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A state of surprises

PEOPLE have | ong t hought of Kedah as a qui et backwater notable mainly for
its maze-1like patchwork of paddy fields and canal s snaking through the
idyllic rural |andscape. Typically, their idea of a holiday in Kedah is a
trip to Langkawi . It is tinme that they take a closer | ook at what the
state has to offer.

In fact, as a travel destination, it has plenty of variety and quality,
rangi ng fromnatural wonders to treasures fromthe past. Even the nost
jaded anpng tourists are likely to find it a pleasant surprise. It helps
that the state's tourismindustry has seen aggressive pronotion and
creative devel opnent in recent years.

Wth archaeol ogi cal sites dating back to the country's Hi ndu-Buddhi st
era (4th Century to 14 Century), Kedah has a strong claimto being one of
the nost ancient states in historically rich Malaysia. On the other end of
the spectrum Kedah has been quick to latch on to the very | atest trends
i n outdoor and adventure travel; an exanple is the top-class white-water
rafting site at Sungai Sedimin its southern district of Kulim

Nevertheless, it is plain to see that the jewel in the state's tourism
crown is Langkawi, a group of 99 islands - at low tide, the nunber can be
as high as 104 - |ocated off the northwest coast of Peninsul ar Ml aysi a.
Sone 51km from Kual a Kedah (on mai nl and Kedah) and 30km from Kual a Perlis
(in the neighbouring state of Perlis), the islands are steeped in a nyriad
of | egends and | ore about giants, nythical birds, warriors, fairy
princesses, battles and ronance. Perhaps nore significantly, Langkawi is a
pl ace of fanpbus beauty. Encircled by clear waters, the islands are dotted
with fine beaches and caves. Equally stunning are the many top resorts and
hot el s.

Langkawi was just this year voted ninth favourite island in a poll by
the Conde Nast Traveler, a reputable travel magazine. In the overseas
| ei sure hotels category, The Datai Langkawi took fifth spot. And how s
this for a touch of showbiz gl anbur? Langkawi's Pantai Kok (Kok Beach) and
the nearby island of Pul au Dayang Bunting (Island of the Pregnant Mi den)
have served as locations for the filmng of a recent Holl ywood novie, Anna
and the King, starring Jodie Foster and Chow Yun- Fat.

Al so, visitors to Langkawi are spoilt for choice in ternms of sailing,
dive sites with beautiful marine life, secluded sandy beaches, i sl and-
hoppi ng and | ai d-back resort-style holidays. The nbst notable spot is
Pul au Payar, which is just off Langkawi 's main island and which forns part
of a marine park.

The island is not just sand and sun either. It offers excellent
restaurants, shopping (in new concept stores such as the RML9 million
Oriental Village), historical sites and even an international book
vi | | age.

It is no surprise then that Langkawi is the linchpin of the state's
tourismstrategy. The basic idea is for Langkawi to be the anchor
destination, while nmainland Kedah is of fered as suppl enmentary destination
and as a gateway, as well as for excursions and stopovers.

The transformation of the duty-free isle has provided the spark for
Kedah's tourismindustry. Froman isolated island reliant on agriculture
and fishing, Langkawi has becone a | eading tourist destination in the
region. It is also a favourite venue for international conferences and
exhi bitions, and has hosted several mmjor sports events.



The island first gained international prom nence when it was chosen as
the retreat for the Commonweal t h Heads of Government Meeting in 1989. It
has since progressed to becone the pernmanent home for severa
i nternational events. For cycling buffs, there is the annual Le Tour de
Langkawi , which was patterned on the blue-ribbon Tour de France. Every two
years, thousands of people gather on the island for the Langkaw
International Maritime and Aerospace Exhibition (LI MA). The annua
Langkawi I nternational Dialogue is an avenue for discussions on smart
partnershi ps between countries of the South. And then, there is the nost
recent addition - the Langkawi International Festival of Arts, which
brings together painters, dancers and mnusi ci ans.

