CAMBODIA

WELCOME TO THE JUNGLE

DUNCAN FORGAN SPENDS
THREE DAYS NEGOTIATING
THE CARDAMOM
MOUNTAINS TO REACH ECO-
TOURISM GATEWAY CHI PHAT

The river appears without warning as

we race through the jungle and emerge

in a sandy meadow of swaying golden

grass. Carving its way lazily through the
foliage with the mid-afternoon sun sprinkling
diamonds of light over its surface, the water would look
seduetive in any circumstance.

The fact that [ have spent the last six hours negotiating
the network of bumpy tracks that penetrate the Cardamom
Mountains on a bike makes the idea of a soothing dip seem
even more alluring. My legs are bearing up, but my battered
haunches are in dire need of some attention after a day on a

saddle with the dimensions of a small garden trowel.

Top: Bikers relax
after a day of
hard graft on

the saddle by
taking a leisurely
boat trip down
the Piphot River;
the jungle-clad
foothills of the
Cardamoms are
bisected by sandy
trails that make
for rugged and
interesting biking
territory (above)

As I prepare to envelop my aching muscles in the water’s
cool embrace, my reverie is disturbed by my guide Lee: “You
can’t swim there.” he shouts. “Too many erocodiles”

Sinister undercurrents are never far from the idyllic surface
in this part of the world. Nestled next to the Thailand border,
the region is one of the last remaining wilderness areas in
mainland South-East Asia - the Cardamoms shelter globally
threatened species such as the Indochinese tiger, the Asian
elephant and the Siamese crocodile.

More nefarious elements have also found solace amidst
the virgin jungle. It was from these remote border areas
that Khmer Rouge guerrillas kept alive Cambodia’s civil war
while, in recent times, impoverished locals have plundered
the protected forests to boost their meagre earnings.

Such activities have exacted an environmental toll on this
wondrous landseape of emerald forest, wild flowers, rushing
streams and meandering rivers, but the arrival of tourism in
the area is at last providing an affirmative alternative.

My guide is testament to this fact. A rice farmer and >
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PHOTOS COURTESY OF CHI PHAT COMMUNITY BASED ECO-TOURISM PROIECT



one-time hunter, Lee Heng is forging a new career for
himself thanks to the community based eco-tourism project
that is now attracting a steady trickle of intrepid adventures
to his home commune of Chi Phat.

Comprised of four small villages on the banks of the
Piphot River, the commune sits 20km north of the
N.48 highway between the southern beach resort of
Sihanoukville and the border town of Koh Kong, and takes
five hours to reach from the capital. So far and so obscure
— but the village’s potential as a base for adventures in the
Cardamoms was tapped in early '07 when the US-based
NGO Wildlife Alliance established a base there.

Villagers were trained in hospitality, English, sanitation,
first-aid and waste management, and a handful of private
operators were brought in to form the Friends of Chi Phat
tour group which works with Wildlife Alliance to bring
in visitors. Most of the proceeds go directly to villagers
providing services such as lodging, cooking, guiding and
bike maintenance, while the remainder goes towards daily
operation costs as well as improving education and roads.

In short it’s all very worthy, but Chi Phat is a long way
from being a sympathy stop for bleeding hearts, and the
hardships are worth it for a heady swig of unadulterated
Asia in breathtaking surrounds.

My first day is spent following the Burial Jar trail into
the mountains. The 44km there-and-back route - one of
two devised in consultation with former loggers — meanders
over rolling grassland before forging deeper into the jungle.

A simple pienic lunch of rice and pork followed by small,
sweet bananas is taken at the halfway point underneath a
rock outerop on which ancient burial jars sit. Only recently
discovered, these jars are believed to date back 700 years

to when the Khmer empire ruled the roost over much of

Above: The
presence of
crocodiles make
some of the
rivers in the
Cardamoms
unsafe for
swimming; the
pools at the
spectacular
O'Malu falls are,
however, free
from predators
and make for a
wonderful place
to cool off

EXPEDITIONS

South-East Asia. The journey back down to the village is
less comiortable, but it is hard to complain too much when
the only sound is that of a bike sluicing through a erystal-
clear stream, and the nearest living things are impossibly
hued butterflies and the occasional wild pig,

Back at HQ, an ice-cold Angkor beer and an enormous
plate of thumb-sized shrimps awaits me. So too does Oran
Shapira, a 33-year-old Isracli working in Chi Phat for
Wildlife Alliance. T ask him about the progress of the project.

“The villagers have been dependent on the forest for their
livelihoods for vears and many don't understand the coneept
of conservation too well,” he says. “That’s not going to change
overnight, but as more tourists come, many are realising that
there’s a viable alternative to what has gone before”

The crocodiles may remain but the coast seems to be

getting clearer in this part of the Cardamoms by the day. O]

The three-day trip to Chi Phat costs from US$120. That includes
transport to/from Phnom Penh, transfers, food, accommodation

and guiding, and bike-hire costs. www.asia-adventures.com
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‘ Bangkok Airways flies thrice-daily between Bangkok and Phnom Penh. Visit www.bangkokair.com for more information
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