An exclusive trip
A report by SwedWatch and the Fair Trade Center
An evaluation of the effects of tourism on Thailand and Brazil

This publication is a short version of a report entitled ”An exclusive trip – An evaluation of the effects of tourism on Thailand and Brazil”, which was put together by SwedWatch and the Fair Trade Center. The report builds on research and field studies conducted in Thailand and Brazil during summer 2008. The field studies were performed in and around Koh Samed, Phuket and Khao Lok in Thailand, and in Natal and Porto de Galinhas in Brazil. Interviews were conducted with the local population, hotel employees, hotel managers, researchers, public sector employees at authorities, as well as representatives of local and international organisations with ties to the tourist industry. 
In Thailand, interviews were conducted with approximately 40 construction workers and 20 hotel employees at 16 hotels used by Swedish tour operators. In Brazil, about ten employees and former employees were interviewed at eight hotels used by Swedish tour operators. Whilst the field studies were being performed, the Fair Trade Center also conducted interviews with representatives from the three largest travel companies in Sweden: Ving, Fritidsresor and Apollo. The full report can be downloaded from www.swedwatch.org.
Tourism – not just a ray of sunshine 
Construction workers toil under the burning sun, digging the land to build a swimming pool. They demolish walls in old bungalows from eight o’clock in the morning until nine or ten o’clock at night, seven days a week. They all work at a hotel and bungalow resort on the tourist island of Koh Samed, which is used by Ving and Fritidsresor. Some of them earn the equivalent of as little as 3 US dollars (USD) per day.  “We never have any time off”, says one of them. His lips are stained red because he, like many of the other workers, chews on the leaves of the Betel nut to keep his strength up during the long working days. All of them are illegal migrant workers from Burma that have come to Thailand to find work in the popular tourist destinations. They live in simple tin sheds that are located at a suitable distance away from the hotel.
Tourism is one of the world’s most important and fastest growing industries, with a gross value of more than 7 billion US dollars. The industry creates many jobs and employs more than 200 million people, a massive 11 per cent of the global workforce. 
More Swedish tourists are holidaying in Thailand than ever before. Last year approximately 374 000 Swedish nationals visited the country that tour operators describe as family friendly, cheap and safe. In fact, that figure is almost three times higher than it was ten years ago. 
However, there are also a number of social problems noticeable in destination countries, as illustrated by the example above. Companies with ties to the tourist industry often employ temporary workers to save costs. The problem is that many of these workers do not have employment contracts and they are thereby denied the rights enjoyed by permanent employees. The fact that they do not have contracts also means that they have no kind of job security and they can be laid off without any prior warning. Coupled with the fact that tourism in many countries is very seasonal, this means that a temporary employee’s life is full of insecurity. 
It should be underlined that many of the problems raised in this publication are not exclusively a result of the tourist industry. However, tour operators should certainly be actively involved in solving them. 

Guest workers exploited as a cheap workforce
Thanks to the relative strength of its economy, Thailand has become an appealing country for guest workers from neighbouring Burma, Laos and Cambodia. The economic development in Thailand has created a demand for construction workers in a number of industries including tourism. New hotels and resorts are being built at a fast pace and it is mainly guest workers from Burma and Cambodia who are involved in their construction.
Guest workers’ working conditions are seldom in accordance with Thai labour legislation. Interviews conducted by SwedWatch show that Burmese guest workers involved in the tourist industry rarely have a day off during the week. Several of the Burmese nationals working in construction and at the hotels used by the Swedish tour operators are working more than the legal limit, in some cases up to 14 hours per day. 
Wages are also too low. Interviews show that certain guest workers do not even receive the legal minimum wage. Two cleaners and a kitchen worker at a hotel used by Fritidsresor told SwedWatch that their daily wage was the equivalent of between 3-4 USD for 12 to 14 hours’ work. 
In 2008 the provincial minimum wage was just over 4 USD for an eight-hour day. They worked seven days a week and received no pay for time off. Thai hotel workers interviewed by SwedWatch had better paid jobs. Their wages were higher than the minimum wage and their hours did not contravene labour legislation. Guest workers on the other hand said that they were unable to refuse overtime. Unlike Thai hotel workers, none of the guest workers received any kind of paid time off. 
When I gave birth to my daughter I did not have a work permit or health insurance, so the hospital wanted me to pay 210 USD. I only had 110 SEK with me, but they said I had to pay outstanding amount. That’s why I escaped from the hospital once I had given birth to my daughter. My husband earned only 3 USD per day, so I had to cut down on food until I could start working again. 
Mya Lay Tin who has worked as a construction worker in Thailand for ten years.  

