9 March 2005

Rebuilding lives in tsunami-affected communities

Dear colleagues and friends,

As the world’s largest travel trade show, the Internationale Tourismus-Börse 2005 (ITB) in Berlin is going to be held from 11 to 15 March, tourism promoters are making an all-out effort to persuade the international community that most of the destinations that were hit by the tsunami are open and safe again to travel. 

Officials from the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) may tell people that the sand on the Andaman beaches is now whiter, the sea clearer and the sky brighter than ever before and that the Thai government has put in place recovery plans that will create sustainable tourism and “Happiness on Earth” (the TAT slogan for this year), even in destinations that suffered immeasurable losses due to the tsunami catastrophe. They may also inform people that they are delighted to host this year’s Miss Universe Beauty Contest in May, with the contestants camping in tsunami-affected provinces at the beginning of the big-time event. Tourism promoters hope that the most beautiful women from around the world will bring back the “Andaman Sunshine” (another TAT slogan to promote post-tsunami tourism) and help to lure an additional 65,000 international tourists and media representatives to Thailand in the month of May alone.

With the giant public relations waves flooding the ITB in Berlin, it is unlikely that any critical voices from local communities will be heard there. Therefore, we present here some case studies from Southern Thailand that show as to how hard local people are struggling to rebuild their lives after the tsunami disaster.  

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)

----------------------

Edited from a series of articles by Mukdawan Sakboon (The Nation, 18 and 24 February 2005)

REBUILDING LIVES – TSUNAMI-AFFECTED COMMUNITIES TAKE STOCK 

There has been much talk of reconstructing the tourism industry, yet there’s been precious little mention of restoring communities affected by the killer tsunami in the six southern provinces.

The coastal provinces of Ranong, Krabi, Phang Nga, Phuket, Trang and Satun were hit hard by the giant waves. All throughout this area, villagers suffered the loss of their homes, fishing equipment and other property. The number of orphans has risen, the environment has suffered widespread destruction and conflicts of interest and false claims for aid abound.

There are also reports of inefficiency and possibly corruption in aid management and distribution. Affected villagers and communities have complained about the slowness of assistance and the complex procedures involved in receiving any.

In many areas, debt has become the most pressing problem for affected villagers, both private debt and debt incurred through the government’s village-fund scheme, said Potsana Boonthong of the Foundation for Consumers. “Lenders visit shelters for tsunami victims every day asking for repayment,” she said. Her foundation has provided legal assistance to villagers in Tambon Kuek Kak of Phang Nga’s Takua Pa district and nearby areas. She said her foundation had sent a letter to the Phang Nga governor requesting him to arrange debt suspension for affected villagers through district chiefs.

Developing people-oriented recovery plans

Communities in six southern provinces devastated by the tsunami gathered recently in Phang Nga to take stock about the losses and to table plans for recovery.

Ranong Province:

About 3,650 villagers in three districts were affected, including 172 dead. Some 196 houses were completely destroyed and 140 others partially damaged. Overall damage estimates run at around Bt45 million. The cost to the fishing community and 626 fish breeders is higher, estimated to be about Bt4.4 billion. In all, 333 boats have been damaged – a loss of Bt3.33 million.

Six schools were damaged, affecting some 1,200 children. Also, 4,000 rai of mangrove forest was destroyed.

Villagers say they need to collect information and prioritise what needs to be done to rehabilitate their communities. Within three months, an occupational rehabilitation plan should be in place, to prepare for the promotion of jobs, education, welfare and other development in the long run.

Krabi Province:

When the tsunami struck, all communication networks failed. Fish breeders suffered damage to or the loss of their boats and fishing equipment.

Laem Sak residents say they are now afraid to stay in low-lying areas. In nearby Khao Kram and Koh Sri Moi, the courses of natural waterways were altered.

Most affected in terms of tourism were Moo 2, 4 and 7 at Aao Nang. Moo 7 alone suffered 657 dead, with another 830 still missing. The bodies of 27 tour-boat pilots were found, and 60 children lost at least one parent. Phi Phi Island reported Bt5 billion-worth of damage.

