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The Sufficiency Economy Philosophy of Thailand’s late monarch, His Majesty King Bhumibhol
Adulyadej the Great, designed in the aftermath of the 1997 Asian economic crisis, offers
one of the best models of Alternative Development globally. It is now going mainstream,
primarily because it has much in common with the UN SDGs. Thailand, where the 1997 Asian
economic crisis started, is certainly according it more respect than ever before. The rest of
the world needs to follow if true “Sustainability” is to be realised.
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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION Total Imbalance in a Year of Balance

Humanity is facing an unprecedented crisis of imbalance. The perilous state of combined
geopolitical, economic, social, technological, financial and environmental imbalance
does not augur well for the future.

If 20-20 represents a perfectly balanced eyesight, the year 2020 would have been a good
time to seriously pursue a perfectly balanced and equitable future. Travel & Tourism
could have helped advance that cause. Then came the Covid-19 pandemic.

There is still hope. But the window of opportunity will not be open for long.
Human life has always been about balance, as in:

« Financial balance sheet

« International trade balance

« Balance of payments and accounts

o Work-life balance

o Abalanced diet.

The human form is perfectly balanced - two arms, two legs, two eyes. If one ceases to
function, the balance goes out of kilter.
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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION Total Imbalance in a Year of Balance

The solar system is designed around balance. Planet Earth is miraculously suspended in
a perfectly balanced state in the middle of a vast universal vacuum, revolving around the
sun in a precise 365 days while rotating on its axis over a precise 24 hours.

The entire ecosystem, referred to as Mother Nature, is designed around balance.

The ancient wisdoms and faiths, which long preceded the destructive and conflict-ridden
man-made theories of today, were all about helping humanity attain inner and external
peace, the perfect form of balance.

No ship, aircraft, railway nor road vehicle can function if the design is even slightly off
balance.
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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION Total Imbalance in a Year of Balance

Travel & Tourism’s primary “products”, Nature and Culture, are rooted in balance.

For the last few decades, humanity has suffered the consequences of disrupting the
delicate balance between economic growth and its ecological impact.

Today, the raging Covid-19 pandemic is forcing countries to balance the short-term need
for economic revival without triggering a potentially catastrophic long-term second wave.

While the first wave has devastated economies, the environment has improved. The
pendulum swung from one imbalanced extreme to the other.

As countries lift the lockdowns, business will go back to “normal”. Hotels will fill up.
Beaches will get congested. Pollution will again choke the streets, seas and skies.

In the euphoria of the “new normal”, memories will fade. People will want to move on.
All talk about not repeating past mistakes will recede into the background.
History will again repeat itself.

Travel & Tourism visionaries and thought leaders will revert to cheering industry
resilience. Such is the sorry state of our industry mindset.
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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION Total Imbalance in a Year of Balance

There is no room for historians, especially those who remind the industry that its short-
term oriented business model was imbalanced, that its leaders do not practise what they
preach, live in denial about the real consequences of unrestrained “growth” and steer
clear of debate and critical thinking.

That era is about to end.
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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION Total Imbalance in a Year of Balance

Today, in the twilight of my professional career, | have the freedom - and a certain
responsibility - to say it like it is. Travel & Tourism has to replace its fondness for listening
to what it wants to hear with what it needs to hear.

Going back to “business as usual” will be a huge disservice to the Future Generations
whose welfare Travel & Tourism leaders claim to be protecting.

This landmark 19th edition of The Olive Tree features a compilation of evidence drawn
from multiple fronts proving how Travel & Tourism has historically paid lip service to the
concept of balance, and is now paying the price for it.

A new Travel & Tourism Magna Carta is required.

Restoring the balance comprehensively and holistically has to be the industry’s over-

arching future priority if it is to become a part of the solution and prevent and perhaps
pre-empt the next crisis, which could well be imminent.
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SECTION 2: THE WISDOM OF BALANCE

Every tourism destination values its spiritual and cultural heritage.

Human survival is impossible without water, air, land and sunlight, the perfectly balanced
infrastructure of life. Religions, ways of life, faiths, or whatever you wish to call them, all
demand paramount human respect for this “infrastructure”.

The principles of modern-day “sustainability” are firmly rooted in the ageless wisdoms of
spirituality.

The fact that they garner no attention in our supposedly-superior collegial systems is a
primary cause of our seriously degraded environment.

Travel & Tourism brochures are full of stunning images of pristine and “unspoiled”
forests, lakes, rivers, oceans, deserts and mountains. They are considered mere money-
making “products” to sell to tourists.

When generating revenues becomes far more important than respecting and preserving
them as sources of human survival, an imbalance is a foregone certainty.

The following images are just thought-prompting reminders to the Travel & Tourism

industry of the real wisdom and meaning of those “products”, which the Covid-19 pandemic
is now bringing to light.
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The Sikh Way of Life
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SECTION 3: THE VALUE OF BALANCE

Over the years, the word “Balance” has appeared in hundreds of studies, reports, resolu-
tions, declarations and agreements, across multiple sectors and systems.