Guest workers are a vulnerable group in many ways. Most of them do not have work permits, for example. In some areas, police officers have established their own permit systems and demand regular payments from guest workers who do not have any papers. In return, police officials overlook the fact that they do not have a work permit.
Not one of the Burmese guest workers interviewed by SwedWatch had a written employment contract. This means lower costs for the employer, but greater risk for guest workers. 
The survey also shows that it is not unusual for employers to lay off construction workers on daily wages without prior warning. When the build is complete, or when there is a shortage of work, the guest worker is forced to look for a new job. 
No compensation for injuries suffered at work
According to Thai legislation, workers who sustain serious injuries or become disabled as a result of an accident in the workplace have the right to financial compensation. The employer must make regular payments to cover their workers, and this can be regarded as a kind of payroll tax. This law applies to all workers regardless of their nationality. There is, however, one critical exception: no payments to those workers without a passport. Since most Burmese guest workers do not have a passport they often do not receive any compensation if they are injured at work. 
It is very, very common for workers to get injured at work. Most often it is the younger workers who fall off the scaffolding and injure themselves. They have little experience, have seldom managed to learn Thai and therefore don’t understand the foreman’s instructions. 
Kyaw Thura Aung, who builds new bungalows at a hotel used by Fritidsresor and Ving.

Exploitation of children and minors
Thai law prohibits minors under the age of 15 from working. Nevertheless, SwedWatch came across cases of children under 15 working on construction sites. One such case involved five children aged between 12 and 14 working on the reconstruction of a hotel in Khao Lak that was destroyed during the tsunami disaster. The hotel is currently used by Fritidsresor. The three oldest children were working as construction workers whilst the two 12 year-olds cleaned on the site. The older children earned just over 2 USD per day and the younger ones probably received the same. Their wages are roughly half the minimum wage. 
Minors aged between 15 and 18 are allowed to work as long as the working conditions are safe. They have the right to a one hour break after four hours of sustained work and they should not work between ten o’clock at night and six o’clock in the morning unless the employer has obtained special permission from Thai authorities. Moreover, children may not work overtime or at weekends, and their wages may not be paid to anyone else other than the child. The employer must also notify a work inspector of the employment and should provide at least one week’s warning prior to the ending of any employment. 
SwedWatch visited the site of a hotel being extended in Phuket being used by Fritidsresor, Ving and Apollo. When SwedWatch arrived, there were several 15 and 16 year-old Burmese guest workers employed on the site. Like the adults, they were lifting, moving and carrying heavy construction materials. They were even involved in the digging. An older worker said that the teenagers earned 3 USD per day, which is lower than the statutory minimum wage. Workers explained that injuries sustained included lacerations as a result of accidents with electric saws and head injuries caused by materials falling down from housing builds. Many of the workers did not have any protective equipment, such as hard hats, and those that did have protective equipment had paid for it themselves. The working environment could in no way be seen as safe or in accordance with Thai legislation. 
Obstacles for involvement of trade unions
Guest workers are not allowed to form trade unions. Although they do have the right to become members of trade unions, they may not hold any kind of official post. In practise, guest workers rarely become members, particularly those without papers. None of the Burmese construction or hotel workers interviewed by SwedWatch were members of a trade union. 
“Everyone from Burma is mainly thinking about finding a job. That’s why no one asks about how many hours one needs to work.” 
Hla Myo Naung, a guest worker who has worked in a number of industries including tourism.
One hotel that has opposed workers being involved in trade unions is used by Fritidsresor, Ving and Apollo. Vijit Dasantad, President of the Phuket Federation of Hotel and Service Labor, claims that the hotel management systematically tried to sack workers involved in trade unions. In recent years other hotels have started to employ more subtle measures to reduce the number of unionised workers. According to two unionised employees at another hotel in Phuket, used by Fritidsresor, Ving and Apollo, a system has been introduced to reduce the employment period in contracts of new employees. Previously hotel workers received permanent contracts after a trial period. Now, one or two year contracts are used instead. Those workers who join a trade union during this period very rarely have their contracts prolonged. Instead, the worker is laid off at the end of the employment period with a claim that he or she has in some way been neglecting their duties. On the other hand, those workers who do not join the union almost always have their contracts extended. 
Thailand – a popular destination for sex tourists
The tourist industry has contributed to an increase in prostitution in many countries. This even leads to child prostitution since cheaper trips make it is easier for the perpetrators to get to areas where child prostitution is more common. There is a lot of evidence that shows that Thailand is one of the world’s most popular destinations for sex tourists. 
Thai law actually prohibits prostitution, but tourists who visit the country soon realise that this legislation is not followed in practise. Prostitution is often supported by criminal gangs and in certain cases even by the police and local officials who earn money from the exploitation in one way or another.  
SwedWatch conducted a survey to get a better picture of how the hotels used by Fritidsresor, Ving and Apollo in Phuket handle the situation of guests wanting to take a prostitute to their hotel rooms. Six hotels in Kata, Karon and Patong Beach were chosen. The survey involved a man of Western origin playing a potential guest and asking about room prices. After that the “guest” asked whether it was ok to bring along a girl from Bangla Road/Patong Beach (an area known for its prostitutes). Although not statistically secured, the survey shows that it is no problem for guests to bring prostitutes to hotels used by Fritidsresor, Ving and Apollo. 
Apollo, Fritidsresor, Lotus Travel, Resfeber, Travel Partner and Ving have adopted the ECPAT Code of Conduct and promise to implement the following six criteria:
1 – To establish an ethical policy regarding commercial sexual exploitation of children.
2 – To train the personnel in the country of origin and travel destinations.

