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“There is a new kind of tourism
sweeping the world today, one
increasingly demanded by travellers
with a conscience. These travellers
acknowledge that the decisions they
make affect the people and the land
around them. They hope to have

a positive impact on the nature,
animals and communities they
visit.
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\ravel distilied down 1o its maost basic qualities.

Setting Boundaries

An inquisitive frienc once asked me 10 define
community” and “tourism’ as they relate fo
communily-based tourism (CBT). The challenge al
first sTao spemed much harder than it actually was.
Only the imagined politics overlaying 1he simple
vulL‘JCS of the community-prompted travel tracle
were far more complex than necessary. And, not
at all unexpectedly, the reward of urtangling a fat
krot of misconcaptions and false ex;:ectations_was
35 true as the satisfaction tnat snould come from

ta increase their awareness and learn about the
cemmunity and local ways of life” {as described
by REST, the Responsible Ecolegical Social Tours
Project).

But what is tourismn? To me, it s a sare, modam
variation on the theme ¢ trave! as it was practized
ages ago wher explorers first set cut for lands
unknown, In those days, if the adventurers had
fallen upon peaple like them (speaking similar
languages, observing similar customs, heeding
similar seen ana uns=en forces) in places that
looked and felt like these left behind, | still believe
they would have travelled and been celebrated for
t, Abandoning one’s geo-cultural comfort zone,
with little or no knowledge of the destination,
requires courage fuelled by a love of discovery. And
courage and love are raraly out of fashion. That the
lands and paoples beyond the horizor turned out
te ke so fantastically dissimilar 1o those of home
only made the thril of discovery more poigrant
and the required pluck more heroic.

Tocay, the heraism of travel has witherec. | rst,
aemystifying infarmation about foreign ports nas
been spread far and wide, aulling the t2arful ecge
of the unknown, More and more travellers choose
their destinaticns as a function of what they learn
and how lar they can extend the soundaries of
their comfort zones. Second, and sadly, enterpr sing
anablers have actually craated safety-zane pockets,
real havens of sase and security, in placas wheare
the cautiously inguisitive woule normally never set
foot.

| have no problem with self-education, even if it

mutes the aura of wonder in travel. This is no longer
the age of exploration and today's world actually
needs more travellers who rake time to learn about
the countries in which they will be guests. IHowaver,
| strongly object to the thriving and crass practice of
resort/enclave tourism, whereby a visitor's limited
contact with & host country is through sensitised
staff, sanitised culture and sterilised cooking. Why
go through the time, eneray and expense of ravel
if the exciternent of discovery and the charm of
changing olace are nullified by the homegeny of
basically end'ng up right where you started? Why
ask for a mix of flavours il ell you really want is
vanilla over and over again{

An able ¢avils advocate could posit many a
response. Nevartheless, no matter what the
argument, now is the time to re-inject a little seif-
ccucation and cutside the box (but not necessarily
comfartzone) thinking. This opens up @ whoie new
set of options: the CBT opt ons.

Two Fine Examples

oue north of Kurunegaiz, at the scuthern foot
of the Galgriyawa mountain range (a8 protected
primary forast reserve; not far from the village of
Embogama, two neghbouring retreats shine as
compelling, but very different examples of the
vitality of CBT,

Ranpathwila Enterorises has been billed as the first
model community-basec ecatourism  scheme,
Imitiated in 2006 by the Sii Lanka-Australia Natural
Resource Managemen: Project In ¢ooperation
wilth the Foresl Department ane the Sri Lanka
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Traditional definitions of cemmunity invoke the
importance a groups of people united over ime

by shared actions and experiencas in a comn?on
enace. CBT, then, is simply a form of tourism
dndortaken (managad and/or owned) by and tor
such a group of people as one af its shared actions
and '|‘f'31-l'21|’ which its constituent members are
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united by a purpose, that of ‘enabling visitors
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Ecotourisim Foundation, the Ranpathwila venture
united a village community, Working together,
they are developing two tourism sites In an idyllic
setting: one, backing up against the maounain,
includes a six-room former meditation centre,
a few stend-alone rooms and several camoing
sites: anather, bullt ¢n and arourd a nearby racky
ourcropping, will include clay-walled huts as well
as tent sites, Every invalved community mamber
shares in the werk of hesting, ccoking traditional
food usinglocal preduce, providing cultural evening
entertainment and leading a variety of activities
like boating on the nearby Mahagale wewa (lake),
accompanied day or night hikes within the forest
reserve 10 archaeological, histarical and religious
sites and more. Of course, s 3 project ownead and
managed entirely by the community, profits really
are put entirely to local poverty reducticn and
village welfare through Increasec empoyment
opportunities, while also fostering an eco-frigndly
tourism culture,

Ulpotha is a very different place, but no less
intriguirg. Gathered in a delightfully wooded dell
rehabilitated frorn previously abandoned lands and
made lush from adjacent reconstructed tanks, the
community is really a large, self-sustaining organic
farm that hests visitors during part of the yaar. The
site’s spiritual histery captivates the imagination,
aded by the eco style daub-and-wattie design’ of
the villagers' hames and guest accommodzticns,
the traditonal ambalama, a pillared and mostly
apen-sided wayside shelter for travelers, where
meetings and loca-produce vegetarian meals
are taken and the on-site Ayurvedic and yooz
services, The meditative tranguillity of Ulpatha is
not inexpensive, bul the rewards are rich. Se is the
knowledge that the money gamed supports the
loczle who run the farm and staff the facil ty when
it is open. It a:so funds a naw year-reund Ayurvedic
clinic free to the resident community and a'ready
serving over 100 people each week.

The Responsible
Alternative

There is a new kind of tourism sweepina the world
today, one increasingy demanced by travellers
with a conscience. These s travellers acknowledge

that the decisions they make affect the people
and the lang around them. They hope to have
a positive impact on the nature, animals and
communities ey visit. They do this by searching
our ways 1o supporl conservation, praservation
and commuriity development,

Now, more than ever, we must remember
that tourism no longe: is, nor should ever be,
limited to resort package deals that sometimes
find themselves at odds with the nature and
communities of which they are a oart. And the
indirect benefits of such tourism - like patches
of preserved nature, training of a few locals for
improved chances of emplovment, Increased
financial cpporiunity fer enterprising individuals
- althieugh important, really are nat enough, This:
is especially true when, as has happened in many
places in Sri Lanka, resorts benefit travellers and
investars mcre than they do the surrounding |
communities and thenr diverse and fascinating
CLture. '

Tourlsm today s, ¢ at l2ast should be, about active
and responzible engagemeant. Paople should net
bide behind walls. They rmust meet the locals, taste:
the foods they cook, hear and learn the languages
they speak, learn about their lives, their “estivals,
their beliefs. They should be confident that the ta-llw
rrees they visit today will still be standing tomaorrow:
and that the bird anc animal species sheltering in
their branches won't have been threatened to the
point of extinction by human neglect,

CB1 usually holds such principles dear, Isn't it time
you did too? %

Ranpathwila Enterprises
For info contact the Sri Lanka Ecotourism
Foundation:
T: 494 (011) 270 6433 / +94 (077) 763 1334
E:sieco@sltnetlk

T;+94 (077) 395 1812
Einfo@ulpatha.com
Wowwwupotha.com