They all hailed the Value of Balance.

For whatever reason, neither their authors nor their successors, practised what they
preached.

See for yourself in this very small selection of studies, reports, resolutions, declarations
and agreements.

When reading any such erudite documentation in future, search it for the word “balance.”
If it is not mentioned, reconsider its value to the endeavour at hand.
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1980
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1982
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1989

1994
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1995

1995
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1996

1997
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2001

2002
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2002

The Perfectly balanced skyline of mosques, minarets and mausoleums

in the World Heritage Site of Bukhara
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2007
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2008

2011
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SECTION 3: THE VALUE OF BALANCE

2014

Former UNWTO Secretary-General Dr Taleb Rifai

addressing the opening ceremony of this Congress.
Pix: Imtiaz Mugbil
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2015
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2015
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SECTION 4: THAILAND sSuffering the Consequences of Losing its Balance

Thailand is a perfect example of a great tourism destination that has squandered the
advantage of balance across all fronts.

Its culture and heritage is rooted in a Buddhist way of life that puts a balanced “middle
path” at its heart. For 70 years, it was led by the shining example of the world’s longest
reigning monarch. The land was blessed with fertility and water. Its people are known for
their hospitality and easy-going nature.

In spite of those incredible assets, no other country has swung from democracy to
dictatorship as frequently as Thailand.

No country has been hit by so many multi-sectoral crises: Health pandemics, military
coups, financial and economic collapse, insurgencies and terrorism, and natural

disasters.

Today, Thailand is coming to terms with its own contradictions. It is learning to value
what it has taken for granted and disrespected.

The most important value is the concept of moderation embedded in the Sufficiency
Economy Philosophy (SEP) crafted by His Majesty the late King Rama IX the Great.

The current National and Social Development Plan, which ends in 2021, makes dozens of
references to the need for balance.

The travel & tourism industry, having come dangerously close to choking on its own
growth, will also need to rejig its business model to prioritise moderation and balance.

Here are some examples of how balance was built into the country’s most important
guiding plans, policies and speeches - but never really seriously implemented.
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SECTION 4: THAILAND Suffering the Consequences of Losing its Balance

Thailand’s current Five-Year Development
Plan is replete with references to “balance”
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The current Thailand 4.0 development policy
strives to achieve balance across multiple
fronts.
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SECTION 4: THAILAND Suffering the Consequences of Losing its Balance

The Tourism Authority of Thailand, too, has
been striving, perhaps in vain, to achieve
balance in its development strategies.
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SECTION 5: THE BIGGEST THREAT An Imbalanced World

The present state of geopolitical, economic, social, technological, financial and
environmental imbalance poses a clear and present danger to future generations of the
21st century. It is a repeat of the scenario that led to two destructive world wars in the
first half of the 20th century.

World War | raged between 1914-18. When it ended, the resulting peace would have been
a source of euphoric joy. A baby-boom would have followed on the promise of a peaceful
future.

In a mere 21 years, those babies grew up to be sent off to die in another horrible conflict,
World War Il, which began in 1939 and included Asia, killing even more members of the
“future generation” than World War I.

Today, in the first half of the 21st century, suffering, conflict and death continue unabated
in a number of mini-“world wars”: War on terror, trade wars, war on poverty, the war to
avert climate change.

The Covid-19 pandemic that began on the dot of the third decade of the 21st century was
another reminder that humanity’s technological and scientific progress can be crushed
and reversed by unforeseen threats, be they man-made or Acts of God.

Making it worse is the threat of going back to “business as usual” in the post-Covid19
“recovery period”.

This section offers some food for thought on root causes of that instability and volatility.
The thought-prompters are designed for debate and discussion in charting a more stable
balanced future that does not constantly gyrate between Utopia and Dystopia.
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Imbalanced global leadership

The global geopolitical imbalance of power is a root cause of instability and insecurity.
The United States is the supposed leader of the Free World, not due to any democratic or
electoral process but due to its sheer monetary and military power which it wields at will.
This includes regime-change operations, destabilising currencies, attacking countries
militarily, and many more subversive tactics. The U.S. can neither be voted out nor held
accountable, which makes it a de facto global dictator.

But no empire lasts forever and the country is becoming a victim of his own hubris. The
end of the American empire is unlikely to happen peacefully, and will remain a source of
much confrontation and instability. And travel and tourism will continue to lurch from
one crisis to another.
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Absence of peacemakers

The line-up of leaders on the global stage also shows a clear imbalance between an
abundance of warmongers/nationalistic strongmen and an absence of peacemakers.
Warmongers want to exert their power, authority and dominance over others.
Confrontations and sabre-rattling are reminiscent of European “leaders” like Adolf Hitler,
driven by similar chauvinistic mindsets, and Japanese emperors, who launched the two
World Wars of the 20th century. Their cacophony is drowning out the peacemakers, such
as His Holiness the Pope and UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres. For a while, the
Myanmar leader Aung San Suu Kyi, a Nobel Peace Prize winner, was a beacon of peace
and hope. She turned out to the worst of the lot, betraying her people, her faith and the
hopes of women around the world.
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Grotesque Military budgets

