Unknown, Untouched, Unblemished — Papua’s rough diamond
By Parissa Amirian, 2018

Have you ever invited someone into your house only to discover that even though the
company might be great, the person disrespects your abode? Maybe it is just a small thing,
like leaving dirty plates around, but suddenly everyone else in the house doesn’t clean up
either anymore, following the guest’s example. Before you know it, it has added up and
everything you value has lost its splendour. That is how I felt when we went to the Baliem
Valley, in Papua, Indonesia.

Standing on top of a mountain, looking down on the valley, just admiring pure beauty. But
once the eye starts to focus, wrappers, bottles and trash appear on every pathway. The locals
talk about nothing else but getting more tourists in, unaware of how to approach it correctly.
Of course, they care about the benefits it brings and tourism has proven most profitable to
them. They cannot imagine how it could influence their day to day life or the valley that
provides for them.
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new visitors while big companies have also begun to see its
potential (Gamesby, n.d.). Few have made a claim so far,
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resources. These people have such rich traditions, beliefs and history — but as they have told
us themselves, their younger generations know little of their ancestors. Preserving and
sharing their knowledge would be beneficial for everyone.
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catch up with the rest of the
world — which seems an
immense feat, considering
. that they were discovered

| less than a century ago. It
_ offers many modern
products — chocolate, soft
drinks, snacks... but the
concept of disposing of the
+ @ waste in a sustainable
B manner has not been shared
with them, nor do they
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If we look at other tourist destinations, it is clear how we can avoid nature’s degradation,
overcrowding and pollution.

Let us take a look at Bali, “the island of gods”. One of the most popular holiday destinations,
Bali is known for its natural beauty, cheap amazing service and the perfect place for a
getaway (Kranz, 2018). Cocktails, beaches, massages, surfing — Bali offers it all and attracts
an immense number of tourists each year - about 4.5mil. in 2017 (Oliver Smith, 2018). But
the effect it has had on the island are becoming more prominent (Barbara Nickl, 2018). The
amount of plastic on the island, water consumption by tourists, pollution, animal cruelty for
touristic reasons, bad infrastructure and sheer loss of clean, natural locations keeps on
increasing_(Philip, 2012). Most of the businesses are owned by Non-Balinese, meaning that
most of the locals only make a limited amount of profit (Wright, 2016). It is not just mass
tourism that is to blame, but rather the entire situation altogether. The clean-up that has
been planned to rescue Bali’s reputation might help short-term, but they will have to consider
how to make the island eco-friendlier and less self-destructive (Kate Lamb, 2018). Profit is
not everything.

Coming to the actual point of this article. What can we do to limit the effect tourism could
have on this rather unexplored land? How can we as outsiders ensure that we do our best not
to destroy this natural paradise?

In general, one should always make an effort to be a good tourist. This includes researching
about the country, its customs and traditions, dress code etc. as well as learning basic
phrases, knowing about its rules, regulations and do’s and don’ts. The main goal is to be
responsible, respectful, sustainable — an ecotourist, so to speak (The International
Ecotourism Society, 2018). This begins with the right treatment of the locals. They should
directly benefit from tourism while a tourist’s visit should be pleasant for both parties.

In the Baliem Valley you should
greet everyone you meet with a
handshake and some
formalities. They will appreciate
that you take part in their
customs. Another issue they
seem to have with tourists, is
that we tend to shy away from
socialising with them. Although
we might consider it rude to
simply enter the main Honai
Hut, they find it strange when
someone does not spend the
majority of their time with
others. So, while you are there,
get comfortable on the floor,
listen to their chatter and try
everything they give you. They
take hosting very seriously and truly share all they have with
visitors. A small repayment (apart from financial reimbursement) would be little gifts. They
highly appreciate them and share them with everyone else. This could be food such as
noodles or sweets, but also small decoration, things they do not come into contact with. Not
valuable but special. The locals are sweet, caring and strong people who live a hard but
rewarding life. See their lifestyle for what it is — simply different but marvellous, nonetheless.

Honai Huts, Village outside Kurima

Surroundings require similar treatment. Respect this unblemished nature and treat it as if it
was your own house. So, don't litter. Take a bag with you to collect your trash or allow the
villagers to burn it. Pick up the trash you see on your way. If everyone who visited did the
same, it would already make an immense difference. Usually it is the locals who produce this


http://theconversation.com/beneath-the-surface-of-tourism-in-bali-64673

waste but apart from sharing one’s knowledge about wastage with them, there is not much
one can do on a larger scale.

Not only should we minimize the impact we make but also make others aware of it and of
how to ensure that tourism will remain profitable for the valley without leading to too much
pollution or degradation (Sustainable tourism, 2014). As a developing country, Indonesia has
not caught up with right waste disposal yet. For the Baliem Valley, promoting the area right,
is just what it needs. It needs the right kind of visitor and it all depends on how it is
advertised. It is great that the world learns about this spot but hopefully the number of
tourists will be contained, and people will come with a higher state of awareness and respect.

As a Tourism student, it pains me personally to see the effects some types of tourism can have
on the environment, culture and its locals. Travelling is a wonderful opportunity and shapes
one’s character. I love to get new insights, change my perception and explore new wonders.
But I have learnt to do so while trying to minimize the impact I and my actions might have. I
would rather be a visitor than a tourist. Blending in, making an effort and acting responsible
are all part of that. If everyone took a little care while travelling, we could avoid so many
problems.

A good tourist treats his travel destination like it was a friend’s house. You adhere to the
rules, you clean up after yourself and familiarize yourself with your surroundings.

I think our generation has
realised that we have to be
responsible for an entire

_ planet and not just the
property we live on.

The Baliem Valley remains

= untouched for now, a rare and
absolutely beautiful sight. In
order for it to remain that
way, we need to create
awareness, so that by the time
when it does become well-

! known, it will have developed
beneficially for its locals,

% tourists and the Valley itself.
We need to preserve every

| type of beauty and wonder

" that this world has to offer.

Baliem Valley with Sili Yalak, guide

As one of our great heroes of today said: “You see, when we die, our bodies become the grass;
and the antelopes eat the grass. So, we are all connected.” (The Lion King, 1994) (Yes, it is
from the Lion King, but the sentiment really fits here.)
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