John Smith

Chief Executive

BBC Worldwide

Woodlands

80 Wood Lane

London  W12 0TT

17th January 2008 

Dear Mr Smith,
Re: Lonely Plant guide to Burma

Thank you for your letter dated 7th November 2007. 
Tourism Concern is disappointed to learn that BBC Worldwide has chosen to maintain its position that publishing a guidebook to Burma “does not of itself represent support or otherwise for the current regime” and, as such, does not intend to withdraw the guide. 

We believe that by providing a guidebook to Burma, BBC Worldwide is implicitly promoting and encouraging travel to the country, whilst signifying to tourists that such travel can be done in an ‘ethical’ way. In fact, and as you may be aware, visiting Burma without contributing to the military regime is virtually impossible. Visa fees, airport duties and currency exchange are unavoidable outlays for international tourists, generating significant revenue for the junta. (It should also be noted that the junta’s active promotion of tourism to the country since 1995 is a deliberate strategy to generate much needed foreign currency.) Therefore, any guidebook covering travel to Burma, including the Lonely Planet guide, effectively condones such travel and transmits a strong message of validation to the regime, as do the tourists using the guide and visiting the country. 
BBC Worldwide has also apparently failed to acknowledge the mass human rights abuses that have been committed by the regime against Burmese civilians in the name of tourism. Over a million people have been forcefully displaced or lost access to agricultural land, often with little or no compensation, under ‘beautification’ schemes and to make way for tourism developments. The use of forced labour in the development of tourism infrastructure is also well documented. Indeed, the proportion of Burmese people who have suffered in the name of tourism is likely to far exceed the small number that do benefit in some way. 
You also seem to be working on the assumption that all those reading your guidebook will automatically feel morally inclined to “maximise their support for the local population and minimise the prospect of money going to the regime”. However, it is not possible for any guidebook to cater for and facilitate exclusively ‘responsible’ travellers, who may read the first chapter of the Lonely Planet Burma guide referred to in your letter with great interest, without also catering for and facilitating travel by those who have little regard for Burma’s human rights record and, as such, are not concerned about how and where their money is spent.

Furthermore, there are copious amounts of information available on the social, political and human rights situation in Burma for those considering whether or not to go, and it should not be implied that BBC Worldwide is filling some kind of information gap in this respect. 

With regard to your statement that Lonely Planet encourages travellers to, on their return from Burma, “speak about their experiences and what they’ve seen”, it should be pointed out that the vast majority of Burmese people interacting with tourists will be those working within the tourism industry. Needless to say, although their opinions are as important as anyone else’s, they are not representative of the Burmese population at large and will almost certainly have a strong pro-tourism bias, thereby perpetuating a very one-sided view of the situation. 
Given the current appalling human rights situation, the continuing rule of an illegal military regime and the calls for a tourism boycott by Burma’s democratically elected government, we believe it is not possible for BBC Worldwide to remain neutral on the issue of travel to Burma, as it is apparently seeking to do. Tourism Concern appreciates that the issue is extremely complex and that many disagree strongly with our position, contending a tourism boycott would be morally wrong by serving to isolate the innocent Burmese population further. However, BBC Worldwide has asserted no such position, whilst continuing to promote and encourage travel to Burma with the publication of its Lonely Planet guide. As stated above, we, along with the thousands of people who have put their names to the Tourism Concern and Burma Campaign UK boycott of the Lonely Planet guidebook series since 2000, and the vast majority of Asia-focused, UK-based tour operators, believe that this constitutes nothing less than an endorsement of the military regime.  
This contrasts dramatically with the BBC’s own CSR statement which clearly acknowledges the organisations responsibility “for both the impact of our output and how we run our business”. By implicitly supporting tourism to Burma, you undermine trust in your commitment to your own responsible business policy. This is unfortunate and disappointing for an organisation with the reputation of the BBC.

We therefore ask again that BBC Worldwide reconsiders its position on the issue, asserts a strong moral stance and sends an unambiguous message to the military junta, the tourism industry and the general public that it does not condone the repressive regime by withdrawing its Lonely Plant Burma guidebook. 
In the meantime, Tourism Concern will continue to work with the TUC to raise awareness of this issue, including the current position of BBC Worldwide, among the general public and will encourage travellers to use alternative guidebook series. I have enclosed our most recent press release on the matter, for your information.
Thank you for your attention to this matter and I hope to hear from you in the near future.

Yours sincerely,

Patricia Barnett

Director

tricia@tourismconcern.org.uk 