Who benefits from wars? For sure, the merchants of death. According to the “Military
Balance” report published annually by the Institute of International Strategic Studies,
“Global defence spending continued to rebound in 2019, with real-terms growth rising

by 4.0% this year (when compared with 2018 and measured in constant 2015 US dollars).
This was the highest year-on-year increase observed in the past ten years. Total defence
spending, excluding US foreign military financing programmes, reached US$1.73 trillion,
when measured in current dollars, against US$1.67trn in 2018.” Compare those budgets
for the merchants of death as against the budgets allocated to the Industry of Peace or to
funding the UN Sustainable Development Goals.
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The bigger threat: Terrorism or health
pandemics?

How much money has been squandered on the “War on Terror”?

This is what World Health Organisation Director-General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus
told the Munich Security Conference on 15 February 2020, “For too long, the world has
operated on a cycle of panic and neglect. We throw money at an outbreak, and when it’s
over, we forget about it and do nothing to prevent the next one. The world spends billions
of dollars preparing for a terrorist attack, but relatively little preparing for the attack of

a virus, which could be far more deadly and far more damaging economically, politically
and socially. This is frankly difficult to understand, and dangerously short-sighted.”

Certainly that imbalance needs to be explored. How much money actually has been spent
to combat terrorism in the last 20 years since the 9/11 attacks? And what has it achieved?
Terrorism and conflict continue unabated. When will it end? Who is profiting from it?
Where is the transparency and accountability?
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These people, suffering from the world’s longest-running occupation, are called “terrorists”.
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The Technological Imbalance

It began with simple email systems to speed up delivery of simple messages. Then came
websites and search engines. Then came e-commerce and social media. Today, all forms
of personal and professional communication are 100% reliant on access to the Internet.
After Covid-19, a lot of human interaction for health, education and MICE events will shift
to a virtual format. Still to come: Cryptocurrencies, drones, driverless cars, Internet of
Things, algorithms, tracking apps, wearables, and much more.

Will any of it make the world a better place? Alleviate poverty, corruption, fraud, injustice,
health problems, hunger?

In fact, there is a real risk of the opposite happening. One warning is sounded in the
UNCTAD Research Paper No. 40, December 2019, which explores the topic “Restoring
competition in ‘winner-took-all’ digital platform markets”:

Digital platforms are essential elements of the digital economy. Seven of the world’s top
ten companies by market capitalization use platform-based business models. Out of
these seven digital platforms, five are American and two are Chinese companies. United
States and China account for 90 per cent of the market capitalization value of the world’s
70 largest digital platforms.

“The growing market power of these platforms raise concerns for consumers, citizens,
as well as consumer and competition law enforcers and policymakers about abusive
practices arising from domination of market power, and most importantly, possible
solutions on how to deal effectively with platform power.”

Market domination is another form of acute commercial imbalance. The more individuals,
communities, countries and companies become dependent on these technologies
and digital platforms, the more they will sacrifice their privacy, independence and
sovereignty. Is that an ideal scenario? Why aren’t these early warning signs being heeded?
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Rich-Poor Income Gap

The rich-poor income imbalance has long been one of the most contentious issues on the
global agenda.

According to the Oxfam Briefing Paper - January 2020, “Economic inequality is out of
control. In 2019, the world’s billionaires, only 2,153 people, had more wealth than 4.6
billion people. This great divide is based on a flawed and sexist economic system that
values the wealth of the privileged few, mostly men, more than the billions of hours of the
most essential work - the unpaid and underpaid care work done primarily by women and
girls around the world.”

Every year numerous meetings and reports warn how this imbalance remains a threat to
achieving the UN Sustainable Development Goals. But nothing changes. The rich keep
getting richer and the poor remain at the bottom, bearing a disproportionate brunt

of recurring crises, be they natural disasters, financial instability, geopolitical turmoil

or health pandemics. In fact, nothing will ever change under the dominant system of
neoliberal economics. Instability and insecurity will continue in some shape or form.
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Pressures on time

In the pre-Covid19 era, people complained about having no time. Now, under lockdowns,
they have plenty of time. When the so-called new normal returns, usage of time may

well undergo a rebalancing, in favour of a better work-life balance. Working from home
has many advantages. If managed well, it allows millions of office workers worldwide

an opportunity to better balance time devoted to their companies, families, and
themselves. That could lead to less stress, better productivity and more sensible and
rational decision-making. Less traffic on the roads may also contribute to an improved
environment.
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Losing Control over our Destiny

The state of governance is also deeply off-balance. Currencies can be attacked by faceless
individuals sitting at consoles thousands of miles away. Commodity prices can be
manipulated at will. People are signing off on their privacy rights, with no accountability.
Is this The World We Want? What is the use of elected representatives or association
membership when they have no control over anything? How can the people retake
control?
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SECTION 6: RESTORING THE BALANCE: THE ROLE OF TRAVEL & TOURISM

The Covid-19 pandemic is a stark reminder that good human health is all about
maintaining physical, mental, psychological and spiritual balance. Similarly, good
national, regional and global health is all about attaining political, economic, social,
cultural and environmental balance.

