Even if you live on a secluded back street, you still have to travel along the main roads where the smog is thickest. And while those fortunate enough to travel in air-conditioned vehicles certainly feel more comfortable, studies have shown that they remain exposed to the smallest and most dangerous airborne particles. Under these conditions, even exercise can prove hazardous to your health because you end up inhaling greater quantities of noxious gases more deeply. Running for thirty minutes in a polluted environment is the equivalent of smoking a pack of cigarettes.21 Air pollution, therefore, is much like the traffic: You just can’t escape it.


There is an important difference between the two, however: Air pollution has a direct and dramatic effect on public health. Of all Bangkok’s environmental problems, air pollution is probably the most dangerous. According to the World Bank, it is responsible for at least 200 to 400 premature deaths in the city per year,22 and a U.S. Agency for International Development report estimated that it could cause as many as 1,400 deaths per year.23 The toll is particularly high for those who work on the streets, for instance, traffic cops—half of whom suffer chronic respiratory problems—and roadside vendors.


Indeed, air pollution afflicts mega-cities around the world. In Jakarta, the premature death toll as a result of exposure to particulates is estimated at 4,000 per annum (and a further 1.5 million asthma attacks).24 In China, thought to have Asia’s worst air pollution, the World Bank estimated it caused 178,000 premature deaths and 1.7 million cases of chronic bronchitis among urban residents in 1995.25 This public health crisis also exacts an economic toll on Asian cities: In China alone, the World Bank estimated the damage totaled $32 billion in 1995, or roughly 5 percent of the GDP (gross domestic product).26


Small particles of airborne dust, which sound annoying rather than terrifying, are actually considered the most damaging pollutant because they’re carriers for disease-causing bacteria and fungi, and easily find their way into people’s lungs. A 1996 study by Thailand’s PCD found that airborne dust was responsible for the allergies and upper respiratory infections suffered by more than a million people in Bangkok.27 Dust levels in some parts of the city were measured as being more than six times higher than the international safety standard. Roughly 40 percent of Bangkok’s airborne dust comes from vehicular emissions, including the city’s 3 million motorcycles, 90 percent of which use two-stroke engines; but efforts to phase them out in favor of cleaner-burning four-stroke engines have proved difficult to enforce. Construction work accounts for another 40 percent of Bangkok’s dust. In 1995, during the building boom that took place before the financial crisis, there were at least 3,000 construction sites in Bangkok (and another 1,900 developers applying for new construction permits). The remaining 20 percent of the dust stemmed from the estimated 20,000 factories located in the metropolitan area. A particularly macabre source are the five hundred crematoria located in Bangkok, each of which burns from three to five bodies in coffins every day. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust, indeed.


Airborne lead is another insidious pollutant. Its effect on children is particularly nasty because it causes a decrease in intelligence, hearing loss, hyperactivity, and aggression. The World Bank found that in the early 1990s, the average blood lead levels of Bangkok’s residents measured an incredible 40 micrograms per deciliter,28 more than ten times the average level in the United States, and well above the levels found in other mega-cities such as Cairo and Mexico City. Thai children were losing an average of 3.5 points off their I.Q. tests as a result of breathing Bangkok’s air in the early 1990s,29 and similar figures were reported in Manila.30 Indeed, the World Bank says that all urban children in the developing world who are not yet two years old are thought to have excess lead in their blood, and an estimated 15 to 18 million children may have suffered permanent damage as a result.31 Grimly, in the early 1990s Bangkok and Manila hospitals were even finding high lead levels in the umbilical cords of newborn babies.32 And lead contamination affects adults, too: It has caused more than 200,000 cases of hypertension in Bangkok and Jakarta annually.33


There is no mystery about the source of this airborne lead contamination: It comes from cars using leaded gasoline. Most people in the West have forgotten how important it was to switch to automobiles using catalytic converters and unleaded petrol, but in Thailand the conversion did not start until 1992 (and Vietnam didn’t go through with the shift until 2001). Even then, there was surprisingly strong resistance: from refiners and gas station owners who found it inconvenient; from motorists who feared it would ruin their cars’ engines; and from businessmen who claimed the license to produce catalytic converters had gone to a friend of former Prime Minister Chatichai. The government came up with an effective solution: It subsidized unleaded gasoline, making it slightly cheaper than the leaded version, thus persuading car owners to purchase it. As is true of so many other environmental reforms, fears that a technological or economic calamity would ensue were not borne out. The carping soon died down. It’s now difficult to find a service station in Bangkok selling leaded petrol, and blood lead levels of Bangkokians have decreased significantly. By 1996, the average IQ of children in Bangkok had risen four points as a result of declining levels of airborne lead, the World Bank reported.34


So there is hope, and perhaps the biggest hope for solving both the traffic and air pollution problems is to provide more mass transit options to the public. Bangkok’s first overhead rail system finally opened in December 1999, but so far it consists of only a couple of lines totaling 20 kilometers. For the vast majority of city residents, therefore, the only alternatives to the private car are other forms of motorized transport: taxis, shared taxis, motorcycle taxis, and the public buses.






MOVING CARS OR MOVING PEOPLE?


Taking a bus is a good way to people-watch, and that is usually how I got to work, commuting daily from Sukhumvit Road out to the Nation’s* office on a superhighway at the easternmost edge of Bangkok. It meant passing through some awful gridlock, including the dreaded Bang Na intersection, which could take an hour to get through during particularly bad times. But I was lucky in that I generally went to the office in the early afternoon and left late at night. Unless I had a morning appointment for an interview or a conference, therefore, I usually managed to miss Bangkok’s extended version of rush hour. In addition to keeping me sane, it made taking the bus more feasible, and I could usually get to the office in less than an hour, not bad for Bangkok.


The city’s bus system is actually quite impressive when you consider that it covers the vast metropolis fairly well and offers a wide range of services. At the cheap end of the scale are the careening green “baht buses” with their tiny seats and cramped aisles. A couple more baht will land you a spot on the rumbling rot mae, the sixty-seat mainstays of the Bangkok bus fleet. A step up in class is the air-conditioned rot air, a comfortable ride if you can get a seat, but it will set you back from 6 to 12 baht (roughly a quarter or two). Finally, there is the Microbus service, the Cadillac of Bangkok bus fleets, introduced in the 1990s. Although these buses are compact like the baht buses, that is all they have in common; for a little more than a dollar you’re guaranteed a seat in climate-controlled comfort.