3 – To introduce a clause in contracts with suppliers, stating a common repudiation of commercial sexual exploitation of children.
4 – To provide information to travellers by means of catalogues, brochures, in-flight films, ticket-slips, home pages, etc.

5 – To provide information to local “key persons” at the destinations.

6 – To report annually. 
These promises are followed up both internally by the tour operator as well as by the International Code Secretariat in New York. Tour operators provide an annual report about their work on putting the code into practise in tourist destinations. 
Despite the fact that it was obvious to the receptionist that this unaccompanied guest had the intention of taking a prostitute up to his room, no one informed the guest about the fact that Thai legislation prohibits prostitution. Instead, solutions were proposed; this unaccompanied male tourist could either check in as two people or pay an additional fee per night. ECPAT International in Bangkok believes that hotel receptionists are breaking the law when they consciously allow persons selling sex, regardless of age, to accompany buyers into the hotel. 
Both hotels and buyers of sex risk serious punishments in Brazil
Prostitution is also a big problem in Brazilian tourist destinations. Adult prostitution is legal in Brazil but the imposed penalties for sexual exploitation of minors are severe, regardless of whether the sexual exploitation is for commercial purposes or not. Whoever subjects a minor to commercial sexual exploitation can face imprisonment of between four and ten years. The same punishment concerns those who own or are responsible for the locality of where the act has taken place. However, the law is not followed and violations are seldom reported. 
To work against the exploitation of minors by tourists, the tourist destination Natal introduced a code of conduct against criminal acts against children in 2002. The code is based on the international code, developed by ECPAT, but has been adapted to suit the local circumstances. The signatories are expected to put up signs with the special marking that shows that the company has promised to follow with the code. Only two of Ving’s 16 partner hotels (during the season 2007/2008) had signed the Natal code.
“Charter companies take just as little responsibility for sex tourism as they do for other kinds of sustainability when it comes to tourism. They probably know that they don’t need to. They can always choose new destinations if the reality becomes too cumbersome.”
Jurema Dantas, expert in tourism planning at the Universidade Potiguar in Natal.

Illegal appropriation of land
Coastal land in Thailand has greatly increased in value in recent years due to growing demand from the tourist industry. The development does though have a downside as companies sometimes resort to blackmail and threats to drive away locals living in attractive locations. According to the local population and various organisations, some companies bribe local authorities to give them access and ownership rights to coastal areas, despite the fact that people may have been living there for decades. This phenomenon became increasingly common following the tsunami disaster of December 2004. 
In December 2007 the Andaman Community Rights and Legal Aid Center revealed that 412 people in 23 villages affected by the tsunami had still not been able to move back to the land they had lived on before their houses were destroyed by the tsunami. This was due to different kinds of land ownership disputes, generally in attractive areas. 
Who profits from tourism?

