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Introduction

Tourism, in all its forms, has become an increasingly viable means of generating revenue in remote regions of the world. At the same time, more tourists wish to see environmentally healthy, economically self-sufficient communities, rather than ones dominated by hotel chains, McDonalds, and other multi-national corporations. As we become more concerned about seemingly limitless development, global climate change, and extreme poverty, our desire to make a difference in the world heightens and the role we can take as international volunteers in community development becomes increasingly clear. 

When we, as volunteer tourists, lend our time, skills, and energy to a host community, we can return home empowered, with our values and perspectives transformed. For local host communities, volunteers can spur on projects aimed towards social change, poverty alleviation, and environmental justice as well as attract investment for sustainable development projects. It is this foundation upon which we can develop volunteer tourism in the remote Thai village of Piloki.
Background of Piloki Village, Western Thailand

The Karen People

Piloki is a remote village in western Kanchanaburi province, near the Thai/Burmese border. Its residents are mainly Karen, an ethnic minority in Thailand and Burma. The Karen people have long been persecuted by the Burmese military dictatorship and many have been driven from their homes to seek refuge in Thailand. Though they have lived and worked in Thailand for many years, the Karen are not recognized as full Thai citizens and face major challenges in acquiring adequate health care, education, and employment opportunities. 

Consequences of Limitless Development

Compounding these problems in Piloki was the loss of their farming land due to the construction of the Vajilarongkorn Dam in Thongphapum District in 1991. Politically powerless and economically marginalized, Piloki residents had no choice but to move. The Thai government assisted in moving the residents to higher ground on the shores of the newly formed lake.  However, there isn’t much scope for agriculture here since a large part of the area is a forest reserve, limiting the available land for farming and livestock. Trees for building houses are also unavailable as logging is banned throughout Thailand. Part of the government’s compensation package for Piloki included solar panels to generate power for lighting and phones. However, it is clear that what Piloki lost can never be fully regained and like many other villages flooded by the dam, they are still suffering the consequences of its construction fifteen years later.

Isolation

There are160 families in Piloki. The village is only accessible by boat: a minimum one hour boat ride from Thongphapum or three hours from Sangklaburi District. As a result of this isolation, poverty has threatened the health and family stability of their community. The clinic has few medicines and the nearest hospital is 1 hour away by boat. Children often suffer from preventable diseases and mothers die needlessly while giving birth. Divorce or death of their spouse often leaves unemployed mothers in hardship. Without job skills or a steady income, some mothers have given up their children to relatives or to children’s homes in the area.
Local Economy

Their main source of livelihood comes from labour provided to nearby towns, such as Thongphapum, as well as planting rice. Education at their single schoolhouse ends at Grade 4 and there are only two teachers for the 130 students. Even if students wish to study further by traveling to other villages to attend a government school, they often fail the Thai language test and must start back at Grade 1. 

Piloki residents’ diet mainly consists of fish from the lake, rice, and various vegetables and fruit grown locally or bought in other markets.

Developing Community-based Tourism 

Piloki village is just one of many villages in this impoverished area of Thailand, but one that has taken matters into its own hands by deciding to form a co-operative to develop community-based tourism - by the community, for the community. This is the key difference between it and other tourism projects. Fears of tourism turning villages into cultural circuses where daily life is completely disrupted by the money that tourism brings are lessened by the fact that all decision-making is done by co-operative members who belong to the community. Piloki can reinvest their earnings into expanding their school, buying medicine for their clinic, or providing job training for youth. This is not a business benefiting outsiders or one individual or company. 

Trained guides, cooks, cleaners, and other workers will receive a monthly wage for their services. Piloki residents can also sell hand-woven goods and other crafts and offer massage to the tourists.

The Tourist Market

The kinds of tourists this project will attract are ‘backpackers with a conscious’ – those who wish to stay in a community but not invade it or change it; to experience and exchange culture, but not as a staged performance; to enjoy nature, but not trample on it; to eat meals that were cooked together and to share activities, such as swimming with the village children. These types of tourists include adventure seekers, nature enthusiasts, community workers, teachers, university students, and new or seasoned travelers looking to go somewhere new and experience authentic community life in a vibrant rural village set on the lakeshore of a beautiful forest.

A local pastor named David is working with Ananda Vidyadharma’s Dada Richard Zoleta in leading Piloki residents towards managing tourism in their village. In order to realize their goals, however, they wish to also work with foreign volunteers to develop, implement, and test community-based tourism programs.

Developing Volunteer Tourism

This is a brand new initiative, begun in September, 2006. Piloki residents are now seeking volunteers to live with them for 2 weeks or more and take responsibility for developing community-based tourism. Volunteers can help:

· Teach English to potential tour guides.  