Each service not only caters to a different class of clientele, but also apparently has a different standard for driving skills. The baht-bus drivers place a premium on speed—and often seem to be on speed themselves. Their working-class passengers exhibit true Thai fatalism by entrusting their lives to the reckless maniacs at the wheel. The more expensive the service, the more responsible the drivers become. Best of all are the Microbus chauffeurs, who can actually be relied on to stop and pick up passengers trying to wave them down. The same cannot be said for the other drivers. There is nothing more frustrating than seeing your ride roar by with a shrug and a wave from the driver. Stories circulate about one would-be passenger who became so incensed after being spurned repeatedly that he waited until the same bus came back on its route and proceeded to lob a grenade on board in the direction of the driver.


The privately run baht buses do have one advantage over the other services, however: They actually make money for the operators. The state-run Bangkok Metropolitan Transit Authority (BMTA) has piled up huge debts in running the public fleets because of the government’s demands that fares be subsidized and the agency’s own chronic mismanagement. The clearest illustration of these twin problems can be seen in the murky clouds of black soot that typically spew from the tailpipes of Bangkok’s buses. The situation is unfathomable, even by Bangkok standards. That a bus system supposed to help solve one set of urban ills should be allowed to exacerbate another is so illogical that at one point it was investigated.


The source of the problem turned out to be the maintenance subcontractors, whose primary goal is to keep buses on the road 90 percent of the time. Environmental performance is way down on their list of priorities. So when drivers—who surely face one of the most harrying jobs on Earth in trying to maneuver their clunky vehicles amidst rush-hour madness—ask for more horsepower to get them past the jams, mechanics oblige by altering the size of the fuel injectors, or adjusting the fuel pumps to increase the amount of gasoline flowing into the system. This provides more oomph, but not all the petrol is burned. Most of the residue is belched out to form those distinctive sidewalk-to-sidewalk plumes of smog. The remainder sticks to the exhaust pipe, causing back pressure to build up and ultimately decrease the buses’ power. The operators no doubt realize they are wasting lots of fuel. But why should they care? The BMTA doesn’t pay for the petrol anyway. The government provides it free of charge as a subsidy—a small but telling example of how subsidizing the use of resources can be disastrous for the environment.


Given the state of transportation in Bangkok, the key question is this: If the government is willing to subsidize the bus system, why was it so unwilling for so long to spend money on an urban rail system that would presumably be faster and cleaner? The short answer is that government policy seems aimed at moving vehicles rather than people. For decades, the authorities claimed it was simply too expensive to build a subway. The swampy conditions underlying the city, they added, would make it susceptible to flooding. So subsequent governments usually looked at building an elevated rail. Numerous systems were proposed over the years, and entire books could be written to explain why they foundered. Even when construction of the so-called Skytrain finally began just eight years ago, it was the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration, not the national government, that pushed it through.


More to the point, it did so without public funding. The BMA awarded a concession to build and operate the system to Tanayong, a major real estate developer. Backed by private financing, the firm hopes to recoup its costs by collecting fares and exploiting commercial opportunities within and around the stations. It is unlikely that Tanayong will be able to do so, however, and the system may eventually be taken over by the state. Meanwhile, a vigorous campaign against the Skytrain led by Chodchoy Sophonpanich, a Bangkok environmentalist famed for spearheading anti-litter campaigns, argued (controversially) that it would destroy neighborhoods and (correctly) that the project had never been subject to an environmental review. Chodchoy, who was widely criticized for her opposition, claims she just wanted the project to go underground.35 However, only after work had begun did a new (national) government announce that all future mass transit rail lines in Bangkok would be subways, which would cost about twice the price of an overhead rail line. It remains unclear why the government finally caved in and decided to make its funds available, but Chodchoy’s campaign undoubtedly had something to do with it.


The key difference between a bus system and a subway, therefore, is that politicians considered a subway an infrastructure project. That thinking leads to a double standard, because although the mechanisms for building infrastructure may vary—some are privatized, some are run by state enterprises, and still others are built by private firms and then given to the state—Thai governments have felt they should make money on such projects, or at least break even. That was especially so under the privatization policies that dominated the 1990s. No such demands are placed on the BMTA, which operates the bus system. Delaying matters even further is the tendency of corrupt Thai politicians to seek kickbacks from infrastructure projects.


The many factors behind Thailand’s mass transit negligence include squabbling by politicians about the spoils of contracts; a general lack of foresight and enlightened leadership in the upper political echelons; and the short-lived nature of governments, a chronic obstacle to any environmentally beneficial policy because the benefits are likely to emerge only long after the leaders currently in power have gone. But once again, the lack of a sense of community must bear some responsibility. Bangkok shares a strong individualistic, libertarian ethos with other cities—Los Angeles, Houston, and Phoenix come to mind—that prefer to develop around the automobile. Sure, middle-class Bangkokians say they want a subway . . . but deep down most of them want other people to ride on it, which, they hope, will free the roads for themselves!






ROAD KILL


Through all this discussion about transportation alternatives in Bangkok, one means of moving around is inevitably overlooked: walking. With good reason, perhaps, for if Bangkok is an urban jungle, then pedestrians are at the bottom of the food chain. Zebra crossings in the city are so faded that they have become an endangered species, and they are treated with such disdain by Bangkok’s drivers that pedestrians who actually dare to use them risk ending up as road kill. Meanwhile, city residents who brave the footpaths—where they exist—find they must share their sidewalks with roving vendors, whizzing motorcyclists, and the occasional parked truck. Merely avoiding the chopped-up paving stones and treacherous open manholes requires feats of agility that would test the Artful Dodger.


So, to coin an old phrase, there are just two kinds of pedestrians in Bangkok: the quick and the dead.


Considering all of Bangkok’s traffic problems, you’d think the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) would encourage people to walk as an alternative to using motorized transport, at least when taking short trips. But Santi Ruangwanit doesn’t see things that way—and his thoughts count because when I interviewed him he was the director of the construction and maintenance division in the BMA’s Public Works Department, responsible for maintaining the pavement: “Thais don’t like to walk because it’s too hot,” he said. “In Western countries, it may be very cold, but at least walking warms you up.”36 With such an attitude—Santi hastens to add that he often walks—it is not surprising that Bangkok’s footpaths more closely resemble obstacle courses. In the suburbs, there are few footpaths at all, even though they are supposed to be built alongside all new roads. According to Santi, they’re often forgotten because “few people walk” in the suburbs.


