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Visual Pollution

Jeff Stewart is the CEO of a major American leisure conglomerate. On
his first visit to Phuket he was struck by a strange irony, the island is full

of billboards trying to sell “paradise” that block out the real, natural
paradise that is all around us.
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Don't it always seem to go that you
don't know what you've got ‘till it’s gone?

They paved paradise and put up a
parking lot” - Joni Mitchell, 1970.

What does it mean to have progress?
In this day and age progress should be

driven by the lessons that others have learned
before us. In Phuket, growth is all around us,
there is no avoiding it, people are coming and
will continue to come. This is progress. With
the new influx of residents and the growth in
tourism, many opportunities are in our hands:
new housing developments, new restaurants,
new shops, more taxis and new jobs for those
in any service position. The most important is
the opportunity to choose how to manage this
rapid growth, what that management entails
and whether or not we can manage this
growth with clear intentions, grace and
elegance.

We are fortunate that there have been
so many communities that have had the same
experience of rapid growth; we can therefore
look to history for guidance.

On my first ever visit to Phuket I was
immediately struck by the unchecked spread
of billboards, hoardings and other forms of
visual pollution, on an island that is
dramatically beautiful. When I started to speak
to the locals I discovered that there is currently
plenty of debate going on about this around
the island. Some feel that billboards detract
and hide the natural beauty of our
environment others say they have the right to
advertise.

Billboards have been in use for many
years and the earliest known record of
billboard rentals dates back to 1867. It was
not until the mid-sixties that America began to
take some action. This laid the foundation for
communities everywhere to have the same
discussion. Many of them have enacted laws
governing billboard use and placement some
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have outlawed them all together. The first city
to do so was San Diego and then Seattle with
many more following their lead. In 1965,
United States President Lyndon B Johnson
enacted an initiative titled the Highway
Beautification Act of 1965.

I quote his statement before Congress:
“We have placed a wall of civilization between
us and the beauty of our countryside. In our
eagerness to expand and improve, we have
relegated nature to a weekend role, banishing
it from our daily lives. I think we are a poorer
nation as a result. I do not choose to preside
over the destiny of this country and to hide
from view what God has gladly given. I want
to make sure that the America we see from
these major highways is a beautiful America.”

The cornerstone of the initiative called
for control of outdoor advertising, including
the removal of certain types of signs, along the
nation's growing Interstate System and the
existing Federal-aid primary system. It also
required certain junkyards along Interstate or
primary highways to be removed or screened
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and encouraged scenic enhancement and
roadside development.

 The opposing arguments have always
centred around freedom of speech and the
freedom to do business. What right do we
have to tell a landowner that he cannot lease
space to a billboard company to generate
income and what right do we have to dictate
to a business owner how he promotes his
business? It all comes back to community and
how we want to present ourselves to the world
that is visiting in record numbers as well as
choosing to join our community as residents.
Do we want people to go home after a Phuket
vacation and tell their friends that Phuket was
beautiful but is was also dirty and polluted,
both atmospherically, and visually? Do we
want to allow business to pass out flyers to
passersby just to be thrown away as litter in
the streets? Do we want to have to warn
visitors to be careful not to cut themselves on
the broken beer bottles on the beach? I am
not suggesting that we become like Singapore
where the issue of cleanliness is taken to the
extreme, but I am proposing that the clearer
and the more visually beautiful the Phuket
environment is, the more people we will
attract, and they will spread the word and
return for further visits. This could also mean
that the calibre of visitors and new residents
will become more discerning, opening the
doors to even more opportunity and bigger
tourist revenues being generated.

I spoke with an elderly gentleman at
breakfast recently, and introducing myself I
asked him if he was a resident. He told me
that he had been living in the Kamala and
Patong area for 25 years. We discussed many
things, but the one remark he made that I
found most interesting and relevant to this
article was “Tourism is going downhill around
here fast.”