Resorts, hotels, bungalows, restaurants, shophouses and speedboats were destroyed all along the beach, as were many shops, cars and motorcycles a short distance inland. There were casualties around Porda and Pai islands, while Rai Lay, Phra Nang Cave, Aao Sai, Aao Manao and Laem Poh were hit very hard.

Koh Lanta district villagers are suffering from depression, and they fear disease outbreaks from garbage being dumped there from Phi Phi Island.

Villagers say it is important initially to focus on health, body recovery and rehabilitation of communities, with financial assistance from the government. Orphans should receive education, and job training should begin within three months. In the long run, a tsunami monument should be erected, and officials must follow up on the construction of permanent housing and finding markets for local products.

Phang Nga Province:

This province has a 262-kilometre-long coastline with five marine national parks. Eight areas were hit. Villagers lost their homes and jobs and now suffer both physically and mentally. They have complained of government agencies concealing information about the true figures for the dead and missing and body-recovery operations.

Residents feel it important first of all to survey the damage and clean up the debris, along with finding families to adopt orphans and building schools. Within three months, villagers should have permanent residences again on their former land and new fishing equipment. After one year, beach zoning should be enforced, a disaster-relief fund and tsunami hotline established and new official documents issued to villagers who lost their old ones.

Villagers have also proposed the revival of a “provincial strategy”, in particular the suspension of coral-reef blasting to dredge the waterway.

Phuket Province:

Industries affected both directly and indirectly by the tsunami need to be rehabilitated, as does the physical environment and local livelihoods. Villagers have complained about confusion over aid management, with some agencies caring only about the public face they present. The mainstream media failed at first to grasp fully the enormity of the situation, but religious and charity groups proved successful in mobilising victim assistance initially.

A one-month plan would include a working group set up to collect information about villagers’ needs, evaluate what government assistance has already been received and draft a plan for further necessities. Within three months, permanent residences should be finished and all tourism and related businesses once more fully independent. The tourism market must be rehabilitated in several forms. A year from now, there should be a draft tourism- rehabilitation plan, a tsunami museum and promotion of a disaster-warning system, as well as increased support for the local media, which proved much more efficient than the mainstream media during the crisis.

Once a major destination for visitors from other Asian countries, local operators fear those tourists might be kept away by taboos about visiting places where large numbers of deaths have occurred.

Trang Province:

Some 20 communities along Trang’s 119-kilometre-long coastline were affected by the tsunami, with 21 houses flattened and 16 partially damaged. Eleven boats were completely destroyed and 89 partially damaged, with much damage to fishing equipment.

Villagers suffer from stress and depression, particularly from rumours of more waves and landslides. All local occupations are dependent on the ports that were hit. Tourist numbers have dropped, in turn affecting other, related services, including traditional massage, ferry boats, taxi motorcycles and guides. Fishermen and food vendors have been unable to find willing buyers for their wares.

Ecological damage includes a reduction in sea grasses and the habitats of smaller marine organisms. 

A month from now, villagers should have a fund to provide sufficient rice and otherwise assist villagers. Seafood prices should be guaranteed and fishing equipment repaired. Another fund to build a boat-repair house must also be set up. After one year, a centre for the study of natural phenomena should have been built and a plan for long-term rehabilitation drafted.

Villagers also want a debt moratorium, guaranteed food safety and the distribution of fishing equipment.

There is a total lack of transparency at the moment in the management and distribution of aid and financial assistance. Some investors have taken advantage of the government’s zoning policy to extend their land.

Satun Province:

The only province affected by both the southern violence and the tsunami. A total of 33 villages were affected. In some areas, the dead included both locals and outsiders. Four areas experienced landslides. Tourism and local occupations were severely damaged. A total of 34 large boats and 458 small boats were completely destroyed. Nearly 50,000 pieces of equipment used to catch fish, crabs and squid were destroyed. Some 268 animals – including cows, buffaloes, goats, sheep and poultry – were killed. Ecologically, some 500 rai of coral reefs were damaged, along with seven beaches, seven tourist attractions and 10 rai of mangrove forest.