Bangkok’s pedestrian policy, or lack thereof, is “a matter of priorities,” explains Thongchai Panswad, a professor of environmental engineering at Chulalongkorn University. “Building footpaths is too small a contract, so government officials say ‘just let the contractors do it.’ Roads are public property, too. Why is the government able to maintain them? Because officials tend to think more costly projects are more important.”37


This brings up what is perhaps the most fundamental question about Bangkok’s numerous ills: Why do people put up with it? When asked in polls and informal interviews, they generally tend to blame government for failing to manage the city properly, and failing to solve environmental problems in general—it’s human nature, after all, to avoid responsibility for one’s own contribution to the situation. But that still begs the question of why they tolerate this negligence. Thailand’s political system has many flaws, but it is a democracy. The people elect their members of Parliament (M.P.s), and thus indirectly their prime minister, and in Bangkok they can elect their mayor. So why do they accept all the environmental abuse?


Bhichit Rattakul thinks he knows part of the answer, as he explained when describing why he set up his Anti–Air Pollution & Environmental Protection Foundation. “I started the drive after visiting a mae kha (vendor) in Huay Kwang. A bus started off, spilling out black smoke. I nearly choked, but the mae kha didn’t feel anything. ‘Don’t get excited,’ she said. ‘Yesterday was like this, today and tomorrow will be the same.’ That’s the problem. People don’t think it’s abnormal. It’s not their fault. Nobody has told them it doesn’t have to be this way.”38 Bhichit is not just blowing smoke here. As a successful politician who served as an MP for eight years and also the scion of a famous political dynasty, he understands public sentiment. Bhichit also understands the technical issues involved because he’s a trained scientist (he holds a Ph.D. in microbiology), and a former lecturer at Chulalongkorn University, considered the Harvard of Thailand.


But although Bhichit wears many hats, his most famous adornment is a surgical mask. “We try to tell people to wear masks. We distribute them to policemen, tuk-tuk drivers, bus drivers. We tell them it only offers partial protection—for dust, but not for gases. But it’s the only way to let them know that this is an abnormal situation. It’s a way of saying to the government, ‘Shame on you, because citizens have to protect themselves.’” Bhichit’s anti–air-pollution foundation has been active in other ways, too, putting up signs around the city explaining what hazardous substances are in the air, where they come from, and the government agency responsible for controlling them. In 1991–1992, it filed petitions urging many of the reforms—introduction of unleaded gasoline, mandatory installation of catalytic converters, tougher sulfur-content rules for diesel fuel—that were eventually passed by the Anand Panyarachun government.


Most remarkable of all, in 1996, Bhichit won an election to become Bangkok’s governor (Bangkok is a province as well as a city, but his actual powers are probably less than those of a Western mayor). Debates have raged about how much he achieved while in office and how much of his green message was actually just public relations. But he had some innovative programs; he took on the powerful construction industry to create “dust control zones” that helped reduce air pollution, and helped to green the city with a street-side tree-planting campaign. His most symbolic victory came in facing down Bangkok’s powerful golfing community to turn the State Railway Authority of Thailand golf course—the only one located near the city center—and create a badly needed public park. But as governor he did not have the power or money to launch sizable infrastructure projects, and the limit of his gubernatorial powers became evident when he was unable to force the police (who come under the authority of the Interior Ministry rather than the BMA) to install a computerized traffic light system.


Bhichit seemed so frustrated by the time his term was up in 2000 that he decided not to run again. Nevertheless, that an environmentalist such as Bhichit, running on an anti–air pollution platform, could be elected governor of Bangkok represented an important event in Thailand’s political evolution. Before his victory in 1996, democratically elected officials in Thailand had ignored environmental concerns unless a crisis was involved. A ban on logging passed in 1988 was ordered by then Prime Minister Chatichai only after a landslide on a denuded hillside had killed more than a hundred villagers in a southern region. The Anand government of 1991–1922 passed a vital and comprehensive suite of legislation and regulations that included the establishment of permanent environmental agencies and the championing of lead-free petrol—but that was a short-lived government of technocrats installed by the leaders of a military coup. So the direct election of Bhichit marked the first time in Thailand’s history that people had actually made their environmental concerns a decisive issue in the way they cast their ballots.


That’s important because the main reason—apart from ignorance—usually proffered for why Bangkokians, and people throughout the developing world, have put up with a lousy environment is that they are willing to make immense sacrifices to improve their incomes. A common argument holds that protecting the environment (along with other social goods) is a luxury that people support only after securing their financial well-being. By working in sweatshops, traveling abroad as laborers, and selling themselves (or their daughters) as prostitutes, millions of Thais have shown they are willing to risk losing their families, their communities, their health, their very lives in their attempts improve their standard of living, or at least to send their brothers to school. Of course, many Thais choose not to make those sacrifices, or feel they are unnecessary. You’ll find refugees from Bangkok all over the country, people who have fled the big city to seek a better quality of life in the greener, cleaner pastures of the countryside. But there is no doubt that Thais want development, however you choose to interpret that word. In movies and on television, they have seen the wealth of the world and all that it can bring, and they want their share of it.


We in the media often fail to realize our influence in such matters, whether overt or subliminal. As an environmental reporter, I am often reminded by critics of how many forests are cut down to make the newsprint on which my stories are published. But perhaps an even greater impact stems from our core business: advertising. My salary at the Nation was supported by full-page real estate ads promising luxurious new lifestyles in the latest housing estates.


I am reminded of my first trip to Laos in the spring of 1990, when I spent a blissful week in the sleepy village of Vang Vieng, a few hours north of the capital, Vientiane. The World Cup was in progress, so at night I would wander down to the tattered local saloon, which featured a cranky old black-and white television that managed to get decent reception from Thailand. It was odd enough to sit in a wooden Lao shack amidst the rice fields and watch football being played on the other side of the world. But most surreal of all were the Thai whiskey commercials, full of handsome young men in shiny new cars and gorgeous young ladies bedecked in jewels and finery. Looking around at the local lads sucking down their Beer Lao, I wondered how could they not be titillated? And so it is no surprise that people in developing countries all over the world uproot themselves to seek a better living. Even if their village still has abundant resources and a close-knit community, they naturally take these conditions for granted, having never been without them.


A city such as Bangkok is certainly the cure for such naïveté, but don’t forget it is also a tremendously exciting place to be. For all the problems rapid growth caused in Thailand during the boom decade of 1987–1997, it also inspired an amazing vitality, particularly in the Big Mango. There was a tremendous energy about the place that was almost palpable, an optimism you could virtually tap into. The vast increases in wealth spurred a materialist frenzy in Thailand and created an entire class of nouveaux riches. Whereas in 1985 the city had only two small department stores, ten years later it had sixty,39 and it often seems the main leisure activity is to visit the latest new mega-mall and shop at the latest name brand stores. But the boom brought more than just material gains: It brought more schooling and better educational standards, improved access to medical care, an ability to travel and see the world. In short, along with wealth and excess, it brought opportunity and hope.