Both are exceptionally fragile, and can come undone in seconds.

In the pre-Covid19 days, health and wellness was a rapidly-growing sector as stressed
and sick people sought ways to regain a sense of balance.

Travel & Tourism needs to take a similar time-out to reflect, rejuvenate, rebalance,
restructure and reengineer. Just as alcoholics, heart patients and smokers have to make a
behavioural change if they wish to survive, so too, will the Travel & Tourism industry have
to rethink, review and rebalance its own future lifestyle.

Travel & Tourism flows and ebbs in direct relation to its operating environment. When the
entire neighbourhood is safe, stable and secure, growing the business is easy. When the
neighbourhood ignites, Travel & Tourism burns down too. Hence, it is far more important
to ensure the safety and well-being of the entire neighbourhood. That should be a central
part of the recovery agenda.

The Travel & Tourism industry has only paid lip service to the concept of balance.
Perennially living in denial, it has never heeded early warnings and lulled itself into a
false sense of complacency by crowing about crisis management and resilience. No effort
was ever made to ask what lessons can be learned from past crises.

Will it now strive to rectify that imbalance? Or will it go from the frying pan into the fire?
Will the post-Covid19 era lead to a more safe, secure and stable global neighborhood?

Travel & tourism can certainly play a positive role in restoring the balance. But its
erstwhile business model has to be replaced with a new Magna Carta.

Here is a checklist of some new perspectives to explore:

1. Alliance of Civilisations vs Clash of Civilisations

This edition of The Olive Tree began by reminding readers of the words of wisdom
in our great faiths and ways of life. Those were supposed to be assets but have
today become liabilities. Extremists have politicised religions, fomenting disunity
and conflict. Arms dealers are the primary beneficiaries. The well-known book
“Clash of Civilisations” by the late Prof Samuel Huntington, explored this in great
detail. To counter-balance that argument, the United Nations created an “Alliance
of Civilisations” to focus on what binds us, not divides us. Has the “Alliance of
Civilisations” peace-building agenda ever been included on Travel & Tourism
forums? While tourists get taken to see temples, churches, mosques as symbols of
peace, religious extremist groups actively undermine the benefits of those tours
by fomenting discord and disharmony. Is it about time for the Travel & Tourism
industry to push back against this?

106 | THEOLIVE TREE | Edition 19. May-June 2020


https://bit.ly/2kvNQTJ

SECTION 6: RESTORING THE BALANCE: THE ROLE OF TRAVEL & TOURISM

107 | THEOLIVE TREE | Edition 19. May-June 2020


https://bit.ly/2kvNQTJ

SECTION 6: RESTORING THE BALANCE: THE ROLE OF TRAVEL & TOURISM

108 | THE OLIVE TREE | Edition 19. May-June 2020


https://bit.ly/2kvNQTJ

SECTION 6: RESTORING THE BALANCE: THE ROLE OF TRAVEL & TOURISM

2. Backing the UN calls for peace

Travel & tourism is unique in staking the claim to be an industry of peace. But

apart from some perfunctory acts of symbolism and toothless speeches, nothing
concrete is actually done to underpin the peace. Travel & Tourism industry
organisations repeatedly condemn acts of violence and terrorism. But they never
say anything in support of peacemakers and those who try and build bridges. Why
not? UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres has repeatedly called for preventive
mechanisms to avert conflicts and promote peace. So far | have yet to hear this
agenda being incorporated into the strategies of the UN World Tourism Organisation
or any other travel and tourism institution for that matter.
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3. Balancing the measurement indicators

In June 2017, a major conference was held in Manila to establish Sustainability
Measurement Indicators. None of it has been incorporated into mainstream
agendas. This is one of the most critical imbalances. Travel & Tourism relishes
measuring its economic impact to drive growth but steers clear of measuring its
ecological, social, and cultural impact. Showing up its the dark side does not go
down well with tourism ministers and private sector leaders who prefer to stay
within the comfort zones of job creation and contribution to GDP. If these input-
output indicators had been more evenly balanced, the industry would have been
in far better shape. If this had been more evenly balanced, the industry would have
been in far better shape. It is unlikely to be addressed in the near future as reviving
growth becomes the over-arching agenda item.
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4. The Early Warning

Even in normal conditions, doctors advise people above 40 to go for regular
checkups. If something is amiss, an early warning shows up on test results and
allows immediate action to be taken. Early warning systems have become standard
fixtures after past financial crises and natural disasters. The more advance early
warning, the better the chances of lives being saved. Travel & Tourism has no early
warning system in place anywhere. Even terrorism is discussed from a parochial
superficial perspective rather than treated as a geopolitical problem with deeper
root causes. Another blind spot for which the industry has paid the price.

