VISITOR OVERLOAD

Siem Reap Scrambles to Accomodate Millions of Tourists

By Phann Ana
and Adam Piore

e Ay TowN - The anclent Anghorian
ruins here survived centuries in the jun-
g and decades of cvil war, Bat can
they survive all the wursses?
Some of those charged with protocting them
are no longer so sure
“We don't have encugh infrastructure to wed
come s toursen,” benents Tep Vattho, who
heads the development depermment of the
.1 ﬁ'.m Authority, the governmenl agency
vated with managing the Angkor
.-hﬁmnhgirnl Parlc
“We are not ready: f one million coms a year,
the enmvironmene will be destroved very quick:
by she sad
Lilee ¥ or not, mass tourism is aiready here.
And the govermmeny. B engaged in a rush o
calich up with i All told this year, tourism offf
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calls are opocting not 1 milion fourkds—
abo the mmnber that visited last yess, break-
g all reconds—but twice that, accerding o
Siem Rosp's Provingial Governor Soa hirin,
Az many as SIO000 visitors ae exqecied
botwern November and December alone,
when Cambodia kicks off the Angkor
Gyeongiu World Culture Expo 2006,

Already, feets of our buses and a growing
army of motorbilee tod drivers clog the narmow
roads leading to the temples. In the Anghor
park, thousands of peirs of feet tread everyday
an ancenl stone walkways—s0 many that the
government is corsadering requining visitors
Lo W profective plastic slippers. Downtown,
hotels sprout up like mushrooms, and garbage
thnats in the town's river

Siem Reap's population, meanwhile, is
exploding oo, They have flocked fom the
ensten peoviness of Kompong Cham, Svay
Rieng, andd Prey Venge d&hving up the town's
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ol population by S0 percent over the last
three years, from 100,000 & 2002 to 150,000
this year. Their number B expoctad 1o dimb 1o
185,000 in 2015 and 210,00 in 2020

Chaotic, ramshackls encamgments Ene the
road leading out of Slem Reap town, housing
thousands of arvivals looking for work in the

"It's bad becamse s a small provinee, and a
amad wwn,” sos Chhouk Vanchhom, buresu
chied for the wown's tourism department.

“There are 100 muny people, and it's difficult
o supply and feed them,” he said.

Already the: Wwn's infrestructure is begin-
ning to buckle.

During the dry scason, rew sewsge dogs
the ancient imigation web that used to fertilize
the rice fekls on the outskirts of tran—and
flosts down the river that flows twough Skemn

“some hotels put sewage in the river and it
smells,” says Tep Vattho,

“There are squatters aloag the banks, We
bherve an imigaton web, But actually this irmgs
tion web has booome a sewage web bevse of
development.”

Al twilight, traffic stalls in the city center and
the supply of clecuicity s stretchwed thin, with
mvohmtary blackouts in parts of Sem Resp
after dark:

Some doomrssyers even worry that the bur
den placed an the area’s natural water table by
the grovng number of residents and visitors
could eveniually cause the earth beneath the
mighty temples of Angkor to collapse nto
depleted undenground water pocicts.

In recent months, government of ficials have
baunched a mumber of indtiatives aimed at avert-
ing potential disster—inchading new road
projects, a Ahoectare reservoir, a town beaut-
fication plan, and a new cloctricity agreement
with Thailand that will significandy boost the
lowTn's power supply.

The French government is Snencing a 55
million wastewnter plant on the eaxd side of
own, and the povernment s secking funds
from the Asian Development Bank to build
another,

But this is Nlely only the begrinning.

About 87 hotels are now operating in Siem
Reap, and more than 150 are planned, Chhouk
Vanchhom sid, In the last two years alone,
property values along Route 6 have tripled
from 5300 to S50 a square meter, he added.

The most omincus rend, however, rright be
thiz The tourists themsclves are

Incressingly, busloads of budget tour groups
are being drivn to Siem Reap Instend] of free-
spending. upmarket solo tourists. Planners
irar the growth of such "mass tourism” is not
sustainable. They worry thal the: sirain of mass
wourism is making the town even kess attractive
o the moneyed, discriminating tourists that
could provide Siem Reasp with a more prof-
itable and stable fsture,

“In short, the kram iteclf i= neither atractive
nor comilortable enough for noogroup tnrsss
w move around by themseles” say the
authors of an October, 2006 study fnanced by