Compared to many other tourist countries, Brazil still has relatively few foreign tourists. In 2007, approximately 40 000 Swedish nationals visited the country, an increase of 48 per cent compared to 2003. Many are bound for tourist hot spots such as Natal and Porto de Galinhas in the north eastern part of the country. 
Many of the local inhabitants interviewed by SwedWatch said that they do not benefit from tourism. The cost of living has increased dramatically since the central and coastal parts of the tourist destinations have started to be visited by wealthy newcomers and tourists only. Some of these areas have benefited from improvements to infrastructure, water supply, waste management and sewage systems. However, in those areas where the local population lives a long wait lies ahead before such facilities become available. The Pernambuco State’s development plan has established that whilst tourism has created jobs, few of the new businesses are actually owned by or benefit the less affluent local population. 
“Overall it’s those who own the hotels and restaurants who are the winners, and of those there are very few who come from here, because no one has had any money to invest. Most people who live here need to settle for earning peanuts from tourism, as cleaners or waiters at the hotels.”
Amaro who owns a grocery store in Socó, a neighbourhood in the outskirts of Porto de Galinhas.

Jurema Dantas, a tourism researcher at the Universidade Potiguar in Natal, thinks that one should place more demands on investors and travel companies to ensure that income from tourism also reaches the less affluent local population. For example, she believes that one can demand them to take social responsibility for those people living close by the hotel resorts so that their living standards improve over time. Jurema Dantas does not think that charter companies who arrange trips to Natal or other places in Rio Grande do Norte have made any effort to contribute to sustainable tourism.

In Porto de Galinhas Swedish tour operators have largely chosen to cooperate with foreign owned establishments. Indeed three of the nine partner hotels listed in Apollo’s brochure are foreign owned. Of 17 hotels in Ving’s brochure for 2007/2008, 13 have foreign owners. As a result it is likely that profits from the organisation are mainly ending up elsewhere. 
What is being done by the Swedish tour operators?

In Sweden the tourist industry has not been scrutinised in the same way as the clothing industry, for example. This is one possible explanation for the fact that it has not yet come that far in its work to prevent violations of local legislation and infringements upon human rights. 


Three actors dominate the Swedish tourist industry with a combined market share of approximately 80 per cent: Fritidsresor, Ving and Apollo. All of these are part of large international companies: TUI Travel plc, Thomas Cook Europe and Kuoni. 
Fritidsresor, Ving and Apollo have come about equally as far in their work with social and environmental issues. All of them have some kind of policy that is included in contracts with all partner hotels, stipulating that local legislation must be followed. 
Apollo’s owner Kuoni has put together a set of ethical guidelines that include questions on the exploitation of children, working conditions and the environment. The guidelines oppose child prostitution, child labour, slave labour, physical or sexual abuse, as well as discrimination on the grounds of gender, ethnic origin and more. The guidelines stipulate that local laws should be respected in all countries and that industry standards concerning the freedom of association, the right to collective bargaining, working hours and minimum wages should be observed. 
Fritidsresor does not have a code of conduct that makes demands on the working conditions at partner hotels. That said, the company has included a clause in each hotel contract that states that the organisation must comply with the law. 
Ving does not have a code of conduct that places demands on working conditions at partnering hotels either. However, it does make demands on working hours, minimum ages, the freedom of association and so on in the contracts with the hotels.   
Follow-ups and controls
None of the three companies performs any checks to ensure that these ethical guidelines are being observed in practise. However, Kuoni has recently decided to work with Travelife, an EU-financed industry initiative that stipulates that the conditions at the hotels should be controlled by Kuoni’s own staff by means of a check list. That said, it is still not clear when this will actually include the hotels used by Apollo. 

When it comes to working conditions for construction workers (either involved in building or refurbishing hotels), most tour operators claims that most of the hotels that they form partnerships with are already built. They also point to the fact that the ethical guidelines demanding compliance with local legislation should even apply to hotel constructions and refurbishments. The Fair Trade Center and SwedWatch believe that companies have a responsibility when contracting newly built or refurbished hotels. 
Work against child prostitution
All three companies work with ECPAT and have signed the ECPAT Code of Conduct for the Protection of Children from Sexual Exploitation in Travel and Tourism. In this regard, companies have also included a clause about commercial sexual exploitation of children in their contracts with hotels. Apollo has been a little more active than the other tour operators as regards the implementation of the code. For example, it has organised workshops with hotel managements in Thailand and Bulgaria to provide information about the cooperation with ECPAT. 
Recommendations to the tour operators from the Fair Trade Center and SwedWatch
Working conditions at hotels and hotel constructions sites
• The Swedish tour operators should adopt ethical demands that encompass and refer to the ILO’s Core Conventions, the UN’s Convention of the Rights of the Child and the UN Declaration of Human Rights. 
• The demands should guarantee a living wage, written employment contracts, safety equipment and the freedom of association.