MOVING UP THE KUZNETS CURVE


Bangkok’s development has been remarkable. Where once there was only swamp now stand great mountains of steel and cement. But instead of a garden city, it is a walled city, its homes separated by imposing fences; its neighborhoods fragmented by a transient, mobile citizenry; its commuters stalled in their own private passenger vehicles; its communities suspicious of official intentions; and its nascent civil society struggling to overcome all these barriers. The people of Bangkok must find a way, both literally and figuratively, to take down these walls. Because while the view is great from the mountaintops, we can’t all live there.


So it’s not surprising that the excesses of the boom also brought a demand for better urban and environmental management. The election of a green campaigner like Bhichit as its governor suggests that Bangkokians realize they don’t have to sacrifice their quality of life for the sake of development. There are other indicators. A poll carried out in 1996 by Japan’s Institute for Developing Economies and a Thai market research firm revealed that 85 percent of young respondents in Bangkok considered environmental protection more important than economic development, and 85 percent of respondents in all age groups found an environmental tax acceptable.40 Meanwhile, some Bangkokians have stood their ground and refused to sacrifice their homes for development. The two-hundred-year-old, predominantly Muslim community of Baan Khrua, for instance, has fought a tense tooth-and-nail battle for years with powerful business interests seeking to build an expressway interchange through their neighborhood.


Most Thais still look to the government to take action. To make further progress, Bangkokians will have to make a few sacrifices of their own to create a better environment, whether that means taking the train to work or paying to have their sewage treated. But electing a governor who sought to promote the civil society Bangkok so desperately needs could be seen as an important first step. Bangkok may have turned the corner; progress may not be even—the financial crisis didn’t help, nor did the decision of Bhichit not to run for reelection—but the city’s environment is gradually improving and, so long as the economy doesn’t stall completely, should continue to do so.


Academics who study societies undergoing economic growth have noticed they tend to follow something called the “environmental Kuznets curve,”41 which charts the recurring pattern of resource abuse that occurs in societies around the world. As countries undergo the initial stages of industrialization, environmental indicators—air quality, water quality, forest coverage—generally deteriorate. Then, a turning point is reached and many of these indicators gradually start to improve, although there are exceptions (carbon dioxide emissions, for instance, have continued to climb). Preindustrialization conditions may never be fully restored, but sometimes they can at least be approached.


The Kuznets curve is controversial with many environmentalists because of the prevailing assumption, particularly among leaders of industrializing countries, that societies inevitably follow this pattern and it is therefore okay to put off attempts at cleaning up.42 Under this traditional development paradigm, the curve becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy—a result of the tendency to separate economic and environmental concerns, reflected most fundamentally in the way statistics are kept. GDP numbers account for the benefits of economic activity, but ignore environmental and public health costs. A car crash, for instance, generates lots of economic activity by sending people to hospitals and spurring them to buy new vehicles. Similarly, a polluting factory contributes its basic production to economic statistics, along with its clean-up activities and the medical spending required by victims of its pollution. But you wouldn’t consider all that activity to be beneficial. As a result, the high GDP growth rates recorded by industrializing countries are misleading about the real progress being made in quality of life.


The Kuznets curve need not be an inevitable cycle. If governments accept the link between economic and environmental concerns, they can select from a range of market-based methods to ameliorate the two. China, for instance, has finally realized the cost of its massive air quality problem and is now developing a tradable emissions system for the highly polluted city of Taiyuan,43 although this realization has only come after having sunk into the environmental abyss. And it’s not assured that countries will come out of that abyss. Some mega-cities—Manila and Karachi come to mind—have failed to do so, and it’s possible Bangkok could share that fate.


The holy grail of environmentalism is to avoid the curve altogether, or find a “shortcut” that would allow developing societies to become wealthy and green without going through the intermediate stage of massive resource degradation. Using “green GDP” accounting methods—which account for the costs of development as well as the benefits—would be an excellent start. Taxing waste and pollution rather than labor would also be a boon.


It’s mostly too late for countries like China and Thailand, which have already exploited so many of their resources, to find a shortcut (although their neighbors could certainly benefit from it). The question for Thailand now is whether it can come up with the political will to resurrect its environment. Given the experience of industrialized countries, that is only likely to result from a long struggle on the part of communities and environmental groups—in other words, from a well-developed civil society using the courts, the media and public opinion to press for greener policies. And it’s possible that Bhichit’s election may have marked Bangkok’s turning point.


One encouraging example is the authorities’ determination to acquire more land for city parks, which are in desperately short supply. As of 1997, Bangkok had an average of only 0.59 square meters of park space per inhabitant, compared to the WHO standard for international cities of four square meters per person.44 But several small parks have been opened in Bangkok in recent years, and there is potential to create larger ones. The extensive green surroundings near the Sirikit National Convention Center are slated to become a major new park centered on Lake Rajada—that is assuming the current occupants of the land, the Thailand Tobacco Monopoly, can ever be persuaded to leave (how symbolic is that conflict!). Even bigger is Bang Krachao, a huge tidal wetland lying just south of the city that is zoned for conservation and considered to be Bangkok’s “green lungs.”


Bangkok may even end up with some unique public parks that draw on its own traditions. Thailand is famous for its Buddhist conservation movement, hallmarked by the establishment of forest temples scattered in remote areas around the country. But some crusading monks have taken up the challenge of bringing this movement to the city. On Rama I Road, smack up against the mammoth World Trade Center and amidst the chaos of downtown Bangkok, sits Wat Pathum Wannaram, an urban forest temple whose abbot, with the help of Thailand’s king, has managed to accrue several acres of land that is slowly being restored into woodlands. Stroll along the grounds and you can almost forget you’re in a mega-city.


Public parks are important because they are the closest things to a modern commons. Benjasiri Park, opened in 1992 right on Sukhumvit Road, became my local haven. Built in cooperation with the neighboring Queen’s Park Imperial Hotel, whose guests have direct access to the park, it’s a model for joint public-private ventures in establishing open space. It has a nice blend of active and passive space, a swimming pool, a jogging track, exercise facilities, and a central pond that also acts as a storage reservoir during the rainy season. But it has some curious aspects as well, such as the loudspeakers that blare out music and BMA announcements. The park is actually built on the former site of the Meteorology Department, which had some huge and spectacular old trees on its grounds. But, amazingly, they were all cut down to make way for the landscaped design that the authorities were apparently determined to follow. The design included some peculiar sculptures but almost no shade. To rectify its mistake, the park authorities planted some scrawny saplings, but the park remains empty during the day when it bakes in the tropical sun.