Villagers want to spend the first month collecting and exchanging information and evaluating. They are calling on the government to distribute aid promptly without keeping it at the district office or provincial hall. Some villagers say they have had to protest publicly in order to receive assistance.

Within three months, they hope to have formed specific groups to work on a rehabilitation plan. After one year, mental rehabilitation will be needed. Villagers themselves must be involved in every process. The villagers complain that in the past, the government always “thought” for them without asking what was really needed.

Phra Thong Island, Phang Nga: Abandoned in the aftermath

No one lives in Ban Pak Jok anymore. Debris is strewn around this village on Phang Nga’s Phra Thong Island. Odd scenes abound. Fishing boats, tossed from the sea, are tucked among the coconut trees. In the foreground, a monk’s torn saffron robe hangs from a bush and flaps feebly in the breeze. Pieces of concrete slabs – parts of a former bridge – lie scattered around. A damaged motorcycle lies half-buried close to a small stream.

Most of the island’s 200 inhabitants have evacuated to a makeshift shelter at a school on the mainland in Kura Buri district. Some were not so lucky. There were 36 people reported dead and 10 are still listed as missing on the island.

The scene in the village and on the beach, a few hundred metres away, bore resemblance to both heaven and hell. The white sand and the calm blue waters offered no hint of the destruction the big wave brought, hiding the scene of carnage at the village further inland.

No, this is not a matter of days or even weeks after the big wave struck. This village remains as it did immediately after impact, as shipping heavy equipment to the affected area is itself an arduous task.

All of a sudden, Ban Pak Jok, a fishing and seaside resort of just over 200 residents, has been left a ghost village.

Rumours about wandering spirits have kept villagers from returning to their homes. There’s nothing left for them to return to anyway. All 85 houses in the beachfront village of Ban Pak Jok have been completely flattened. The residents will need to be permanently re- housed. Ban Pak Jok is the worst affected village of the island’s three settlements.

“This used to be the oldest house on the island, where my grandma lived. Over there are the remains of a house just built by my cousin,” said Kamala Samrith, pointing out the wreckage.

The village’s only school and a health centre were also damaged. Villagers said the casualties would have been higher if the wave had struck on a school day.

This shattered coastal community, one of the many isolated areas affected by the tsunami, had just two sources of income – fishing and tourism . . . both were washed away by the big wave.

But one, Sittichai Eaosakul, has decided to return to his seaside village, even though it means having to cope with the fact he will not be reunited with his family members. The man lost two brothers – one is still listed as missing – and his mother to the killer wave.

Even though he is not a fisherman, Sittichai used to depend on boats for a living. Like most of the villagers, boats are his life. Sittichai used to earn a living driving a taxi boat for tourists travelling back and forth between the island and the mainland.

Sittichai is among some 29 people who want to return to their villages on the isle. About 25 wanted the government to build temporary dwellings for them and another 48 wanted the government to build houses at new locations of their choice.

Some 160 villagers in nearby Ban Tung Dab, however, want to return to their homes but first need access to fresh water – the tsunami flooded village’s only freshwater well.

“The only hope is for heavy rainfall to give life back to the land, its water, plants, animals and villagers,” said Charnarong Primcharas, 30. He lost his elder sister – an orchid breeder – and his father to the killer wave.

Ban Tung Dab’s school remains closed. The Thai Fund Foundation, a non-governmental organisation, is building a new school for the village’s 14 students.

Some 50 temporary dwellings are being built by military engineers and vocational students from Ratchaburi province. Each unit can accommodate one family, said Noppadol Dolprasit, a soldier from the Supreme Command Office.

The villagers of Ban Tung Dab need some sense of normality. They want to pick up their lives again. But already the villagers have their misgivings.

“The [relatives] of the dead have been generously assisted. What about those of us who still live? We need to eat and we need money to buy food, too,” said housewife Somjai Klatalay, 44, a member of the sea-gypsy tribe known locally as Moglan.