5. Over-dependence on tourism and on a few markets

Many countries became over-dependent on tourism. Worse, their tourism industries
became over-dependent on a small handful of markets, specifically the Chinese.
Certainly, Travel & Tourism’s economic advantages are necessary for the survival of
low-income economies. Countries such as Laos and Cambodia emerged from the
ruins of conflict because of tourism. But over-dependence is another risky form of
imbalance, the consequences of which are now clear.

6. “Growth” trumps moderation

Over the past few decades, Travel & Tourism has become obsessed with growth.
The word moderation (a variation of balance) was never used. A lot of that growth
was chaotic and badly managed. Those who warned about it were chastised as
“negative thinkers” and critics. Unmanaged growth led to its own set of crises such
as overtourism and environmental degradation. So, what next in the “recovery”
period? More “growth” or “growth with moderation”?

7. Imbalanced content of travel industry conferences and
events

Travel industry events have degenerated into forums of mutual back thumpers
preaching to the converted. Sponsors and advertisers are allergic to debate, dissent,
alternative perspectives or critical thinking. Sweeping issues under the carpet and
living in denial is the preferred “safe” option. The resulting intellectual stagnation
prevents a serious discussion of mistakes and means of rectifying them.

8. Crisis management or crisis prevention?

Both “crisis management” and “resilience” are misguided misnomers. They lull

the industry into a false sense of complacency that crises can be managed and
overcome with yet another recovery campaign. Industry resilience will facilitate

a return to business as usual - until the next crisis, when the same old cycle will
repeat itself. Is it about time to break that vicious cycle and seek ways of preventing
the next crisis as against just managing it? A few weeks before the Covid-19
pandemic struck, a Crisis Management and Recovery Centre was set up with great
fanfare. What good did it do when its first test came along?

113 | THEOLIVE TREE | Edition 19. May-June 2020


https://bit.ly/2kvNQTJ

SECTION 6: RESTORING THE BALANCE: THE ROLE OF TRAVEL & TOURISM

9. Start funding the right causes

Excessively imbalanced funding of useless bloggers and influencers has diverted
money away from righteous causes and quality journalism. Is that in the interests of
Travel & Tourism? Should it find ways of making its gargantuan marketing budgets
work for better causes? Why not redirect funds towards serious watchdog groups
such as civil society movements, investigative journalism, human and animal rights
organisations, peace-building and inter-faith groupings, UN institutions such as the
Alliance of Civilisations. If destinations want quality tourists, why not fund quality
causes. All these institutions have vast followings on social media, which can
double or triple the value of the marketing investment.
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10. The content of Travel & Tourism communications

Travel & Tourism is re-engineering itself across the board to cater to the new
realities. That path is only just opening. Clearly the same old imagery of swimming
pools, hotel lobbies, airline stewardesses, golden sunsets and sandy beaches is not
going to work. Instead communicators will need to show how they are contributing
to the SDGs and making the world a better place.

11. Rebalance Travel & Tourism curricula

Curricula of Travel & Tourism academies and institutions contain scant discussion
of its history and past mistakes. Students spend hundreds of man-hours on the
technicalities of management, marketing, operations, finance and other business-
building activities. History has no value, perhaps because human life has no value.
The past is considered just that. If Travel & Tourism is truly serious about creating
a better future for future generations it will have to help them learn from past
mistakes, and avoid repeating them.
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12. The four great Asian rebalancing systems
In order to be truly sustainable and stable, the future of Asia’s socio-economic

development needs to be totally reoriented in line with these four home-grown
concepts:

+ The late Thai King Rama IX the Great’s Sufficiency Economy (which has been
featured at length in this publication)

+ The holistic Gross National Happiness guidelines of the King of Bhutan
+ Mahatma Gandhi’s Need vs Greed early warning

« Nobel Peace Prize winner Mohammed Yunus “Small is Beautiful” Grameen
Bank business concept.

| highlighted the combined power of these four socio-economic philosophies for the
firsttimeintwo publications launched at the ITB Asia 2008-09. Both can be downloaded on
my website www.travel-impact-newswire.com
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The pursuit of balance has shaped my entire life both personally and professionally.

For six years in a boarding school in the scenic highlands of India, my weekly schedule
was a perfect balance of study, sports and free time. Thanks to my dear mother, a
Muslim boy born in the Land of the Hindus was educated in a school set up by Christian
missionaries, taught by descendants of British colonialists, amidst the camaraderie of
students representing the marvelously balanced social and cultural mosaic of India -
Hindus, Muslims, Christians, Sikhs, Jains, Parsis and Jews.

Two years at an international school in Kuwait (1965-66) gained me a more balanced
education with insights into Western and European history.

Two briefly incomplete stints at tertiary education ended in sheer boredom.
My career in journalism began in 1973 in the imbalanced Gulf state of Kuwait, a country
ruled by a single family and totally dependent on one source of export earnings. Greenery

was a luxury amidst the desert sands. Journalism was straitjacketed by zero media
freedom.
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As a young journalist, it was an adrenalin-pumping experience to chronicle how the
Middle East was being impacted by the oil boom and the Arab-Israeli conflict.