• Tour operators should ensure that staff at hotels and construction sites is aware of their rights as employees. This information should be provided in the appropriate language spoken by the employees. 
• Tour operators should ensure that the guidelines are observed at the hotels, as well as at new builds or refurbishments. 

• Tour operators should contact local organisations and trade unions before a hotel is contracted or visited. The information and insight they can provide is of great importance in the work of guaranteeing the rights of the employees. 
Land ownership disputes 
• Tour operators should ensure that there are no ongoing legal disputes about land ownership on any site where a hotel is to be built. They can, for example, contact local authorities and organisations that work with land ownership disputes prior to establishment. 
Child sex tourism
• Tour operators should inform hotel managements about their cooperation with ECPAT and current legislation concerning sex crimes.
• Tour operators should check the kind of training the hotel provides for its staff on these matters. They should also cooperate with organisations that work with local initiatives such as the local code against child prostitution in Natal, Brazil.
• Tour operators should even promote and encourage those hotels who have signed local codes against child sex tourism, such as the one in Natal.
Sex tourism
• Tour operators should provide better information to tourists about the fact that prostitution is illegal in Thailand (e.g. in the in-flight magazine, in the welcome pack in the room and in the hotel reception). 
• Tour operators should inform hotel managements that they do not tolerate prostitution at the hotels and they should ensure that this information is communicated to all members of staff. 
Local development
• Tour operators should set up quantitative goals with a time plan about what proportion of the goods and services the hotel buys in are produced locally. 
• When choosing hotels tour operators should promote those hotels that are owned locally and benefit the local economy. 
Communication with consumers
• Tour operators should ensure that information about their ethical demands is available on their home pages and in their brochures. 

• Travel companies should provide more details on their home pages about how the observation of ethical guidelines is followed up and how staff at the resorts is informed about the decisions made by the company. 
• They should also provide information on their home pages about which hotels these guidelines apply to and that the rules even apply to those involved in construction.
Implementation and evaluation
The points outlined above should be monitored and reported openly. Companies should be open to independent reviews.  
This brochure has been published with financial support from Sida, though the organisation has not taken a stand on anything contained in this document.  
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What can consumers do?

You, the traveller, can use your consumer power to influence tour operators. You can also make your travel more sustainable based on your behaviour at the destination: 
• Before you travel you should ask your tour operator the following questions: 
- Do you have a policy or a code of conduct that makes demands about working conditions within the company itself and at the suppliers, including hotels, they contract?
- Does the policy also apply to the employees at the resort that I will be visiting?
- How do you ensure that the demands are being observed?

- Are you in contact with local organisations that work with social and environmental issues?

- Is the hotel I am going to locally owned?

- Do you employ members of the local population? To what extent?
- Do you use local tour guides?

- How much of the money I am paying for the trip will benefit the destination country?

• Choose smaller, local hotels instead of large international hotel chains. This increases the chances of your money actually staying in the destination country. 

• Buy food, drink, activities or souvenirs from the local population as far as possible.
• Respect the local population during your travels. 
• Read about the country before you travel. 
• More tips can be found on Schyst Resande’s home page www.schystresande.se, a network that both the Fair Trade Center and SwedWatch belong to. More tips can even be found on the home page of the British organisation Tourism Concern www.tourismconcern.org.
SwedWatch
SwedWatch is a non-governmental organisation that writes reports on Swedish business relations with developing countries. We write about different sectors and focus on environmental and social concerns. SwedWatch consists of five member organisations: The Swedish Society for Nature Conservation, Church of Sweden Aid, Education for Aid Activities, Friends of the Earth Sweden and Fair Trade Center. SwedWatch is financed by the Swedish Development Aid Agency, Sida. 
Fair Trade Center
The Fair Trade Center was founded in 1996 with the purpose of creating a centre of information for consumers about Swedish trade with developing countries and Swedish companies operating abroad. The Fair Trade Center is a non-governmental organisation (NGO) whose overall goal is to promote fair trade with developing countries and thereby give all countries the opportunity to reach a level of sustainable development. 
Home page: www.fairtradecenter.se 