Worse still, tribe members living on the mainland in Tambon Kuekkak, Takua Pa district, now face another threat – eviction.

“The officials at the tambon administrative organisation told us the land where our homes used to be will be reserved for the building of hospitals,” said Hong Klatalay, a tribe coordinator.

News reports after the tsunami have focused attention on the rebuilding of the villages in some places, while other villages have been neglected, said Komes Thongbunchoo, a non- governmental organisation employee.

Citing the case of the sea gypsies at Tab Tawan, he said, “Sea gypsies have their own pride and way of life. They won’t accept the food we distribute – they would rather cook the food for themselves.” 

It’s like a Pandora’s box has been opened. In Trang’s Koh Muk, investors who have been locked in land disputes with villagers for years have tried to prevent villagers from returning to their former land, even though in most cases the deeds the investors hold have been obtained illegally, said Banchong Nasae of the Southern Fishermen’s Federation.

The government should use this opportunity to support the Community Forest Bill, now that it’s obvious the mangrove forests saved many lives, he said.

In some areas government agencies have been inefficient when it comes to aid distribution, further complicating an already confused situation, said Puwadol Kongsamut, a member of the Koh Muk Tambon [Sub-district] Administrative Organisation. He said some villagers’ homes had been badly damaged, despite living relatively far from the ocean, and they feel the authorities have neglected them.

One fortunate outcome of the disaster, however, is perhaps a shift in attitude among local businesspeople towards the locals. Restaurants that had long ignored locals have now erected signs reading: “Thais are welcomed.”
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POST-TSUNAMI  DEVELOPMENT – THE LESSONS NOT LEARNED

Phang Nga: More than 30 villages could disappear

As it was on December 26, the sky above the Baan Khao Lak village beachfront on Saturday was clear and fresh. But the atmosphere at the two-month commemoration service for 26 villagers lost in the tsunami was sobering.

As Buddhist monks chanted, about 100 survivors from 23 families pondered their fate. They’ve been told that their land is no longer theirs. They cannot rebuild their village. And that’s now the fate of at least 32 seaside villages within the six tsunami-affected provinces.

Local administrations are, says social activist Vichote Kraithep, bowing to pressure from the tourism industry to “clean-up the land and put it to more economic uses.”

For several decades, beachfront villages have been steadily disappearing at the behest of the tourism industry, but the tsunami has created unprecedented activity.

“It’s just another form of looting, using these unfortunate circumstances as a catalyst to move out some of the last remaining villages,” says local social scientist Plueng Kongkaew.

The fishing community of Baan Khao Lak in Phang Nga’s Tai Muang district is a typical case. Prior to the tsunami the village stood on a white sandy beach, near several of the world- renowned Khao Lak resorts. Its 14 houses on 10-rai of land was the last village left in the area, and was inhibiting the Thavorn Group of Phuket from pursuing the development of a larger parcel it had acquired immediately behind the beachfront.

Villager Juti Phiewkham, 35, of Baan Khao Lak, was furious to learn that the land on which he was born no longer belongs to his family. Although he and his family successfully outran the giant tsunami wave, they returned to the remains of their home a few days later to find that the poles that once supported their home were replaced by red concrete blocks demarcating Thavorn Group property.

“They think we are dummies who can’t remember where our home stood?” he said emotionally. “Let them know that I will fight to take keep my land. I know our small villagers can’t match the rich and influential, but they are wrong if they think we’ll give up our land easily.”

But he’s facing an uphill battle. Technically, the land in dispute does not belong to him. His father, who settled on the land four decades ago, did not acquire land rights.

This lack of legal land title is a common problem. His neighbours at Baan Khao Lak – along with communities at Baan Thung Daab, Baan Ta Pae Oh, Baan Pak Jok and Baan Koh Ra in the nearby Khura Buri district – are being erased from the map.

Nearly 200 Muslim families at Baan Nai Rai in Tai Muang district recently found the land they have lived on for generations was registered in somebody else’s name.