During the late afternoon and early evening hours Thais call tawn yen  (cool time), however, when people in the tropics love to come out on the street and socialize, the park is packed. It’s a great place to watch friends, families, lovers, and would-be lovers stroll and lounge about, although if you’re a woman, the roving packs of jigo (flirtatious young men who fancy themselves as gigolos) can be annoying. The ballplayers at the back of the park also offer a nice cross-section of Thai youth culture. The basketball players and skateboarders are trendy dudes who sport the latest American inner-city fashion. But the coolest guys are the lithe and limber takraw players. If you’ve never seen the sport, think of volleyball played by three men on a side, but instead of using their hands the players use their feet. A single point can include incredible feats of juggling, leaping leg blocks, and stunning bicycle kicks, the cat-like players somehow contorting themselves to land back on their feet. The neighboring volleyball court, meanwhile, is dominated by katoey (transvestites), who tend to punctuate their points with lively banter and the occasional effeminate shriek.45


Bangkok’s parks—along with its markets, temples, and its historic Rattanakosin area—could form part of a pleasant urban future. What will the city look like twenty years from now? The Los Angeles model is clearly relevant, but another good comparison, believe it or not, could be Paris, where a similarly centralized state has made the central city a glittering showcase, but where much of the surrounding banlieues has been turned into a ring of gray and forbidding housing projects. The situation could be even grimmer for the outer rim of Bangkok and its surrounding suburbs—the so-called pari-monthon—where the bulk of industrialization has taken place. Thai authorities have repeatedly urged these companies, and sometimes offered economic incentives, to migrate to other regions of the country to decentralize industrial development. Assuming they do depart, they will leave behind decrepit factories, toxic waste sites, and numerous social problems, much like those in the “rust belts” of the West.


Central Bangkok, however, could sparkle. Once completed, the city’s mass transit rail systems will hopefully allow the authorities to get a grip on the traffic situation. Just as important is a decades-long project to build a city-wide sewage system (until the 1990s, just 2 percent of the city’s inhabitants were connected to proper wastewater treatment facilities). Like so many infrastructure projects in Thailand, the sewage system has suffered delays and hiccups, but once completed, it should go a long way toward cleaning up the city’s waterways. And it should provide economic benefits by raising the value of waterfront property. In the long term, Bangkok’s city planners have their eyes on redeveloping Klong Toey, long the country’s main industrial port and still famous for its sprawling slum. The residents there won’t want to move, but shipping operations are increasingly migrating to the Eastern Seaboard. Redeveloping the area could make it a gateway to the enticing green space of Bang Krachao, just across the Chao Phraya River.


Finally, don’t forget that although Bangkok no longer resembles Venice, it still has its canals. Once they have been cleaned up, imagine how pleasant it could be eating a scrumptious Thai meal at a waterside restaurant on a balmy tropical evening in the Big Mango.
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TOURISM 
MONEY CHANGERS IN  THE MONASTERY




MELTING MOUNTAINS


On October 27, 1998, a man entered the compound of an eco-tourism company in Phuket, took out a gun, and began shooting the firm’s operations manager, Panwong Hirunchai, hitting him in the leg, arm, and abdomen. Believing he had killed his victim, the assassin hopped onto the back of a motorcycle—one of those ubiquitous 100-cc Honda Dreams—and was driven away. No suspect in the crime has ever been arrested.


On April 22, 2000, the thirtieth anniversary of Earth Day, the U.S. television network ABC aired an interview of President Bill Clinton conducted by Leonardo DiCaprio, who questioned the chief executive about several environmental issues, in particular global warming. The main impact of the show, which received abysmal ratings, was to raise a furor among the news media because a movie star rather than a seasoned journalist was interviewing the president, thus blurring the line between news and entertainment.


What could these two events possibly have in common? As it turns out, both were galvanized by fierce environmental battles over one of the most remarkable landscapes on Earth: the soaring limestone towers of Thailand’s fabled Andaman coast.
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DiCaprio had been targeted by environmental activists protesting the filming of The Beach, a movie he starred in, on a stunningly dramatic island in one of Thailand’s national parks. Upset at becoming the target of what he considered to be unfair charges of environmental negligence, DiCaprio  vowed to increase his own green activism, and subsequently (among other activities) made the deal with ABC to collaborate on the Earth Day special.


Leo may have temporarily lost his good name, but Panwong nearly lost his life. The company he worked for, Sea Canoe Thailand, is a pioneering adventure travel operation that has sought to adopt many of the high-minded principles advocated by eco-tourism experts. But while guiding vacationing sea kayakers through the hidden tunnels and enchanting grottoes around Phang Nga Bay, the company eventually ran afoul of the area’s notorious birds’ nests concessionaires, who have used vigilante-like violence to control its territory for centuries.


Even if you’ve never been to Southeast Asia, you’re probably familiar with the surreal landscape of limestone cliffs that stretches all the way from northern Malaysia up through Thailand and Laos into northern Vietnam, where an even larger cluster of the misshapen islands forms an area known as Ha Long Bay, and finally up into Guilin in southern China. The bizarre scenery was first made famous in old Chinese paintings, but has since appeared as a spectacular backdrop in numerous films, including The Man With The Golden Gun (Scaramanga’s Phang Nga Bay lair in the movie is now known as James Bond Island), Indochine, which has scenes set in Ha Long Bay, and, most recently, The Beach.  Many of these mountains are coated with a thick layer of jungle, which adds to their primeval appeal. Their steep slopes and tough terrain make them difficult to walk across, much less log, so they’ve become important islands of habitat for species such as macaques, gibbons, weasels, and hornbills.


The weird shapes of the limestone peaks, the remnants of ancient coral reefs packed together under tremendous pressure, arise from their calcium carbonate structure and are primarily sculpted by chemistry rather than erosion. The peaks are known as “karsts,” a term used for rock formations that lose more material as a result of being dissolved than being worn away by the elements. So it’s no wonder the cliffs of the Andaman look like lumps of dripping candle wax: They are virtually mountains that melt.1


The star attractions of the karsts are their caves. As water runs into the limestone’s cracks, it eats away at the rock and widens the fissures causing them to intersect. They often harbor strange creatures, typically pale and blind, especially adapted to the pitch black conditions and found nowhere else: Thailand alone has more than 10 percent of the world’s known species of cave fish, says the Royal Forest Department’s (RFD) Dean Smart. But the caves’ ecosystems are also incredibly fragile. If permanent lights are installed to guide tourists, they warm the air, kill off some of the cave’s denizens, and increase the moisture in the air by sucking water out of the stalactites and stalagmites, which then start to dry out. Even breathing in a cave can affect its stability through the carbon dioxide that is exhaled.