In 1978, the balance swung to the other extreme, with my move to Thailand. It had plenty

of greenery and water, but no respect for either. A “Land of the Free”, with a beloved King,
robust democracy and vibrant economy counter-balanced by a boisterous night-life, rampant
corruption and poverty.

In 1981, | turned 25 and began covering Travel & Tourism. That year, the Tourism Authority
of Thailand and Thai Airways International both turned 21.
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In 1982, the PATA annual
conference was held in Bangkok.
The gathering of more than 2,000
delegates was an eye-opening
event which cemented the role
of Travel & Tourism in the socio-
economic future of Thailand.

In 1983, at another PATA event,
the Adventure Travel Mart in
Kathmandu, | interviewed Sir
Edmund Hillary, the first man to
scale Mount Everest, and heard
him speak passionately about
the fragile relationship between
ecology and poverty.
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A classic quote from Sir Edmund Hillary’s speech. | have carefully preserved

the original, knowing full well how important it would prove to be.

Then came 1987 Visit Thailand Year, which revolutionised global tourism. | wrote the
first books about that chart-busting event and its aftermath, which highlighted both the
marketing genius and management weaknesses of Thai tourism.

*Visit Thailand Year Will Live On,
Serving As A Solid Foundation
From Which Our Tourism
Industry Can
Develop And Go Forward From
Strength To Strength.’

— Prime Minister Prem Tinsulanonda,
Addressing Thai Intemational’s
Annual Marketing Meeting In Pauaya,
12 May 1988,

| had the honour of presenting the two books to the late Gen Prem in a small luncheon
ceremony at Thailand’s Rose Garden Resort.
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Foreword

VISIT Thailand Year was a momentuous year in the history of Thai tourism. Based
on the 60th birthday of His Majesty King Bhumibhol Adulyadej, celebrated by the
Thai nation on. 5 December 1987, visit Thailand Year focussed international atten-
tion on the country, increased awareness of tourism as a major cconomic force and
proved true the long-taught but rarely-practised slogan that the Kingdom'’s true
strength lies in how well the private and public sectors can cooperate.

This is a report of how the Thai travel industry fared in that epoch-making year. It
strives to examine the year's successes and failures and analyse the issues that have
emerged,

The first comprehensive report of its kind, it is different in style and content from
other research studies because it is written from a journalist’s rather than an
academic’s perspective. The objective was to go beyond number-crunching and
take a look at how the industry functions and the deeper issues that affect it.

The conclusions and analyses are based on my detailed interviews with numerous
Thai tourism industry executives with whom I have maintained regular contact
since starting to cover the industry in 1981, first for Travel Trade Gazette Asia and
then PATA Travel News Asia-Pacific, both publications of the Asian Business
Press Group. I have made every effort to ensure accuracy of the data but if small
mistakes have crept in, my sincere apologies.

I trust readers will find the report useful in formulating future marketing plans, de-
veloping feasibility studies or just for information and reference. Above all, I trust it
will be as enjayable ta read as it was to write. It is my sincere hope that the report
will make a small contribution towards helping the economic development of the
country I have long called home,

Imiiaz Muqbil,
Bangkok, Thailand.
17 June 1988

Because tourism earns money much faster than other economic sectors and
survives on legions of often unknewing and unsuspecting alien consumers
perceived as cash cows, it is attracting the most attention from the many get-rich-
(i:llck artistes. While considerable lip service is paid to attracting quality rather
than quantity tourists, Thailand is being deluged by foreigners who, in about a
year from now, will total 10% of the population, At stake in this growth is the issue
of prderly management that should, like any corporate endeavour, strive to attain a
satisfied consumer and a profitable company, both of which eventually benefit the
country. As the rest of this book will illustrate, the Thai tourism indusiry seems
today ill-prepared to cope with The Challenge of Growth. Though the objectives
are clear, the path towards attaining them is a veritable obstacle course.

I trust this boolk will take a small step towards reaching those objectives, |
have tried to analyse the issues facing the industry, identify the opportunities and
highlight the dangers, which is all a journalist can do. The yest is upto the industry
which Iam sure will rise to the occasion. The Thais, after all, are known for their
ability to flabbergast.