Lam Kaen Tambol [Sub-district] Administrative Organisation (TAO) does not seem to agree with Juti’s land claim. “The beachfront is public property managed by TAO,” declared Somjai Thongsombat, chief administrator of Lam Kaen TAO, who recently instructed her staff to install a sign stating that it was against the law to build or repair buildings on the site. “Now that the [Baan Khao Lak] village was swept away, we want to keep the area empty so it can be accessible for the public,” she said.

But Juti’s neighbour, who asked not to be named, doubted if the TAO’s position would hold as the Tavorn group proceeds. “Money bends everything, doesn’t it?” he said.

A coalition of southern non-government groups working with Andaman Sea fishing communities sees the eviction of these 32 villages as their prime concern. They are encouraging the government to thoroughly investigate beachfront property history, to revoke land rights that may have been obtained illegally and to fully recognise customary rights for settlements of long-time fishing communities.

“Fishermen have to live by the sea, evicting them is like killing them,” said coalition member and artist Pleung Kongkaew. “They are a vital part of our beachfront landscape. No artists want to paint and no tourists want to buy images of concrete buildings and hotels – it’s the raw wooden seaside houses of fishermen they find attractive.”

Destined to repeat the same environmental follies

Traversing Khao Lak’s top-end resort area now seems more akin to a desert trek than a stroll through a tropical paradise. Earthmovers have scraped tracts of the 25 kilometres of shoreline devastated by the December 26 tsunami down to the bare soil. The area is now devoid of any vegetation.

Khao Lak and nearby beaches in Phang Nga’s Takua Pa district were devastated by the tsunami, and were the scene of nearly 80 per cent of total fatalities in Thailand.

And now, when examining Takua Pa’s history of land use and economic development, the tsunami tragedy appears to be more than just another scar on this tainted landscape – it appears it might have been a result of that history.

For two centuries Takua Pa’s natural resources have been exploited to the extreme. Tin mining, mangrove logging and aquaculture have all affected the area’s shoreline defences, rendering tourism development more feasible, but at the same time, vulnerable.

Extraction accelerated in the 1960s along with growth in the export economy, and new government concessions granted to foreign companies to mine in the sea.

Thousands of locals flocked to the tiny seaside village of Ban Nam Khem, transforming it into a miner’s ghetto. Of the 1,149 locals who perished during the tsunami in Phang Nga, most were mineworkers and their families who stayed behind after the end of the mining era.

By the 1980s, the tin was gone, leaving barren land at the beachfronts and destroyed reefs in the bays. Meanwhile, the mangrove concessions were handed out to loggers from the charcoal industry, further depleting the shore’s natural protection against erosion and storms.

In an area known for unpredictable tides and winds, such defences are valuable, as was illustrated by the more limited tsunami damage experienced in some of the more naturally intact coastal areas of Phuket, Phang Nga and Ranong.

“Many communities survived because there were still mangrove forests to provide natural defences,” says Piphob Vasuvanich, deputy director of the Coastal Resources Department. “There are no casualties from these areas.”

By the mid-1980s, with much of the soil and sea ravaged, Takua Pa was nearly deserted. But shrimp farmers began emigrating from the east coast. After clear-cutting mangroves and polluting the seas with aquaculture chemicals in the Gulf of Thailand, they flocked to create new ponds in Takua Pa’s mangrove areas. Although relatively brief, seven years of aquaculture was enough to degrade much of what remained of the area’s natural shoreline defences.

Takua Pa’s economy was again depressed by the end of the 1990s, but tourism was poised to turn the area around. With Phuket becoming more developed, several developers began working to place Khao Lak on the international tourism map as an alternative for those looking for quiet, private beaches. Desolate tin mines and mangrove stubble were transformed into prime resort property. Since 1999, some 7,000 guestrooms had been constructed along the Khao Lak coastline.

Most of these rooms are now gone. The landscape has returned to the state it was in prior to the tourism-boom plunder. And despite questions about how and if the tourism industry should again use this land, there seems little doubt that development on the beachfront will continue unabated.