Occasionally, as water eats away at the rock, a cave will grow so large that its roof collapses, creating a giant sinkhole known as a “doline.” Exposed to the sun and open air, the hong, as it’s called in Thai, is gradually colonized by all manner of plants and animals. In karsts along the coasts, the bottoms of these grottoes become hidden tidal pools, some of which are accessible from the sea only at certain times of day by passing through tunnels lined with razor-sharp oyster shells. Visitors to Koh Panak, for instance, must lie down in their kayaks to avoid lacerating their skulls on the way to visiting the island’s hong. The tricky passage, however, is usually worth the trip: Entering one of these hidden lagoons, ringed by steep cliffs of foliage and buzzing with the hum of cicadas, is a truly Jurassic-like experience.






THE LIMESTONE COAST


The chance to explore this mysterious world is what drew John Gray to Thailand in 1989. A journalist, environmental activist, and kayak tour operator formerly based in Hawaii, Gray paddled up and down the Andaman coast, exploring the caves of Phang Nga Bay and points south. He soon decided to leave the United States—“I was preaching to the converted there,” he says—and set up Sea Canoe Thailand. Taking tourists into the hongs on silent, gliding kayaks seemed to be the perfect way to put into practice many of the eco-tourism principles he and his colleagues had discussed. “I came to Asia to try and plant a seed of environmentalism,” he explains with a sigh, “but I was in fantasy land.”


Big and shaggy, Gray has inevitably been dubbed “The Caveman.” But he seems more like a real-life version of Allie Fox, the protagonist of Paul Theroux’s novel The Mosquito Coast. Consumed by his dream to bring progress to the tropics, he set out for foreign shores, only to be done in finally by gangsters, the realities of the developing world, and his own naïveté.


Phuket had already been developed into the Andaman coast’s most famous resort island by the time Gray established his company there in 1990, and nearby Phi Phi Don Island—a stunning blend of limestone cliffs, sandy beaches, and coral-fringed bays—was already being ravaged by overdevelopment. But the southern reaches of Phang Nga Bay were still relatively undiscovered, and Sea Canoe sought to reduce the impact of its paddle tours by strictly limiting the number of visitors it took on its tours, a policy it still maintains. Customers are taught how to behave when entering the caves: no smoking, drinking, shouting, or collecting of souvenirs. Just as important, according to Gray, is Sea Canoe’s effort to ensure that the local people benefit from its business—a crucial feature for any eco-tourism endeavor—and to that end Sea Canoe hires guides from local fishing villages, training and paying them well. Although Gray is the company’s founder and remains its guiding light, the firm is actually owned by Thai partners and it hires guides from local fishing villages, training and paying them well. “If we are going to save the planet we have to share the knowledge,” says Gray. “A lot of times, the Western world doesn’t want to share its know-how for fear of losing its competitive advantage.” At first, the formula seemed successful; Sea Canoe even won several prestigious eco-tourism awards.


But things turned sour when other firms started up their own sea kayaking tours. As many as eighteen companies currently run visitors out to the hongs, which now suffer from traffic jams during the high season. “It’s more like a floating market than an eco-tour,” worries Anupharp Tirarat of the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT).2 Gray, never known for his diplomacy, insults his competitors and lambastes them for lacking the training and environmental awareness that his own firm tried to instill. “They’re just in it for the money,” he says with disdain, adding that Western inbound tour operators cater to a lowering of standards by seeking out operators who charge the lowest prices. Sea Canoe, which has kept its prices high, asked the authorities to impose a limit on the number of tourists who could enter the caves.


Essentially, Gray had come across the same problem that plagues eco-tourism everywhere: It needs to be rationed, otherwise it won’t be “eco” for long. Access to natural destinations has to be restricted to keep them equally worth visiting for future generations. There are basically two ways to make such restrictions. You can either set high prices, in which case only the wealthy can afford to visit the site; or you can limit the number of visitors directly through the use of quotas, preferably set according to a site’s “carrying capacity.” But, as Sea Canoe quickly discovered, that’s not a very popular option either, particularly in a country such as Thailand, which has a weak regulatory tradition. Sea Canoe’s competitors accused the company of simply trying to gain a monopoly on the trade. The TAT urged the tour companies to form a self-regulating cartel. Efforts to cooperate foundered, however, and Sea Canoe’s competitors blamed Gray for being arrogant and stubborn in his demands.


Matters took a turn for the worse in 1998 when a company called Phi Phi Cabana 1991, owned by the locally influential Kittithornkul family (the company is named after a hotel they run on Phi Phi Don) won the government bid to operate the birds’ nest concession in Phang Nga Bay. Amongst the Chinese, birds’ nest soup is considered a delicacy, and a bowl at some of Hong Kong’s tonier restaurants fetches more than US$50. The main ingredient is actually the product of a swiftlet, a sparrow-like bird found throughout Southeast Asia that painstakingly glues its nest into shape by using its own saliva.3 Thais have collected the nests for centuries and have done a roaring business. Today, one kilo of swiftlet nests can be worth 100,000 baht, roughly a year’s income for the average Thai. But the local fishermen see virtually none of this money. Throughout the centuries, concession holders have guarded their claims jealously; indeed, they have the reputation for shooting interlopers first and asking no questions. In the 1990s alone, concessionaires killed more than a dozen Thai villagers.4


In 1998, the Phi Phi Cabana Company decided that the booming tourist trade on the limestone islands was disturbing the swiftlets and harming nest production, so it put up signs prohibiting entry to the caves. Since the islands in question are part of Phang Nga Bay National Park, the company’s right to close the caves was questionable. But such legal niceties are often overridden in Thailand, particularly when powerful interests are at stake. At any rate, by that time as many as five hundred boats a day were entering some of the more popular hongs, and the TAT was also becoming concerned by growing complaints from visitors. A couple of low-end, high-volume tour companies catering mainly to rowdy Chinese tourists were undercutting the higher-end companies such as Sea Canoe. Eventually, the kayaking cartel was formed. The Phuket Paddle Club for Environmental Protection, as it came to be known, decided to limit cave entries to three hundred boats a day, and then negotiated with Phi Phi Cabana to pay it 100 baht for each boat entering the hongs. Even though Phi Phi Cabana had no legal right to levy a charge, explains Thiti Mokkapant, the director of the Paddle Club, “We were told by the TAT to sort the problems out between ourselves . . . reach a compromise or else we would have to drag it out in the courts. [So] we agreed for the sake of our businesses.”5