Imtia:l:o h;(luqb!l, BARERLY
al - l »,
23 July 1989, it

THE THAI TOURISK INDUSTRY
COPING WITH THE CHALLENGE OF GROWTH
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A\ PHuker

JICA study sounds
danger warning

INLESS immediate and effective measures are taken to regulate and Phuket,
U manage Phuket’s booming tourism industry, Thailand’s beautiful island Thailand's
resort faces a bleak future, according to a major study done by the Japan
International Cooperation Agency. Released in March 1989 after 15 months of fastest
research by a 35-member team of Japanese and Thai experts, the study warns that growlng
Phuket's uncontrolled growth will soon cause land and fresh water shortages, beach
waste management problems and corrosion of coastal areas. “Environmental resort. faces
preservation is strongly required to maintain the value of Phuket tourism in the « T0¢
long run,” says the study. “A balanced development system should be explored a downhill
with attention being paid more to the environment than to development.” futvre
The study, one of several done by JICA in Thailand, is set to become a major unless
test case as Thailand stands poised for a major nationwide debate on the prompt
relationships between economic growth, tourisim and conservation, Though the action fs
study suggests several remedial measures, they all involve “an extremely taken fo
significant role to be played by the government in terms of legislative monitoring, h
supervising and directing actions.” The private sector, however, is not optimistic stem the
that anything will be done until conditions deteriorate to near catastrophic rof, warns
proportions. Even as the study was released, Thai developers announced plans to the JICA
build at least two giant condominiums on Phuket’s beaches and more are almost stud
certainly in the pipeline. “The JICA suggestions probably won’t be worth the y-
paper they are writlen on within a few months,” said one tourism industry
executive,

There was no shortage of early warnings about the impact the Thai tourism gold rush would
have on the environment. Did anyone pay attention? Did King Rama IX the Great’s economic
development policy get any traction at all?

A\THE ENVIRONMENT

Balancing riches
against ruin

ESS than a year after chalking up Southeast Asia’s highest surge in tourism
L arrivals, Thailand is grappling with a problem that goes right to the depths
of its tourism industry: the preservation of its natural heritage. Progress
and poverty have both worked in their own respective ways to impact on
Thailand’s environment. Tourism is now being seen paradoxically both as
contribuling to the decline and, if properly planned and managed, a means of
stemming it. Said Mr Kasem Snidvongs, Deputy Permanent Secretary of the
Ministry of Science, Energy and Technology, “We face two major challenges in
respect to the growth of nature-oriented tourism. The first is how to provide high
gquality tourism opportunities without degrading the resource base upon which
such tourism depends. The second, to ensure that significant benefits from tourism

development actually reach the village level and serve to support rural
development efforts.”
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The 1980s were marked by the dawn of post-Vietnam War peace in the Greater Mekong

Subregion, the rise of ASEAN, the rise of ASEAN, the emergence of China and Japan. | was
among the first generation of travel trade journalists to visit Myanmar, Bhutan, Mongolia,
Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam and China as they began to reform towards market economies.

The 1980s also was when the AIDS pandemic began to rear its head, the consequence of
another imbalance - sex and prostitution in an otherwise devoutly Buddhist country.

The 1990s began with more Middle Eastern turmoil, the Iraqi attack on Kuwait, followed a
year later by the U.S.-led counter-attack on Iraq.

In 1991, | covered the Annual General Meetings of the World Bank/IMF in Bangkok.
Counter-balancing the annual jamboree of the world’s bankers was a People’s Forum,
a platform for the poor to air their grievances against the top-down diktats of the
moneymen.
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That was followed by other landmark events such as the PATA Annual Conference in Bali
(1991) and the UNWTO General Assembly in Bali (1993). Both put sustainability at the core
of their agendas.

The WTTC, set up in 1990, launched the Green Globe agenda after the 1992 Earth Summit,
also to balance the economic value of tourism and its ecological impact.

In 1995, | was the only Asian journalist in Tel Aviv when a Jewish extremist fanatic terrorist
assassinated Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin just two days after the Nobel Peace
laureate had delivered his last speech highlighting the value of peace and tourism at an
International Hotel Association conference. The Middle East has been in turmoil ever
since, and the responsibility lies 100% in the bloodied hands of a violent Jewish terrorist.
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In 1997, the economic crisis crippled Thailand, thanks to another imbalance: Greed and
hubris in total violation of the Buddhist precepts of moderation.
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In 1998, PATA moved its headquarters from San Francisco to Bangkok. | was appointed the
first Asian editor of its flagship research publication Issues & Trends. In the Feb 1999 issue,
with the New Millennium just 10 months away, | compiled the trends of the 1980s-90s into
one issue, leading with this landmark forecast highlighting the importance of balance for
Travel & Tourism in the 21st century.
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The carefully researched forecast took its cue from the landmark post-1997 crisis speech
by the late King Rama IX the Great stressing the need for Thailand to adopt the Sufficiency
Economy model.

The King knew the value of balance for economies and societies. A well-balanced
distribution of power was necessary for maintaining check and balance. In my forecast, |

was merely reasserting that value for the benefit of Travel & Tourism.

Not a single PATA CEO ever paid any attention to it.
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Under my editorship,
Issues & Trends
explored other burning
topics which | could
clearly see impacting
Travel & Tourism in
the 21st century, such
as preserving the
peace and making
globalisation more fair
and inclusive.
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Then the 21st century dawned.

By simply connecting the dots of the destabilising global events of the 1980s-90s, it was
more than apparent that the New Millennium would witness more of the same.

Sure enough, the 9/11 terrorist attacks changed the world geopolitically, again a direct
consequence of Middle East turmoil.

Then came more instability with a “War on Terror” that clearly targeted the entire Islamic
world -- Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, Libya, Iran, Yemen, Sudan.