“It’s still unclear who owns much of this land, much less how it should it be naturally restored for environmental protection and public access,” says Amporn Kaewnu with the Andaman Community Rehabilitation Network.

He and others point out that land-right papers for many resorts are invalid. Not only might they have encroached on national park areas, but also many have absorbed properties that were supposed to be returned to the government after the expiration of mining and mangrove concessions.

“Land titles have to be investigated, otherwise there will be no more public beaches for locals and fisherman,” adds Amporn.

But Dr Suraches Chetamas, project manager for Khao Lak’s tsunami-recovery plan, says there’s little time – and that it’s not within his mandate – to address such land-ownership matters. His team within the Special Areas Development Organisation is under pressure to complete its plan within the next month so as not to affect Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra’s deadline for bringing tourism back to the beachfront.

“Many resorts encroach on the beachfront,” says Suraches. “Land expropriation is not an easy thing to address. It is expensive; we are talking about prices that are ridiculously high – Bt15 million per rai.”

He’s hoping the plan can have minimum safety standards and will be set as far back from the high-tide line as possible (ideally beyond 30 metres). “But landowners may not comply,” he told The Nation last week.

Also, some hotel owners have already breached government orders and started rebuilding on the beach without waiting for the new plan, Suraches said. “So I don’t think we can stop them. We know who is who [in the circle of influential people], but it’s really beyond my authority to negotiate with them.”

Phi Phi Leh, Krabi: Conflicting visions for the future of island’s twin bays

The devastation wrought by the tsunami on Phi Phi Island is known around the world, yet there are much quieter efforts underway that could result in further dramatic changes to the island’s landscape.

On the surface the new look planned for Phi Phi is an environmentalist’s delight. It calls for the elimination of all permanent concrete structures from the space between the famous twin-bay beachfronts. Thailand’s tropical paradise icon would be restored to the utmost of its natural beauty.

The new plan, however, has left many island residents and business operators who survived the giant wave feeling as if they are being threatened with yet another disaster.

The plans, drawn up by the Bangkok-based Special Areas Development Organisation, could affect more than 90 per cent of Phi Phi’s principal businesses, forcing all development to move to surrounding hillsides.

“While this could be truly stunning, and certainly offer future tsunami protection, the cost in compensation could be tremendous – between Bt8 billion and Bt10 billion,” says Anake Jejuthipong, head of Krabi’s Public Works Authority. “Moreover, it could take years for land expropriation deals to settle and for businesses to start building on the hills.”

Krabi’s Provincial Authority has invited landowners on Phi Phi to discuss the plan today. However most tourism businesses made it clear that they opposed the plan during a private meeting held yesterday.

The lack of wide-scale public input into the plan also has many island residents and businesses worried. Phi Phi’s 270-rai of prime tourism land is owned by about 30 landowners – most of whom have leased their land to the operators of the 900 medium and small resorts and other tourism-related businesses on the island.

However, only landowners received invitations to today’s meeting with provincial governor Anond Promnart, said an aide to the governor reached by telephone. “Others are not real stakeholders,” the aide said. “They are just tenants, they have no right to come to the meeting.”

There are also a handful of native fishermen who occupy the beachfront area without legal papers. They too were not invited. “We’ve got no idea what they’re going to do with us,” says Wang Kongrut, 49, one of Phi Phi’s last remaining fishermen. “Our families have been on this island longer than anyone, but now it’s as if we aren’t even here. No public officials have come to talk to us although it is likely that our homes will be the first to go.”

Most of the 30 landowners and 900 business operators prefer a second plan, drawn up by the Department of Public Works, Town and Country Planning. The plan’s key component emphasized that all structures must adhere to a minimum distance of 30-metres from the mean high-tide line.

“I prefer the second plan because it will not uproot us,” said Charnarong Decharachakit, owner of the two largest hotels on Phi Phi’s beachfront – the Phi Phi Princess and Charlie Beach. “It’s okay with me to cut some of our flesh but at least we can still live.”

