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Langkawi too can match others in tourism

Ahmad N zam Radzi

LANGKAW has been aggressively pronoted by the Government as a shopping
and pl easure destination since the island was selected as a retreat for
t he Conmonweal t h Heads of Governnent Meeting during the 1989 CHOGM

Since then, Langkawi has wi tnessed many ot her high-profile events |ike
i nternational conferences (Langkawi Di al ogue), sporting events (Tour de
Langkaw ), rendezvous neetings (Mahathir-Chirac mni-sumrit), on-location
shoots (Jodi e Foster and Chow Yun Fatt) and the biennial Air and Maritine
Exposition (Lima), to name a few

To conplenent its status as an island getaway, hotels were built to
cater for all segnents of travellers, fromthe budget-conscious to the
di scerni ng connoi sseurs.

However, Langkawi still |ags behind Bali and Phuket in attracting the
bul k of tourists who would bring the much-needed crowd and the foreign
exchange. Perhaps, we need to |look at a different strategy to woo these
tourists fromcrowding the beaches of Patong and Kuta. What nmakes Bali and
Phuket such crowd-pullers? Their fame and attracti on made headlines in
such prestigious travel journals as Conde Nast Travel er and Travel +
Lei sure and the top resorts of both islands have been consistently voted
the best in the world.

How does Langkawi conpete with these established islands? Well, in order
to conpete, we have to | ook at the conpetition

First, let us capitalise on the concept of eco-tourism It is a well-
known fact that Western travellers, in particular, come to Ml aysia for
her natural beauty, nore than anything el se.

St udi es conducted by the Geol ogi cal Heritage G oup of Universit
Kebangsaan Mal aysia (UKM has reveal ed that al nost half of Langkaw 's
geol ogi cal | andscape was forned at |east 210 million years ago, with the
Machi nchang formation dating back to the Canbrian era, which is as old as
550 mllion years!

Langkawi m ght not have a strong artistic culture Iike that of the
Bal i nese, but trekking on the Machi nchang rocks is an experience into the
ancient birth of the island itself. Miuch as we have Si padan as an oceanic
island with precious marine life, could we also pronote Langkawi fromthis
angl e, taking advantage of the Triassic rocks of Gunung Raya?

The Pul au Payar Marine Park can be a conplenentary attraction, an
amazing reef formation that nost Ml aysi ans have not even heard of. This
mari ne park is sonething that Phuket or Bali does not have, so let us
market it seriously.

Bali has a strong discipline in limting the devel opnent of tourism
buil dings to be in harnmony with the environment and natural |andscape.
VWi | e conmerci al devel opnent in Denpasar and the Kuta tourist stripis
chaotic and sporadic, the beach and hill resorts are inmacul ate in design
and pl anni ng.

Wth very little (if any) bureaucratic regulations that may stifle the
har noni ous bl end of architecture and environnent, nost hotel resorts in
Bali are small, involves alnost no interference with the natural setting
and do not go higher than the highest coconut tree. This synpathy with the
envi ronnent ensures that the Balinese | andscape is not transfornmed in the
nane of devel opnent, yet fulfils all requirenents to cater for the
t housands of tourists either |ooking for budget accomvodati on or worl d-
class confort.



Per haps, we could take a simlar approach in the planning and
construction of hotels in Langkaw .

After all, it is the natural environment of Langkawi that tourists conme
for and it is only natural that the lowrise devel opment conpl enents the
setting rather than transformng it drastically with potentially
di sastrous consequences. In Bali, alnmost all resorts are built of |ocally-
sourced materials and expressed in theirnatural state.

We could do the sane for Langkawi, taking advantage of the rich natura
resources |ike Langkawi tinber and granite. Like Kuta and Patong, the
t hrust of shopping in Langkawi should be on | ocal handicraft and fabrics.
The "Made-in-Langkawi " products nust be exclusive and sought-after
mer chandi se, as much as we yearn for Balinese artifacts that can be found
only in Bali. This is where the local folk could devel op the cottage
i ndustry and capitalise on the opportunities that the tourismindustry
bri ngs.

VWhere tourists in Bali visit quaint villages to witness the Barong Dance
and other cultural perfornmances as part of their tour itinerary, Langkaw
villagers ought to present their unique culture in their respective
villages rather than in gleamng hotel |obbies. Culture would be able to
be experienced as it happens, in real tinme, in these "living nmuseuns".

Honestly, Western tourists are eager to nmeander through the padi fields
and cal mvillage conpounds, as much as we like to roamthe narrow all eys
of medi aeval Venice or the bustling souks of Marrakesh.

O course, we also have to make it easier for tourists to find their way
to Langkawi. This can be done by having direct flights into Langkawi from
Phuket and Bali.

Per haps, we should lure the Western travellers who originate from Bal
and Phuket so that they may make Langkawi as their destination for their
next vacati on.

The natural beauty of Langkawi nust be preserved at all costs and
devel opnent nust be regulated if Langkawi is to maintain its staying power
as a mpjor island destination in Southeast Asia. O herwise, it will always
pl ay second fiddle to Bali and Phuket.

Unl ess we beat the conpetition at its own gane and give thema run for
t heir noney, Langkawi will remain what it is now an excellent host and
venue for events, but sadly chugging slowy to catch up with ot her
regi onal island destinations in other aspects.
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