Sea Canoe, however, refused to play ball, arguing that the money should go toward conservation rather than lining the pockets of local businessmen. Gray said he would be willing to pay 500 baht per head to the park service for the right to enter the caves, but would not yield to attempts at “mafia extortion.” A couple of his lieutenants, including Panwong, were equally defiant. In return, Phi Phi Cabana refused to allow Sea Canoe boats to enter the caves it controlled. A game of cat-and-mouse ensued, and after one particularly heated incident between Panwong and the guards, Sea Canoe’s staff began to receive death threats. A few days later, the unknown gunman entered the Sea Canoe compound and shot Panwong point blank. He was lucky to survive. Phi Phi Cabana chairman Dumrong Kitithornkul has denied involvement in the shooting: “We have had our differences in the past [with Sea Canoe], but we would never consider having anyone shot,” he claims.6


For a while, Sea Canoe held out against paying the fees. But finally it gave in, “to save the jobs of our employees,” explains Gray. Despite all the tumult, Gray’s company has done well. It has opened branches in Krabi, farther down the Andaman coast; on Koh Samui in the Gulf of Thailand; in the Philippines; and at Vietnam’s Ha Long Bay. In that sense, the analogy with Allie Fox isn’t appropriate. But Gray seems scarred by all the fighting over Phang Nga Bay, and plans to spend as much time as possible outside Thailand. “Looking back on it, I don’t know if we did the right thing in commercializing the caves,” he concludes. “Eco-tourism rolls off the tongue easily. But quite honestly, there’s very little around.”






AN INDUSTRY WITHOUT SMOKESTACKS


On a pleasant December evening in 1992, a festive group of yachties wearing bright floral print shirts were celebrating the conclusion of the sixth annual King’s Cup Regatta on the beach just below the Phuket Yacht Club Hotel at Nai Harn Bay. The event that year, sponsored by companies such as Yanmar Diesel Engines and Champagne Mumm, was supposedly being held in the name of “preserving the environment,” but most of the sailors had simply gathered for some hard racing and harder partying. So imagine their surprise when up the beach came a multi-ethnic throng of demonstrators sporting protest signs written in Thai, English, Japanese, and even one in Danish in honor of the regatta’s official guest, Denmark’s Prince Henrik.


The protestors were participating in a seminar called the “People’s Forum on the Impact of Tourism,” which was coincidentally being held at the Phuket Teacher’s College across the island, and they were arguably even more colorful than the sailors. They included such veterans of the Asian tourism wars as Roland Martins, an activist from Goa who had been arrested for throwing dead fish at German package tourists; Gen Morita, a Japanese coordinator for GAGM, the Global Anti-Golf Movement; and Ing Kanjanavanit, Thailand’s most outspoken tourism activist.


Bright and attractive enough to have done modeling work during her early days in the advertising industry, Ing has become an artist of all trades: journalist, author, painter, and filmmaker. Her work and insights are at times brilliant, and almost always shocking, because Ing is most of all a nonconformist. In fashion-conscious Thailand, she prefers to wear shorts, a T-shirt, and flip-flops. Although everyone else in Bangkok travels by car, Ing tools around on her old three-speed bicycle. And when it comes to her work, she is not satisfied unless she is rooting through the more hidebound conventions of Thai society and stirring up trouble.


Growing up in Bangkok in the 1970s, Ing was a self-described hippy who hung out with the alternative crowd at the newly built Siam Center, still a major crossroads for the city. She was sent to boarding school in England, but shortly after matriculating to an art college, she dropped out and headed to the Thai-Cambodian border, where she served as a volunteer in the refugee camps. Back in Bangkok, she eventually turned to activism and journalism, writing columns for the Nation and the magazine Lalana, particularly about women’s issues. Her crusades against sex tourism eventually led her to look critically at tourism in general, and how it can lead to the exploitation of local people and the ruin of formerly pristine wilderness. “It was an issue that appealed to me because it’s not black-and-white,” she explains. “Most people think of it as harmless, but it causes tremendous damage.” Ing’s writings were eventually turned into a book, Khanglang Postcard (Behind the Postcard ). But Ing says she tends to think more in images, so she eventually turned to film making. Her first documentary, about the impacts of tourism on Phuket, was called Thailand  for Sale, and it focused on a land dispute surrounding the yacht club.


The yachties at the regatta had never seen Ing’s film, of course, and the reaction to the protest was predictably surly in some cases, and quizzical in others: What could the protestors possibly have against a harmless sailboat race? What the yachties didn’t know was that part of the hotel where they were celebrating had been built on top of a public footpath (which had been turned into a road). Thailand’s Juridical Council had ordered that a section of the hotel be demolished to provide unimpeded access to the community that lived beyond the resort. But the company that then owned the yacht club, First Pacific Land, a subsidiary of a Hong Kong–based real estate firm called First Pacific Davies, vowed to appeal and tie the matter up in court.7 The tactic must have worked, because the hotel remains where it was.


The concerns of tourism activists extend to far more than just the alleged transgressions of one hotel. The fact is, the importance of tourism to Southeast Asian economies and the impact it has on the region’s societies are both usually overlooked. In 2001, tourism was Thailand’s largest foreign-exchange earner; more than 10 million foreign arrivals spent around 300 billion baht (an amount equal to approximately 6 percent of the country’s GNP) during their trips to the kingdom—a huge jump from the 3.4 million visitors and 50 billion baht in tourism earnings that Thailand received in 1987.8


That is generally considered the year Southeast Asia’s economic boom began in earnest. The 1985 Plaza Accord on currencies had sent the value of the yen soaring against the dollar (to which the baht was then tied), and Japanese investors targeted the region as a low-cost manufacturing hub. Meanwhile, the TAT’s landmark Visit Thailand Year campaign gave the country a huge promotional boost, resulting in enormous increases in tourism arrivals and earnings the following years. Since then, virtually every other country in the region has set up a similar campaign,9 with varying degrees of success. But there is no denying the success that tourism as a whole has had in the region. In 2000, ASEAN (The Association of Southeast Asian Nations) countries attracted nearly 38 million visitors and yielded an estimated earnings of around $30 billion.10 And as it is in Thailand, in most countries tourism, tourism is one of the largest earners of foreign exchange.


To top it off, tourism is typically seen as a less environmentally destructive trade than the low-wage manufacturing and resource extraction industries that so many Southeast Asian countries have relied upon in their bid for rapid industrialization. Boosters call it “an industry without smoke stacks,” and argue that it could become a force for conservation because tourists pay to visit beautiful and pristine nature spots such as Phang Nga Bay.