· Develop maps, itineraries, activity schedules for tourists

· Assist in repairing the guesthouse and building additional bathrooms

· Assist with developing marketing and communication strategies, ie. develop a website and a brochure, contact tourism agencies, research community-based and ecotourism in Thailand to discover what kinds of projects they run, average trip length and prices

· Recruit more volunteers to train Piloki residents


· Teach children English, Art, Music (songs and dances), Sports, Health and Environmental Awareness through art, music, skits, and so on. 

· Take responsibility for a particular project and see it through to completion, ie. building a playground for the 130 school children

Volunteers are welcome to teach English or other subjects to the children, play sports, and enjoy the culture and daily life of Piloki. Villagers enjoy meeting foreigners and interacting with them. As Pastor David says, “the community is eager to learn from them.”

Up to 3 volunteers will be needed at any one time. They are welcome to stay for 2 weeks or longer. Volunteers should bring whatever materials they want to use to teach with and are encouraged to fundraise at home before arriving. Volunteers will be asked to pay 150 baht/day ($4 CDN/day) to cover 3 daily meals and accommodation. They will not be charged any further fees. They are responsible for paying for their own transportation (bus/boat) and any extras.

Basic Community-based Tourism Data

Piloki’s co-operative is responsible for developing separate committees to manage volunteer tourism and community-based tourism programs. Members will meet at least once a month and work closely with volunteers to strategize and fulfill their set goals.

During activities, tourists will always have a trained guide with them who speaks English. They will be given a Daily Itinerary at least 2 weeks before they arrive and a Map upon arrival. Volunteers can help prepare these items.

Tourists will be taught some basic Karen language, a brief history of the Karen people, as well as lessons about the natural environment, including bird and animal species and medicinal plants. They can fish with villagers and cook their catches themselves, enjoy a relaxing health massage, go trekking, swimming, and sample Karen, Mon, and Burmese cuisines.

Tourists can also learn Karen culture from Piloki villagers who wish to share their language, dances, songs, music, food, and other activities such as handicrafts and Karen traditional cloth weaving with them. The point is to avoid pressuring residents to ‘perform’ - rather, cultural exchange will happen naturally throughout the course of their stay as tourists and residents interact daily. For example, instead of a scheduled dance performance, tourists can ask residents to teach them a Karen dance. In return, tourists can share a dance or song from home, to the delight of their audience.

Tourists can also learn about Burmese, Mon, and Thai cultures from nearby villagers. This is to ensure that non-Karen residents of surrounding villages will not become envious of the tourists’ presence in Piloki, but instead, be invited to share their culture with the tourists. 

A guesthouse with 4 large bamboo rooms has been already built, but is in need of repair. The guesthouse has a lovely view of the lake and is close to the pier. Tourists can stay in a single, double, or multi-person room or reside with a family in a home stay. 20-30 people can be accommodated at any one time for 3-4 days. Daily fees for ecotourism programs have yet to be determined. 

The Role of Volunteers in Sustainable Community Development

Putting community first in any talks about development is essential. From a Western perspective, a general definition of sustainable community development involves using resources to meet current needs while ensuring that adequate resources are available for future generations; enhancing the quality of life for all while maintaining nature’s ability to function over time by minimizing waste, preventing pollution, and promoting efficiency; and promoting integrated decision-making that takes into account economic, ecological, and social impacts. While many communities in developing regions wish to follow sustainable development paths, their wishes are often ignored by governments or corporations, including mass tourism promoters, who seek to maximize their returns on investment at major costs to the local people and to the environment. 

Foreign volunteers can play an important role in voicing the concerns of host communities to outside networks, investing their time and energy into sustainable community development projects, and working at the local level to find solutions to problems. They can also help communities recognize the assets they already have, such as a vibrant culture, a clean environment, or strong social bonds, thus focusing on the ‘good’ rather than always the ‘bad’ and inspiring members to embrace new knowledge and new paths towards development.

*Message to Potential Volunteers

Travel can be a transformative experience and many travelers are beginning to realize the potential for learning and cultural exchange that exists in volunteering abroad.  Together with local residents, you can make a difference in Piloki by being a source of training, knowledge, and inspiration, partaking in a network of volunteers and ‘backpackers with a conscious’. Both volunteer tourism and community-based tourism will help keep the fate of Piloki in their hands and inspire other impoverished villages in this area to follow a similar path towards sustainable community-based tourism.

We hope you will be a part of this exciting, very unique tourism project. When enough volunteers begin working, a listserve and/or on-line forum will be set up for them to discuss ideas together and track the development of tourism in Piloki.
We look forward to hearing from you and working with you soon!
Warm regards from Thailand,

Lindsay Marsh
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