It became clear that “Climate Change” and “Regime Change” would dominate the 21st
century agenda, and destabilise Travel & Tourism.

| called these twin challenges “The Two Global Warmings”. A number of reports, studies
and studies followed to underline the threats they posed to the future of Travel & Tourism.

135 | THEOLIVE TREE | Edition 19. May-June 2020


https://bit.ly/2kvNQTJ

SECTION 7: THE PURSUIT OF BALANCE: A PERSONAL JOURNEY

Over the next few years, | continued to raise the bar with pioneering talks on topics such
as “Spiritual Tourism” and “Counter-trends”, both designed to broaden and balance the
travel industry discourse.
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2005: As many Asia-Pacific destinations began to recover from the devastating Dec 2004
tsunami, | revisited the Search for Balance in the rebuilding process.
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2008-09: As it became apparent that big corporations would become even bigger, and that
both economic crises and technology would have a serious impact on SMEs, | produced

these back-to-back studies to balance the agenda at the then newly-launched ITB Asia.
Both can be downloaded on my website.
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2009: | was the first travel trade journalist to flag the importance of what was then known
as the Millennium Development Goals, the precursor of the Sustainable Development
Goals (top). | also covered the Copenhagen Climate Change talks and produced this
inaugural report on how they will impact Travel & Tourism (bottom)
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2011: The spiritual sojourn rolls on. Proud to be a rare Muslim journalist on the Buddhist
circuit in India and Nepal.
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2010: This was the first study to flag the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Blueprint, one of three
pillars of the ASEAN “One Vision, One Identity, One Community” agenda, as being more

important to the future of ASEAN tourism than the far more commonly known AEC
Economic Blueprint

2011: The first time the Royal Projects of the late King Rama IX the Great were featured in
any travel trade publication.
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2013: At the Golden Temple in Amritsar, the holiest spot of Sikhism. This visit fulfilled by
lifetime desire to visit the holy spots of all the world’s religions.

The UNWTO, under its former Secretary-General Dr Taleb Rifai, organised four global
conferences on the impact of religious and spiritual tourism. | am proud to have covered
all of them.
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2013: The first (and last) time a debate on any topic was held at the PATA Thailand
Chapter. | was one of the speakers. Serious debate is not very high on the agendas of the
Travel & Tourism fraternity anywhere.

Another one of the four UNWTO conferences on the impact of religious and spiritual
tourism. | covered and spoke at this, too.
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2015: These two inaugural presentations in Vientiane, Laos, and Bangkok were made in
the same year the UN formally launched the 2016-2030 Sustainable Development Goals.
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2014: At the end of the Walk of St James, following my participation in the 1st UNWTO
International Congress On Tourism & Pilgrimages in Santiago de Compostella, Spain

For many decades, the Thai tourism industry took robust advantage of Royal events
to launch mega-million dollar marketing campaigns, but paid scant attention to the
balanced development guidelines of the late King Rama IX the Great.
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2015: First PATA study
showing how Asia-Pacific
destinations benefit from
peace, or suffer from the
lack of it.

2014: First webinar
on what has
proved to be a
fortuitous theme.
Unfortunately,
the then newly-
appointed PATA
CEO was too
obsessed with
technology to see
any value.
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2017: Launch of The Olive Tree, the first global publication designed to help Travel &
Tourism become a committed part of the solution in meeting the UN SDGs.
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2017: First global essay competition linking Travel & Tourism to the UN SDGs.
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Enhancing awareness of the UN SDGs amongst the Travel & Tourism remained my
passion.
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2019: First research on incorporating the UN SDGs into Travel & Tourism communications
strategies
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All through these four decades, | covered the Bangkok-based UN Economic and Social
Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP) and its hundreds of meetings designed
to help Asia maintain a sense of balance. The ESCAP Tourism Unit was the only regional
tourism body that sought to balance the benefits of tourism marketing with equivalent
warnings about the impact of over-development, income leakage and education/training
deficiencies. Regrettably, due to U.S. government interference, it was shut down. But its
legacy lives on.

The Covid-19 pandemic is yet another crisis in the never-ending chain.

These nearly identical acts of destablisation are NOT “acts of God”. Like wars and financial
crises, they are man-made events deliberately executed to create carefully-crafted
opportunities for those who benefit from them.

Unless and until these perpetrators are exposed and held accountable, the disruptions

will continue unabated. And Travel & Tourism, the so-called Industry of Peace, will
continue to pay the price.
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2019: For all its ups and downs, and indeed because of its ability to comeback from

each crisis, | refer to Thailand as The Greatest Story in Global Tourism History. In 2019,

in the buildup to the 2020 commemoration of the founding of the Tourism Authority of
Thailand and Thai Airways International, | gave a series of unmatched lectures to share
the kingdom’s tourism learning experience. Regrettably, the Covid19 pandemic derailed
those celebrations, but presented Thailand with yet another chance to regain its balance
and convert a Crisis into an Opportunity.
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