24/ 11/ 2002
Nati ons blurring the Iine between panic and cal m

P. Y. Chin

A BUSI NESSMAN once asked, "Do you know how to get rich?" "Sinple," he
answered hinmself. "There are three ways: Strike first prize in a lottery,
marry a rich old lady, or rob a bank."

This rem nded ne of another busi nessman who asked, "Do you know how to
kill the tourismindustry overnight?"

"Sinple," he, too, replied hinself. "There are two ways.

"One is the CGsama way - the violent approach. Pick a target and bonb it.
This will frighten the hell out of the tourists and they will disappear
over ni ght .

"The other is the Bush way - a nore subtle approach. Just keep issuing
travel advisories, putting the fear of God in your citizens and they wll
not visit these popular tourist destinations.™

Either way, it works. The tourismindustry in Southeast Asia has
suffered a double blow, first by the Osanma-inspired bonbing in Bali and
then by Bush's travel advisories.

(Britain, Germany and Australia have al so issued travel advisories to
their nationals. Lately, even Japan joined in the fray with a travel ban
on its citizens to this part of the world.)

Wth so many of the major countries advising their nationals not to
visit the region, it would appear that such acts are nore than just a
coi nci dence

Many are now questioning whether it is a concerted effort by these
countries to destroy the tourismindustry in Asean.

It is a very legitimate nove for these countries to warn their citizens
of the dangers of travelling to countries where indiscrimnate bomnbi ngs
are a common occurrence, where foreigners are the target.

The travel advisories could be seen as a "weapon". By issuing such an
advi sory, the nunber of its citizens travelling to a particular country or
region is reduced considerably overnight.

Travel advisories are not new. The United States has been issuing them
to warn its citizens of the dangers of travelling to certain South
American and M ddl e Eastern countries whenever anti-American feelings
surfaced there.

Japan too had issued such advisories in the past, though not so nuch
because of anti-Japanese feelings as ki dnappings.

Since the Sept 11 terrorist attacks, travel mainly to the United States
has been far nore "hazardous" for many nationals conpared to visiting
Pal esti ne.

After going through the hassles of getting a visa to enter the United
States, a visitor is then subjected to a hum liating security check upon
arrival at the airport.

This has largely deterred many potential tourists fromvisiting the
United States. They prefer to holiday in the Far East, especially the
Asean countri es.

Coul d those countries that had issued the negative travel advisories be
envious that nore tourist dollars are flowing into this part of the world
t han before?

Those who believe in conspiracy theories would readily say that the
countries who have issued the negative travel advisories were out to
destroy the tourismindustry in Asean.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad voi ced his opinion



strongly Il ast week, saying that such advisories "could affect tourism and
foreign investnents". Already a nunber of international events schedul ed
i n Mal aysi a had been cancel | ed.

Mani | a and Bangkok, two cities which this witer visited two weeks ago,
were in the same dil enma.

In Manila, security checks were tight with police stationed at the
entrance of all major hotels and shopping conpl exes. There were al so dogs
to sniff out expl osives.

Bef ore a hotel guest or shopper could enter the building, he was scanned
with a nmetal detector and subject to a body search. To nake nmatters worse,
there was only one entrance to the hotel or shopping conplex and one exit.

Vehi cl es going into the basenment car park were scanned with a netal
detector and i nspected.

I n Bangkok, there were no security checks like that in Mnila but they
suffered the humliation of that infanpbus travel advisory the Hong Kong
Citibank office issued two weeks ago.

The American banking giant had warned its staff and clients of a
possible terror attack by mlitants |inked to Al -Qaeda in Bangkok at | ast
week' s biggest festival of the year, Loy Krathong, where Thai s gather
around waterways to float krathongs (little floats of flowers and candl e)
for good | uck.

The Citibank warnings stated that "I aw enforcenment sources said the
extrem sts mght be planning a terrorist attack between Nov 17 and 21".

The warni ng had the Thai Governnment fum ng nmad, as the report would
affect the Thai tourismindustry. An official probe is underway.

The bank has been accused of having an "ulterior notive", with a
gover nment spokesman saying, "It's inpossible that Ctibank would wite
this. There mght be a political mpotive."

Some Thais are wondering whet her Citibank's warning was pressured by US
security agencies, or that Citibank did genuinely believe there was such a
threat and did what it did.

But then, should Citibank have acted on its own? \Wat about other |arge
forei gn banks operating i n Bangkok?

True, after the Bali bonbing, the next target could be anywhere. But the
peopl e of Asean, and Asians generally, have by and large learnt to live
wi t h danger.

Sonme Asians were reported to have commrented after the Bali incident that
the probability of getting killed in the bonbing woul d not have been any
| esser than getting killed while crossing the road. Death, in both cases,

i S unexpect ed.

Hong Kong- based consultancy firmPolitical and Econom c R sk Consul tancy
pol |l ed some 400 participants at an investnent conference a week after the
Bal i bonbi ng and found there was no undue concern over security in the
regi on foll owi ng the bonbing.

I ndeed, a Mal aysi an conpany chairman who visited Bali two weeks ago
found life had returned to normal though in a slightly different way.

"Peopl e now avoi d crowded areas, especially where there are |arge
nunbers of foreign tourists,” he said | ast week.

"Foreign tourists, who are mainly Asians, are returning to Bali in large
nunbers. The restaurants at hotels are packed with diners.™

Life always returns to normal after the dust has settled, follow ng sone
unf oreseen or disastrous events, such as an earthquake, floods, fire or
bonbi ngs, and even war.

VWhat Asean governments can't accept about these advisories is their
credibility. Anmerican security agencies that issued such advisories have
not been correct before.

Only | ast week, the Wiite House censured the Federal Bureau of



Investigation for alerting hospitals in Washi ngton, Houston, San Franci sco
and Chicago to possible terrorist threats.

The Wiite House | abelled such warnings as "information with | ow
credibility".

The Singapore Straits Tines in an editorial |ast week said it all
"Nothing will please the terrorists nore than to have Western governnents

pani cki ng and keeping all their citizens at hone."
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