
Tourists gasp as two lionesses ele-
gantly pad across the track, barely
glancing at the jeep-load of city

dwellers escaping lockdown at a game
reserve in Gauteng, South Africa’s coro-
navirus epicentre. Visitors have flocked
from the capital Pretoria and financial
hub Johannesburg since the government
allowed South Africans to travel for
leisure within their provinces last week.
The announcement brought a small sliver
of relief to the country’s tourist industry,
which has missed out on more than $3.9
billion in revenue since South Africa
went into lockdown on March 27. As the
only park in Gauteng offering sightings
of the popular “Big Five”-buffalo, ele-
phant, leopard, lion and rhino-Dinokeng
Game Reserve has attracted nature
lovers who would normally drive to
remote larger parks elsewhere in the
country. “It’s actually amazing, we have
had a lot of support from locals,” said
Gavin Sterley, manager of the four-star
Mongena Game Lodge in Dinokeng,
which reopened a week ago. “They are

all booking and coming for game drives,
dinner and that type of stuff.”

Mongena closed its doors two weeks
before the start of lockdown, when
President Cyril Ramaphosa banned trav-
ellers from badly infected countries in an
early bid to stem the spread of COVID-
19. Before the pandemic, around 80 per-
cent of Mongena’s guests came from
abroad, while locals mainly visited for
business events. Sterley believes the eas-
ing of intra-provincial travel restrictions
could add to the business. The lodge is
fully booked through August by South
Africans eager to holiday after months of
confinement. “It is a big marketing
opportunity for us,” Sterley told AFP.

‘Breath of fresh air’ 
Lindy Jansen Van Vuuren, 42, beamed

up at her husband as a pair of nyala
antelope sidled past the jeep and trotted
lightly towards the sunrise. The
Johannesburg-based couple had spent
two nights in Mongena and were next
headed to the neighboring Magaliesberg

mountain range.   “It is the first time we
are holidaying in Gauteng and it is actu-
ally really nice so close to home,” Van
Vuuren exclaimed. “A breath of fresh
air.” “You go on a two-day break and it
feels as if you have gone a week,” she
said. Graphic design student Natasha
Zachariades, 20, shared the enthusiasm.
“We usually go down to the coast or
overseas for our holiday but obviously
we can’t do that,” said Zachariades, who
came from Pretoria after finishing her

exams.  “It has been the most relaxing
couple of days that I have had in a long
time,” she noted, thrilled after spotting a
giraffe.  Apparently grinning from behind
his face mask, ranger Stian Loubser
pointed out rhino tracks and elephant
droppings along the way. “We are trying
to be as virus-safe as possible while also
trying to create a nice guest experi-
ence,” he explained, excited to be “back
in the bush”. —AFP
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As the coronavirus brought the global economy to its knees, Thai
businessman Yod decided to buy himself an $872,000 treat-a
lime-green Lamborghini. Yod picked up the customized Huracan

EVO supercar in Bangkok, a city of billionaires with a luxury economy
unbroken by the crisis ripping through Thailand’s wider economy. With
tourism and exports in freefall, Thailand’s growth could shrivel by as
much as 10 percent this year, dumping millions into unemployment. But
in a split-screen economy, there are plenty with immunity to the eco-
nomic scourge caused by COVID-19.

Thailand is home to the ninth most billionaires anywhere, according
to the China-based Hurun Report’s Global Rich List 2020. Among
those with deep pockets is Yod-full name Thanakorn Mahanontharit-
who was undeterred by Thailand’s “crazy” supercar import taxes of up
to 80 percent when he made his March purchase. “This car makes me
feel like David Beckham,” the genial Bangkok-based petro-chemicals
businessman told AFP. “When you open your door everyone looks at
you like you’re a superstar.” Ferrari, Rolls-Royce and Lamborghini
have all launched top-end models in Bangkok over the pandemic peri-
od, cars with price tags of between $750,000 and $1.2 million.

It is a bet on the wealth sloshing around Bangkok. Millions of dollars
of that cash were on proud display in the capital last week as an eye-
catching 40-car convoy from the Thailand Lamborghini Club cut
through the city’s knotted traffic for a day trip to a nearby resort.
Lamborghinis “appeal to a very niche audience of high net-worth indi-
viduals”, said Matteo Ortenzi, chief executive for Automobili
Lamborghini in the Asia-Pacific region.

There has been “continued interest and demand (from Thailand),
one of our most important markets in Southeast Asia,” he added. Yod
said his supercar purchase was the completion of a lifelong dream. “It
is a reflection of your success, it doesn’t mean I am better than you,” he
told AFP. “It’s just that I work hard and play harder.”

Economy in reverse gear - But most Thais are in a different game.
The kingdom is one of Asia’s least equal countries. Thailand is headed
by a super-rich monarchy and buttressed by a handful of family dynas-
ties with monopolies covering everything from beer and duty-free to
convenience stores. Their fortunes have surged under six years of mili-
tary-aligned government which has parceled out major contracts to

them, while the wider economy has backslid.
“One percent of the population owns pretty much two-thirds of the

country,” said Thitinan Pongsudhirak, a political analyst from Bangkok’s
Chulalongkorn University, warning that inequality is kindling a political
crisis. Meanwhile many more are sinking. Farmers are reeling as
demand struggles to return to pre-virus levels and remittances from
migrants to the cities are drying up, while the urban middle class are
facing a cash crunch playing out in unpaid loans and school fees.

As a result, household debt is forecast to surge to 88-90 percent of
GDP by the end of this year, according to a Kasikornbank research note.
Government figures predict the pandemic could leave 8.4 million jobless,
over a quarter of them employed in the cash-cow tourism sector.

That would eviscerate the gains of the last two decades, which
saw millions lifted from poverty by Thailand’s export, manufacturing
and tourism boom. Even before the pandemic hit, the number of peo-
ple living in poverty had risen by nearly two million to 6.7 million,
according to a March report by the World Bank. Now, as the pan-
demic strips back the economy, the middle and working classes “are
not well-cushioned,” said Pavida Pananond, an academic at the
Thammasat Business School. Yet the rich enjoy a level of “financial
immunity” from the crisis. — AFP

Supercars and champagne: Bangkok’s rich purr through pandemic

This photo shows a convoy of Lamborghinis on the road after leaving a showroom during a Lamborghini Club Thailand event on the way to a Pattaya luxury retreat
weekend, in Bangkok. — AFP photos

Thai business owner Thanakorn Mahanontharit, also known as
Yod, getting into a Lamborghini car during a testing session for
clients in Bangkok.

New models of Lamborghini cars, available for purchase, during a
testing session for clients in Bangkok.

Technicians inspecting a row of Lamborghini cars during a Lamborghini
Club Thailand event at a showroom in Bangkok.

Employees helping Lamborghini car owners park during a
Lamborghini Club Thailand event at a showroom in Bangkok.

People looking at BMW cars at a luxury car show at the Paragon shop-
ping mall in Bangkok.

Local tours bring some relief to 
S Africa safari industry

Tourists wearing face masks as a preventive measure against the spread of COVID-19
coronavirus look at a lioness during a guided safari tour at the Dinokeng Game Reserve
outside Pretoria. — AFP photos

Tourists wearing face masks as a preventive measure against the
spread of COVID-19 coronavirus get off from an open vehicle during a
guided safari tour at the Dinokeng Game Reserve outside Pretoria. A zebra stands during a guided safari tour.Crocodiles lay on the ground during a guided safari tour.

A nyala walks during a guided safari tour.

A lioness yawns during a guided safari tour.