Nonetheless, it is still unclear who will have the final say on Phi Phi’s future, and when that definite decision will be made. While Deputy Prime Minister Chaturon Chaisang, who visited Phi Phi last Friday, told The Nation that the decision should be made by provincial authorities in consultation with all stakeholders, Anake of Krabi’s Public Works Authority said he was waiting on the government to tell him how to move forward.

The livelihoods of more than 900 business operators who have collectively invested billions of bath on rented land are in limbo.

“No one has discussed our future with us,” says Nuttawuth Kaenthong, owner of Phi Phi Inn, which was wrecked by the tsunami. “Even if the land is not re-zoned, there is also no guarantee we will be allowed to rebuild,” he said. Nuttawuth added that he and others feared that landlords may use the opportunity to wipe the slate clean and bring in a host of new tenants, and “clean up” the cluttered shop-house appearance of the beach prior to the tsunami.

While business operators are begging for sympathy, environmentalist Amporn Kaewnu argued that nature should be given top priority in every tsunami recovery plan.

“Developers have been given far too much licence to take over our precious beaches. The tsunami has given us the opportunity to set things right. What’s really needed is a nationwide plan to put all our beachfronts back in order, one strip of sand at a time.”

Muslim values eroded by demands of Phi Phi tourism

Islam exhorts its believers to refrain from alcohol, drugs, gambling and other social ills. But how have the nearly 600 Muslim residents of Phi Phi Island led their lives on an island where such elements are considered somewhat essential for most of the hundreds of thousands of tourists who visit every year?

“We don’t like it [the tourists’ behaviour], but there seems to be nothing we can do to resist the strong tide,” says Bakak Ngankhaeng, a senior member of Phi Phi Mosque. “Whenever we ask our neighbours why they open up bars and sell alcohol to tourists, they reply that if everyone else can do it, why can’t they?”

Nothing better illustrates the weakening of Islamic values on Phi Phi than the long-time conflict between the mosque and a Muslim landowner who rented his property to Hippies Bar on the beachfront of Tonsai Bay. The deal allows the bar to operate right next to the island’s historic Muslim graveyard.

“I’m very angry,” said Konee Kongkhaoreab, a cousin of the landowner and member of the mosque. “Our grandparents and great-grandparents are buried there. How can they rest peacefully with loud rock music blasting until 4am every day?”

Bakak said the mosque committee last year proposed to local officials a re-zoning of tourist businesses on the island, to be more respectful to residents and their culture. But the meeting reached a dead end when it was shown to be too little too late.

“Few landowners are happy with limitations on activities on their property,” said Konee. “They feel they’re free to do anything on land that they own.”

Even though zoning looks more possible now than it did before – with almost every business on Phi Phi having been swept away by the tsunami and a general feeling of beginning anew – the mosque committee has not yet even discussed approaching the authorities responsible for recovery planning.

Bakak places his somewhat vague hopes on the new generation of Muslims. He wants to restore a sense of religious values in the local children.

Little hope for a green and sane future

Some call it the turquoise smile. Others just nod as if contemplating a pleasant memory. But ask any local in the tsunami-affected areas about the environmental health of their beaches now, and their tone is readily upbeat.

“I’ve never seen the water looking so blue and the sand so white,” says Phuket hotelier Lily Udomkunatum, 28, in Patong.

The December 26 tsunami may be referred to as a killer, but ironically it seems to have restored life to the waters and beaches in its path. Long-time Patong residents say the water is of the same clarity and the sand the same whiteness that made the beach famous 20 years ago. Now people can go swimming without having to worry about eye infections or skin rashes, they say.

Those sentiments are echoed by Krabi coastal biologist and long-time diver Jate Pomoljinda. “Now that the tsunami has cleaned things up for us, keeping it this way should be a major goal of any recovery programme,” he stressed. He and others have documented the return of fish species that had disappeared from reef areas for years because of declining water quality, including some small shark species.

