Research travel in Thailand on the internet and it can
seem that full-moen parties on Koh Phi Phi are the main
draw for visitors. That impression is enforced en arrival
at Bangkak's celebrated Khao San Road and by a brief trip
south on one of many package tours on offer, Itisn’t until
we venture, independently, into the jungle of Khao Sok
National Park, then to the small town of Kuraburi - a
popular rest stop for these heading to the marine national
park of Keh Surin - that we begin to find the space and
cultural stimulation we desire,
We visil an eco-resort with a resident sea turtle
_ censervalion project on the stunning island of Koh Phra
¢ Theng and stroll alang a pristine golden beach while a
# fiery sunset paints distant rain clouds. There's not another
£ tourist in sight. But here we also witness the lingering
effects of the Boxing Day 2004 tsunami. This is no Phuket
or Khao Lak; there has been no large, corporate-funded
rapid rebuilding here. Uprooted trees, half-standing
- buildings and debris are everywhere, although the resart
has dusted itself off and done its best to reapen the
doors that were not washed away. Nevertheless, the
rain and unchecked view across the Andaman Sea bear
a haunted guality.
We fall in love with the place to the extent that we
decide to stay to teach English with North Andaman
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Tsunami Relief INATR, an organisation set up by Badhi
Garrett, marketing and conservation director of the Golden
Buddha Beach resort. He was moved to action because
Hoh Phra Thang and its coastal villages were largely
overlooked in the relief effort.

Through NATR we learn that the qualities that have
attracted us to the area could be its undeing. With the
cultural diversity of traditional Buddhist, Muslim and
Moken communities living alongside one another, a
largely undeveloped coastline, plenty of rare wildlife
and some of the oldest jungle in the world, the Koh Phra
Theng area is ripe far an ever-expanding tourism market,
Ironically, the tsunami has facilitated intrusive commercial
development, evidence of which can be seen in land
disputes and the efforts of developers 1o prevent displaced
villagers from returning to their homes.

NATR also works with coastal communities in
the Phang Nga and Ranang provinces, promoting a
leng-term strategy for development, which, when
the erganisation uses the term, means sustainable
livelihoods, vocational training, education and income-
generating projects.

NATR has been exploring the potential of community-
based tourism [CBT] by setting up pilot home-stay tours in
tsunami-hit villages. These amount to a cultural exchange
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of fins and teeth when the farmer throws in scraps of food.
He fattens red snapper, grouper, tarpon, barramundi and
a few Lion fish for export.

At mealtimes, we are bombarded with sweet-milk
curries, fresh seafood, eggs, organic vegetables and white
rice, Because it is a Muslim village, there is no alcohel or
park and we have been briefed on suitable attire, especial-
ly for women. This ensures guests aveid the kind of
cultural embarrassment that occurs daily with uninformed
tourists in resorts such as Khao Lak and Railay,

For the finale, we go back o sea for a few hours
of night fishing, Blessed with a three-guarter moon,
twinkling stars and a sedate swell, we chat and drop eur
prawn-baited hooks, with some success. Before we are
allawed to leave the next morning, we are given coffee,
sticky rice, roti, Chinese doughnuts and a fend farewell

We have stayed mere days, but NATR organises
trips for “voluntourists” who stay for weeks, enjoying
the same activities we have as well as taking part in
community-based projects such as daycare, English
teaching and construction. It also offers training
programmes for local people focusing an adventure,
community and eco- [ACE] tourism

ACE Expert teamn members aim to ensure successful,
community-driven tourism in their villages, engendering
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