
  

 

The bromides of 
tourism wear thin 

After serving overseas as a Star correspondent, 
Martin Regg Cohn is finished with travel. The 
world is being taken over by tourists, he says, 
and the result is a planet being destroyed by the 
fumes of jet planes taking people to surreal 
destinations that have been homogenized 
  
Apr. 30, 2006 
 
Nothing is quite so deflating as wending your way to the far ends of the earth only to feel like you never 
left home. 

Which is why I'm staying home from now on. 

You won't see me among the more than 760 million people criss-crossing the planet every year, 
transforming tourism into the world's biggest industry. After a decade overseas as a foreign 
correspondent, I'm grounded - at my own request. 

I've had my fill of jetting off in search of the unseen sight. I'm no longer counting on the destination for 
a transformation. 

To be sure, tourism alternates between self-discovery and self-delusion. Inspired by glossy brochures or 
boastful guidebooks, we all fantasize about the secluded beach or religious sanctuary, the sumptuous 
palace or the isolated village. 

But when so many peripatetic souls jam all the usual tourist getaways, you find yourself bumping into 
fellow travellers with disconcerting frequency. 

And the unsettling truth sinks in: Travel is oversold. 

Instead of culture shock, commercial schlock. 

Overrun by yappy guides, European capitals have become giant theme parks. Beset by swarms of 
tourists, the Acropolis looks more like an anthill than a Greek temple. Invaded by cellphones, 
Westminster Abbey feels like a playpen for tour groups rather than a revered place of worship. 

Now, even distant Asian destinations have a surreal cast, overbuilt with golden arches and accented by 
Starbucks logos. As tourism infiltrates the far corners of the globe, the juggernaut seems unstoppable - 
and increasingly unmemorable. 
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Far be it from me to begrudge the benefits of the travel boom for the poor countries and rich 
corporations that depend on the hospitality industry. But why trek to an exotic locale that is so utterly 
westernized as to be eerily familiar? 

It's a question I often wrestled with during my postings in the Middle East and Asia. My assignments 
ranged from Afghanistan to Yemen - countries not so much off the beaten path as off the map. 

Travel agencies give these tormented lands such a wide berth that when I crossed passport control, the 
only familiar faces were those of the secret police. Chronicling dictatorship or conflict in places like 
Kashmir, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Algeria and Egypt, I listened to ambitious - and avaricious - government 
officials talk dreamily of the potential for tourism amidst terrorism. 

But all around their dilapidated offices, the archaeological ruins were desolate and the modern hotels 
deserted. Only the fetid prisons were full. 

In such settings, it was possible to imagine a world before mass tourism. It was as far as you could 
possibly get from the frenzied throngs. 

Let me be clear: I don't pine for political upheavals to shield me from commercial atrocities. Nor do I 
recommend places like Pyongyang to get away from holiday crowds. 

But I couldn't help noticing that the people who endured national hardships - and had yet to taste the 
fruits or frustrations of mass tourism - were refreshingly friendly toward foreigners. 

Quite simply, they had yet to sour on us. They had yet to weary of bargain-hunting backpackers or deep-
discount tour groups. People still took pride in smiling for snapshots, rather than demanding baksheesh 
for a posed photo op. 

In cities like Baghdad or Tehran, where Westerners were a rarity, they eagerly struck up conversations 
to practise their English. Without any hint of a scam or sales pitch, they peppered me with questions 
about a world beyond satellite TV. 

But my splendid isolation didn't last for long. Beyond the tourist no-go zones and terrorist redoubts of 
the Middle East, my second posting took me to an Asia increasingly accessible to visitors. 

From my new base in Hong Kong, I came face to face with the frenzy. On flights to Bangkok, 
departures were often delayed so that passengers on connecting flights from Mainland China could 
board the aircraft. 

Now, more than 30 million Chinese tourists are fanning out across the world, and the figure is projected 
to reach 100 million by 2020 - redefining our concept of congestion. 

Burma's stunted economy has a certain 
appeal. What is undeveloped seems 
unspoiled; rural poverty appears pastoral; 
backwardness is quaint. And so what 
passes as cultural tourism comes closer to 
cultural voyeurism 
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Their lust for brand names has reinvigorated Hong Kong retailers, and their purchasing power has 
revived Bangkok's sex emporiums. 