Soon to be accorded TourismCity status (which comes with a mayor and
bi gger allocations), there is no doubting Langkawi 's inportance. The
i sl and has enjoyed trenendous growth over the | ast decade or so (see
table). In 1986, Langkaw recorded just under 210,000 tourist arrivals.
This year, it is expected to receive 1.8 mllion tourists. It accounted
for 70 per cent of Kedah's total visitors |ast year.

However, devel opment on Langkawi has to be carefully managed, and the
authorities have a crucial role to play. Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad, who has been instrumental in Langkaw 's changi ng
fortunes, pointed this out earlier this year when he urged the use of the
island's natural beauty to draw tourists. "~Langkawi shoul d be devel oped
quite differently from a town, and because of this, its natural beauty
shoul d be preserved,' he added. "Tourists conme to view the beauty of
nature. If they want to see buildings, they can do it anywhere. | believe
the state governnent will continue to develop this island into the No.1
touri st destination.

Fi nance M ni ster Tun Dai m Zai nhuddin, who is joint chairman of the
Langkawi Devel opnment Authority (Lada) with Kedah Menteri Besar Datuk Seri
Syed Razak Syed Zain, recently rem nded that efforts to pronote Langkawi
ought to be co-ordinated well. He said the efforts shoul d target
Mal aysi ans, who nake up about 60 per cent of tourists to Langkawi .

Tourismis a relatively small but serious business for Kedah. It is a
priority area under the Kedah Devel opnent Action Plan, alongside the
i ndustrial and agricultural sectors. Mich of the infrastructure for
tourism(particularly air, sea and road links) is in place. Langkawi has
an international airport, while the airport in the state capital, Al or
Star, is being expanded at a cost of over RM300 million. Langkaw 's Kuah
ferry termnal can confortably handle 1.2 mllion passengers a year. In
addition, the state has a fine network of hi ghways and dual carri ageways.

As tourismcontinues to grow in inportance as an income-earner for
Kedah, investnent opportunities sprout, especially to provide tourist
services and facilities. These opportunities are not in Langkaw al one,
but al so on the nminland. One new ni che market is eco-tourism which
focuses on forest and rural life. Top eco-tourismsites include Gunung
Jerai, Uu Mida and Pedu Lake, which is already one of the biggest
contributors to mainland tourism The authorities have recently identified
several new eco-tourismsites such as Sungai Sedim the Merbok mangrove
swanp and the hot springs in Uu Legong. A related devel opment is a
conpr ehensi ve plan to beautify rivers in the state with a viewto
i ntroduci ng gui ded river rides.

G ven the dom nance of agriculture in Kedah in the past, it is only
natural for the state to mne the potential of agro-tourism conprising
| eisure activities built around agriculture and farm ng. To start wth,
the state is offering homestays in typical quaint Malay villages to
provide tourists a taste of rural agricultural life.

There is also the far nore anbitious plan to develop a RML.5 billion



agro-tourismproject in Bukit Tupah called the Kedah Resort City. Anbng
others, the park will have a health farm an orchid farm a fish hatchery,
hotels, canping facilities and a cultural exposition center.

Anot her prom sing segnent is water-related tourismand this involves
facilities such as marinas, water sports facilities, cruises and boating
services. Entertainnent and service aspects such as cul tural performances
and restaurants al so show strong potential for investnent. In addition,

t he Kedah mai nl and has hill and beach resorts that can be shaped into
maj or tourist draws.

Al t hough young, the tourismindustry in the state is grow ng steadily.
In all, Kedah expects to register some RM billion in earnings fromits
tourismindustry this year. Tourist arrivals have increased
correspondingly, from1.2 mllion in 1998 to nore than 2 million this
year. Wth the nushroom ng of tourismprojects and initiatives to make
Kedah a nore attractive destination, the industry is set to becone a
power ful engi ne of grow h.
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