Thus the concept of eco-tourism. For this vague and much debated concept to stand a chance of working, however, several conditions need to be met. A significant portion of the proceeds from these activities must go to the locals, who then have an incentive to help with conservation; otherwise, they will simply look on tourism as another outside force seeking to exploit the resources they need for their own livelihoods. Also, tourists must become responsible consumers when traveling, just as they are when buying food and furniture. That could mean researching a trip to ensure they book with a responsible tour operator, or to make sure a hotel they plan to stay in cleans up its wastewater. It might mean accepting quotas or higher fees in parks to ensure they are properly managed. But tourists have to demand that the “eco” part goes into tourism. Attempts are now being made to set up an eco-tourism certification system, based on a set of social and environmental standards, so that tourists can choose their destinations with more care. That should help provide an incentive for the ultimate goal: to manage tourism in conservation areas sustainably—no easy feat, as the kayak tours showed, especially when regulators are weak and venal.


As it stands, virtually every major tourist destination in Thailand has been ravaged by unplanned overdevelopment, particularly the beach resorts. One by one, the Thai strain of “tourism rot” has spread from Pattaya to Phuket, Koh Samui, Phi Phi, Hua Hin, Krabi, and it is currently ravaging Koh Chang. The pattern is by now all too familiar. First, the backpackers and more adventurous tourists seek cheap, out-of-the-way places where they can relax amid quiet, beautiful surroundings. Gradually, a village becomes “discovered” by the guidebooks, travel writers, and travel agents, and tourism becomes the area’s main livelihood. An influx of workers is needed to support the new trade, and the destination grows rapidly. Local people who have not benefited from the boom—either because they don’t own land or possess the necessary skills—are marginalized. The coral reef offshore quickly dies and becomes an impediment to docking boats; so a channel must be blasted through it. As the destination becomes more popular, high-rise hotels and condominiums begin to crop up; they in turn cast shadows across the beach and spoil the view. Then the package tourists arrive, and so do the go-go bars, the karaoke clubs, the massage parlors, and the mafia.


By now, the area has become a full-blown city, but it has grown too fast for the authorities to handle. They have supplied plenty of water—typically, by building a dam inland—and electricity, but have neglected to build a wastewater treatment plant to handle all the new sewage, which pours into the sea and begins to pollute the beach. Local fishermen, if they want to continue their traditional trade, have to go elsewhere to practice it. Far away from the beach, slums and shantytowns spring up to house the migrants who have come looking for jobs. Meanwhile, the resort area’s narrow streets can no longer handle all the new traffic. They become choked with cars and air and noise pollution. Standing amid the bustle and fumes, you can be forgiven for thinking you never left Bangkok.


Part of the blame for this disturbing trend must rest with the Tourism Authority of Thailand, which has promoted growth but overlooked the impact of the surge in arrivals and failed to prepare the country to handle them. In the early years of the tourism boom, this shortsightedness led the state agency to ignore environmental concerns and the shouts of sex-tour protestors who warned about the danger of AIDS. In more recent times, during its Amazing Thailand Year campaign, the TAT’s obsession with increasing the number of tourists led to an influx of cheap package tours from China, thereby ensuring the agency’s preset targets for inbound arrivals were met. It’s a typical example of a state that is still operating under a “five-year plan” mentality.


Critics argue that Thailand should seek out a tourism strategy that maximizes revenues, not the number of tourists. Thailand could never have imitated Bhutan, which has actively sought to minimize the cultural and environmental impact of tourism by keeping a strict limit on foreign tourists and making them pay through the nose (it’s not even clear whether Bhutan can maintain such a model in an increasingly globalized world), but it certainly had an opportunity to cater to the higher end of the eco-tourism market, thus elevating income while putting less strain on Thailand’s environment and infrastructure. With a bit more strategic planning and local consultation, developing countries could offer a range of tourism options that would allow some places to undergo mainstream development while preserving others through strict regulations—they could create “mini-Bhutans,” if you like.


The other major criticism of the TAT is that it is far more concerned with the image of Thailand than the reality. The TAT is a promotional agency that sells an idealized version of the country to the world—it’s the way the United States would be represented if Disney were put in charge of America’s public relations. Thais often laugh at TAT ads that portray them as a nation of fruit carvers and flower arrangers, but they can also take offense if they think the agency is trying to pimp the country to foreigners. To be fair, the agency has in recent years become more outspoken about the need to protect the environment; and it has made efforts to foster eco-tourism because it realizes that tourists don’t want to visit polluted beaches and degraded parks. But TAT does not have any real regulatory powers. That may be a good thing, since government agencies habitually struggle when they are supposed to serve both as promoters and regulators. Unfortunately, the local and national authorities that do enjoy such powers have been slow to act; a pity, since a little foresight and planning could have helped prevent the pollution, the overcrowding, and the seediness from taking over Thai resorts, and perhaps helped these areas to grow sustainably.


But say this for tourism: It offers a vivid demonstration, one that even Thai officials couldn’t ignore, of how economic advancement requires environmental protection. For tourists do shy away from polluted areas. So when the Thai government passed a series of sweeping environmental reforms in the early 1990s and gave the Ministry of Science, Technology, and Environment special powers to manage certain areas as “pollution control zones,” it’s no coincidence that the first such areas to be declared, Pattaya and Phuket, were centers for tourism (Hua Hin was later added to the list). The local authorities were subsequently ordered to build wastewater treatment plants, and in Phuket a limit on high-rise development was put in place. Originally, financing came from the Environmental Fund, which obtains money from a tax on gasoline. Later, a tax on hotel rooms was imposed. So perhaps one benefit of tourism is that it provides governments with a clear incentive to organize environmental cleanups.


Ing sees things differently. To her, Thailand’s declaration of its pollution control zones merely demonstrated once again how the government cares more about the well-being of foreign tourists than of its own citizens.11 Besides, she points out, revenue figures are a misleading indicator of how much the country benefits from tourism since many of the creature comforts demanded by foreign visitors have to be imported. Ing cites a study carried out by Thailand’s National Institute for Development Administration, which found that 56 percent of the foreign exchange earned from tourism during Visit Thailand Year went to pay for such imports.12


The key point that Ing and other tourism activists make is that although the industry may not require smoke stacks, it does require extensive infrastructure: not just sewage treatment plants, but roads, airports, dams, water, and electricity. Most of all, it requires real estate development—hotels, condominiums, and the land on which to build them. In Khanglang Postcard,  Ing documents how well-connected developers helped create the promotional blitz of Visit Thailand Year and then benefited from the resulting boom. She writes,
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