Like waves of visitors before them - from America, Germany, the U.K. and Japan - Chinese tourists in 
shorts and sandals are barging into Thailand's Buddhist temples in hot pursuit of photo ops with 
increasingly camera-shy monks in saffron robes. 

The Chinese are inveterate travellers, not least because their own country's tourist sites are hopelessly 
overcrowded or crassly reconstructed. 

In remote Yunnan province, where the village of Lijiang has been designated a World Heritage Site by 
UNESCO and is thought to be the inspiration for Shangri-La, government officials have torn down 
authentic homes in nearby villages to make way for new commercial developments owned and operated 
by outsiders. 

Across China, isolated ancient temples are suffocated by modern commercial sprawl. Historic 
neighbourhoods are demolished to make way for swank new restaurants. In Shanghai's Xintiandi 
district, new structures are built to look old, tempting visitors with exotic illusionism. 

An old China hand once explained that to appreciate the country's magnificently flawed heritage, you 
need to see it through a zoom lens. Only by screening out the encroaching ugliness can you enjoy what's 
left of the Middle Kingdom. 

Little wonder Chinese tourists now leapfrog their own domestic sites in search of supposedly unspoiled 
destinations in neighbouring Myanmar, whose wretched military dictatorship belies its Buddhist 
demeanour. Thanks to military misrule, the country once known as Burma remains frozen in time, and 
hence holds enduring appeal for those dreaming of travelling back to "simpler" times. 

Ignoring pleas from Burma's Nobel laureate opposition leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, to boycott military-
owned luxury hotels, the Chinese are joining tour groups from France and Germany in sampling 
Burmese culture while closing their eyes to its present-day hardships. 

To these tourists, Burma's stunted economy has a certain appeal. 

What is undeveloped seems unspoiled; rural poverty appears pastoral; backwardness is quaint. And so 
what passes as cultural tourism comes closer to cultural voyeurism. 

A similar story is unfolding in North Korea, where political tourism is catching on. Enterprising travel 
operators are moving in fast to make a buck in the Stalinist state, which revels in nuclear brinkmanship 
amid widespread hunger. 

On my first trip to this Hermit Kingdom to write about the opening of diplomatic relations with Canada, 
I came across foreign shopping fever in a government souvenir store. 

I also discovered a group of tourists who had won a free trip to Pyongyang as a reward from their Hong 
Kong employer - an incentive tour to feast on the sites of a state on the brink of starvation. 

Such incongruities are a fixture on the tourist landscape. 

In the remote mountain villages of northern Pakistan, along the Afghanistan border, I watched as young 
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Muslim motorcyclists from the Punjab made the long journey to see the "keffirs" (infidels) of a local 
tribe in hopes of deflowering maidens from what the government calls "primitive, pagan tribes." Sex 
tourism, whether in the brothels of Bangkok or on the slopes of the Hindu Kush, seems insatiable. 

And then there is eco-tourism, that most virtuous of voyages. Thanks to the power of modern marketing, 
it is possible to persuade tourists that their eco-trip on a jet plane improves planetary understanding. 

Never mind that a typical intercontinental flight produces two tonnes of carbon dioxide per passenger 
each way - roughly the output of driving your car for a full year. Or that an eco-tourist consumes more 
water in a week than a villager drinks in a year. 

But the bromides of eco-tourism, like the illusions of cultural tourism, backpacker tourism and just plain 
mass tourism, are with us to stay. 

Which is why I'm staying home from here on in. 
  

  
 
 

 

The Lonely Planet factor 

Apr. 30, 2006 
  
By Martin Regg Cohn 
 
MELBOURNE 
 
It's an unlikely nerve centre for the world's travel boom.  

A converted warehouse, nestled in a sleepy docklands district, houses the Lonely Planet publishing 
empire co-founded by Tony Wheeler and his wife Maureen three decades ago.  

Behind the sliding glass doors and brick walls of his sleek Australian headquarters sits a library of 800 
volumes - the collected works of the Lonely Planet brain trust.  

By trekking across Southeast Asia on a shoestring in the 1970s and writing about it in a much-
photocopied opus of that name, Wheeler reinvented the guidebook genre and reshaped the world of 
travel for backpackers and jetsetters alike.  

When Wheeler writes, people listen.  

Staffed by 370 fellow travellers, the Lonely Planet publishing empire bestrides the globe, selling more 
than six million volumes and earning more than $100 million annually. But success has provoked 
second thoughts for Wheeler.  