Fishermen have noted an increase in the size of their catches, sometimes as much as 100 per cent. Liem Kulkarn of Koh Yao Noi says his catches of blue-tailed prawns have increased to as much as seven kilograms a day in recent weeks. Sea gypsy crab-catcher Suk Nawarak of Phang Nga’s Ban Tha Pla agrees.

But like everyone else, Lily expresses frustration that what she sees is only temporary. She and her colleagues in the tourism industry are well aware of humans’ impact on the seaside and see little hope that the renewed lustre of the beaches will last.

“Once all the businesses return, it’ll be hard [to preserve the pristine conditions],” says Lily. “We survey our guests every year about what they don’t like, and the answers are always the same. They don’t like the pollution, the garbage or the mosquitoes. We report this to the [Phuket] governor, but things never seemed to improve much.”

And efforts to preserve the environmental windfall are markedly absent with reconstruction getting under way. For example, there are no plans to start up Patong’s wastewater treatment system, which has never been fully used since completion in 1991. The same is true of the never-used but now-damaged plant on Phi Phi Island. Khao Lak, another hard-hit area, had no central treatment system, nor any plans to build one.

Patong’s tourism businesses blamed the increasingly polluted condition of the beach before the tsunami on inefficiency and lax controls on the part of local authorities. Hotels and businesses have long been allowed to get away with simply dumping wastewater into the sea.

Patong mayor Pian Keesin says the municipality acknowledges its faults but has not ignored the problem. It is currently studying Japanese water-treatment technology. “But first, we’re waiting for a budget from the Department of Environmental Planning and Promotion,” he said.

Although these beachfronts may be national assets above and beyond their tourism value, the government has shown little interest or political will in keeping them clean and building-free. On his visit to Phi Phi Island two weeks ago, Deputy Prime Minister Chaturon Chaisang said the government could not make the environment a top priority in recovery plans, because doing so would hurt the tourism industry even more by tacking additional costs onto their operations.

Phi Phi hotels, resorts and shophouses were notorious for beachfront encroachment and releasing wastewater into the sea.

“No matter how much we want to do the right thing for the environment, now is not the time to be too rigorous, because we don’t want to add insult to their injury,” said Chaturon.

Maya Bay infamous for the controversial ‘The Beach’ movie shaken up by tsunami

Phi Phi resident Nattawuth Kaenthong lost his home and all the businesses he had on the island to the tsunami, but he says he holds no grudge against the giant waves. “Because it brought us back Maya Bay,” he says of his nonchalant outlook, adding “To me, to see the beauty of Maya restored by nature is a hopeful message for my life to move on.”

In 1999, Nattawuth forcefully helped a group of local and Bangkok environmentalists to oppose the filming of the 20th Century Fox project “The Beach”, starring Leonardo DiCaprio, on the shores of Maya Bay. The group lost its battle and Fox later that year bulldozed the beach, removed native plants and replaced them with some 100 coconut trees.

The Fox team also dug over the sand dunes to create a football field. When the seasonal monsoon storm hit Maya Bay, environmentalists’ worst fears presented themselves – the entire sand dune system on the beachfront collapsed and was washed into the sea.

Transporting equipment and fully-grown coconut trees to the island also damaged coral in the bay. Conservationist and diving instructor Pornchai Leelanuparb blamed the filmmakers for bringing more tourists to Maya – more than the place could really tolerate.

“Big cruises brought hundreds of tourists to this little bay every day,” he says. “They left garbage and footprints everywhere.” Maya Bay was Pornchai’s favourite hidden paradise until the movie exposed it to the outside world.

“But now 80-90 per cent of Maya’s beauty has been returned to its previous condition,” says a jovial park ranger at Haad Nopparat Tara National Park, whose Phi Phi and Maya Bay are the jewels in the crown of an iconic tropical paradise.

“Look at the sand dunes on the beach, they came back after the tsunami,” he said. “With very few tourists visiting Phi Phi now, the bay is particularly beautiful . . . and there’s not so much garbage to be picked up,” the ranger added.

--------------------------------
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