Now I am not one to take one person’s
opinion as fact, but anyone’s thoughts are a
measure of public opinion. I asked why he
thought this was so. His reply was that “There
is nothing to do here except drink!” I
reminded him of the beautiful beaches and
the great resorts.

And again he shared a jaded view
speaking of the litter, broken glass and
unchecked development. He then said that
the competition and options for beautiful
vistas, great weather, beautiful beaches and
clear warm oceans are many. I would have to
agree with him, I have visited many such
places. Places where there are no billboards
some even with underground wires as well as
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Do we want people to go home after a Phuket vacation and tell their

friends that Phuket was beautiful but was also dirty and polluted, both

atmospherically, and visually?
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accommodation, but the number of high-end
hotels will continue to attract an even more
discerning clientele. We must remember with
any business development strategy the most
important element to define is who is your
customer? Do you want to please everyone,
or do you want to narrow your customer base
and therefore be selective with a greater
control of your brand and your revenue
options? I put it to you this way because
whether or not you like the idea the entire
community of Phuket is in business together.
That said we must all be aligned with vision
and strategy.

There is an old environmental law
enacted around the turn of the century in
America that regulated the use of the rivers.
The purpose was to insure that those that
lived downstream from a cow ranch did not
have to live with polluted water as a result of
the rancher upstream letting his cows use the
river or stream as a bathroom. It makes sense
to me! It is a simple point—neighbors need to
be responsible to each other.

Billboards are not the only way to
advertise and their effectiveness has always
been in debate. We are all in this together and
if we do it right there will be no need for
billboards as the customer base will be large
enough that they will find your business and
you will keep them coming back by providing
top notch products and services.

Who knows, maybe the community
revenue will grow to the point that we can
afford to relocate all of the service wires
underground.

So the bottom line here is do we want
to let growth happen anarchically without
common goals and alignment, or do we want
to take control of what our collective future
will look like.

I want to be proud of Phuket from
every perspective—do you?

pristine beaches. There was a time Phuket
was famous for low budget travel and living.
People who are looking to travel on the cheap
have more tolerance for a less than pristine
experience. But now that Phuket is growing
the new developments are not anywhere near
low budget. I cannot speak with complete
authority here but I have seen condos with
sale prices of 4 million baht, 12 million, 21
million, 35 million, 50 million, and even 100
million bht. At these prices the buyers have
the whole world to choose from.

They could choose San Diego, Sydney,
Hawaii, France, Italy, and Greece—the list can
go on and on. And then let's talk of the hotel
prices, the new luxury hotels are of the most
beautiful in the world and the prices are still
reasonable by international standards. You
can still find super bargains on
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¡çµèÍàÁ×èÍàÃÒàÊÕÂÁÑ¹ä»¾Ç¡à¢Òâº¡»Ù¹¶ÁÊÇÃÃ¤ì·Õè¾Ç¡
à¢ÒÁÕáÅÐà»ÅÕèÂ¹ ÁÑ¹à»ç¹ÅÒ¹¨Í´Ã¶" - â¨¹Õè
ÁÔªàªÅ ¾.È. 2513
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ÍÒ¡ÒÈ´ÕæËÒ´·ÃÒÂÊÇÂæáÅÐ·ÐàÅãÊÊÐÍÒ´ÁÕ
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ËÃ×ÍàÃÒµéÍ§¡ÒÃ·Õè¨Ð¨Ñ´ÃÐàºÕÂº¡ÑºÍ¹Ò¤µ¢Í§àÃÒàÍ§
¼ÁÍÂÒ¡¨ÐÀÙÁÔã¨¡ÑºÀÙà¡çµã¹·Ø¡æàÃ×èÍ§áÅéÇ¤Ø³ËÅèÐ?

Jeff Stewart

Chief Executive Officer

Nia Technique Inc.

Nia Wave Inc.

918 SW Yamhill 3rd Floor

Portland Or. 97205
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Translation by Ruttikarn Saengkaew
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