The erstwhile backpacker, who now flies business class, worries about the limits to growth. He frets 
about "Lonely Planetization" - the fallout from globalization and the travel boom.  
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about "Lonely Planetization" - the fallout from globalization and the travel boom.  

Mass tourism, eco-tourism, cultural tourism and independent tourism have taken their toll. He frets that 
guidebooks encourage a herd instinct, with tourists clutching his company's latest edition as they 
slavishly follow the same congested itineraries.  

"We all think we're at the cutting edge, but of course we're not - we're all on the beaten track," Wheeler 
says.  

"Young kids today aren't shoestringers in the same way. They're all toting their laptops and expecting to 
be met by the hotel bus at the airport."  

Lonely Planet's titles span Antarctica to Zimbabwe, but the bulk of Wheeler's business is no longer quite 
so exotic or downmarket.  

The big sellers are vacation getaways like Bali, while desert destinations like Yemen are out of print 
because of poor sales.  

Hardy travellers who fan out to far-flung places can spoil sensitive local cultures or fragile ecologies. 
But the bigger damage comes from the bulk of vacationers who flock to the major destinations, leaving a 
massive trail of pollution and consumption in their wake.  

"Things that could be so beautiful are being paved over," Wheeler laments.  

What worries him most is that when people fly by jet across the world, they contribute to global 
warming.  

"This whole carbon-burning thing will be a much bigger problem in the future, and I sweat over it - 
we're a contributor to this," he says. "People have no awareness that when they fly somewhere, it's like 
driving a car for a year."  

The trail of pollution is destined to get worse as global tourism takes off over the next decade. As 
incomes rise in China, hundreds of millions of tourists will take to the skies, wasting resources like the 
rest of us.  

Wheeler is vexed by the pollution conundrum, given that global air traffic has quadrupled over the past 
three decades and is projected to double over the next decade.  

"I haven't got an answer, except we should all stay home and raise vegetables in our gardens. But that 
won't work."  

Against that backdrop, Wheeler pines for the more measured pace of the early years of travel, which he 
says can still be found in the maverick countries that Westerners avoid.  

With far fewer tourists venturing to the Middle East, for example, Iranians and Syrians are more 
welcoming.  

"I've been to Iran," he says, "and part of the reason it's so wonderful, I'm sure, is because there are no 
tourists."  
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'Bit players in a theme park' 
Luang Prabang was a little-visited cultural gem in Laos until the U.N. named it a World 
Heritage Site in 1995. Now it is overrun by thousands of tourists and at risk of losing the 
heritage that made it special in the first place, reports Martin Regg Cohn 
  
Apr. 30, 2006 
 
Dotted with colonial bungalows, royal palaces and gilded temples, this historic town is a cautionary tale 
about the future of tourism. 
  
Luang Prabang, pop. 20,000, once had the potential to be an alternative to the juggernaut of package 
tours and the march of mass tourism. A decade ago, it attracted only a few hundred backpackers a year. 
It was an unspoiled outpost of cultural tourism; a refuge from a world overrun by sightseers, shoppers 
and sun worshippers.  

Then the United Nations listed Luang Prabang as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1995. Now it 
struggles to cope with more than 100,000 visitors a year, thanks to a new airport for planeloads of 
tourists hopping over from Thailand.  

What was once the best-preserved historical town in Southeast Asia has become an irresistible source of 
tourism revenue for one of the world's poorest countries. After surviving war and famine, Luang 
Prabang's legacy is now threatened by the fruits of peace and plenty.  

And the menace comes not only from the depredations of foreign tourists but also from the machinations 
of local Laotians keen to cash in by selling out their heritage.  

Exhibit A is the destruction of the town's historic covered marketplace, now a heap of twisted iron and 
crumpled green awnings.  

According to frustrated UNESCO officials, the market's demise came unexpectedly in 2004, when a 
powerful local Communist official sent in the bulldozers.  

Presented with a fait accompli, UNESCO was asked to approve construction of a sprawling new 
shopping mall catering to busloads of tourists.  

"They wanted to build crap, something like in Thailand," fumes French architect Emmanuel Pouille, a 
consultant at Heritage House in Luang Prabang, which oversees preservation of the UNESCO site.  

"We warned them that if you do something wrong it will put you on the endangered list," recalls Pouille, 
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sitting in the restored French colonial customs house where he works, surrounded by detailed maps of 
the town's plan.  

The standoff came too late to help the 250 shopkeepers who lost their livelihoods in what was once a 
living, breathing piece of history.  

The lost market, still just a pile of rubble as of this week, is only a small piece of the Luang Prabang 
puzzle, and what has been destroyed cannot be rebuilt.  

But how can the essence of this former royal capital be preserved?  

"It's not only buildings that are changing, but also people's lives that are changing a lot because of 
tourism, and that has an effect on the living heritage of the town," says Rik Ponne, a UNESCO 
conservationist.  

"Local grocery shops are changing into souvenir shops and bakeries are becoming massage parlours. 
Everyone is trying to create opportunities for themselves, to make more money, but they don't realize 
what they're giving up."  

No one is bulldozing the Buddhist temples, but can they endure as religious sanctuaries when overrun by 
tourist throngs?  

How will traditional shopkeepers cope with the higher rents driven up by swank new boutiques and 
fashionable cafés?  

The imported beer and Indian lassis (a yoghurt-based drink) favoured by backpackers are having a 
homogenizing effect on the town's main street and leaving a bitter taste with locals. The throbbing beat 
of karaoke parlours now competes with the gentle Buddhist chants wafting from riverside temples.  

"When the female tourists come sightseeing at the temple, all the novices turn to look at the blonds and 
whistle at them," says Kham Souk, a 25-year-old monk at the Vat Khih temple.  

Local residents now avoid the main street's trendy nightspots. While taking their detour, they can be 
heard muttering, "This is the place for farangs (foreigners) - their ghetto," says Francis Engelmann, a 
consultant who helped UNESCO designate the town on its heritage list.  

Engelmann worries about the growing culture clash, expressed by one frustrated Buddhist monk who 
asked rhetorically, "Are we actors playing for tourists, or monkeys in a zoo?"  

Individual homeowners are also facing difficult choices about their heritage.  

Ever since UNESCO's arrival in 1995, residents have been encouraged to preserve their homes with 
authentic - but costlier - teak and traditional roof materials.  

Conservation is proving a hard sell for residents who must comply with a long list of requirements to be 
eligible for UNESCO subsidies.  

By contrast, modern corrugated metal roofs and cement are cheap, plentiful and more durable.  

Foreign donors are also bankrolling special training for Buddhist monks to ensure the art of carving 
Buddhas and other sculptures will not be lost before the older generation dies off.  
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Buddhas and other sculptures will not be lost before the older generation dies off.  

At one of Luang Prabang's oldest temples, master craftsman Thitchanda Souvannapanh works with his 
gnarled hands to help dozens of monks and novices learn his skills. Hunched over workbenches, they 
use mortar and plaster with gold leaf to recreate religious sculptures.  

"This skill must be preserved or it will die off with the older people," says Souvannapanh, 72.  

Ultimately, preserving a living town is proving harder than conserving an archaeological site.  

"It's been a struggle the whole time," says Heather Peterson, a UNESCO consultant. "People ask why 
they should preserve an old house when they can tear it down and put up a concrete structure for a 
fraction of the cost."  

As traditional architecture disappears, the town becomes less attractive for tourists. And the more 
tourists come, the more heritage buildings are under siege.  

"We've seen dramatic changes over the last two to three years," says Pouille at Heritage House. 
"Tourism is increasing in huge proportions - so many people, so many!"  

They come by the busload, even though buses are banned from the town's streets to preserve its serenity. 

Tour guides and drivers routinely bribe local officials who wave them through, allowing the buses to 
cruise alongside processions of monks while passengers snap photographs, Pouille complains.  

The tourist invasion has been a boon for Veomanee Douangdara's textile shop in the heart of town, but 
she can already see the fallout from the economic upheaval around her.  

"There are too many guest houses and restaurants displacing older residents," she says. "And the tourists 
wear very short skirts and bikini tank tops."  

Luang Prabang's flirtation with foreigners is being closely followed by tourism experts across Asia, who 
believe its fate holds lessons for planners in search of a kinder, gentler tourism elsewhere.  

"Luang Prabang is one of the few remaining historically authentic places in Asia," concludes a 
UNESCO report.  

"However, since it was `rediscovered' by travellers a little over a decade ago, Luang Prabang has 
become subject to the pressures of an ever-growing tourism industry... where the town's residents are 
reduced to the roles of bit players in a cultural theme park." 
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