
Thursday, January 21, 2021

F e a t u r e s

Established 1961 12
L i f e s t y l e

This photograph shows a visitor in Son Doong cave, one of the world’s
largest natural caves, during a tour in central Vietnam’s Quang Binh
province. — AFP photos

V
ast rock formations the size of mul-
ti-storey buildings loom above Ho
Minh Phuc, as he picks a path

through the gloom inside the world’s
largest cave.  Phuc, who once earned a
living through illegal logging, is a porter
for the small tour groups that explore
Vietnam’s Son Doong-a cave so large it
has its own ecosystem and weather pat-
terns. Home to flying foxes and a 70-
metre rock formation resembling a dog’s
paw, the cave is an otherworldly wonder
that has reshaped the lives of the sur-
rounding community since it opened for
boutique tourism in 2013. 

Trapped in poverty, young men like
Phuc once had little choice but to forage
in the depths of Phong Nha-Ke Bang
National Park-the World Heritage site
where Son Doong lies. There they
searched for precious agarwood, a huge-
ly sought-after material known as “the
wood of the gods” and widely used for
incense. Others eked out a living from
hunting endangered civets and porcu-
pines in the forest. “We had to do all we
could to avoid the forest rangers,” 35-
year-old Phuc told AFP. “We did nothing
good for nature.”

Lost for nearly two decades 
Son Doong in central Quang Binh

province was first discovered by local
forager Ho Khanh in 1991, when he
stumbled upon an opening in a lime-

stone cliff and heard the sounds of a riv-
er deep inside. But after returning home
through the thick surrounding jungle,
Khanh forgot where the hidden entrance
lay, and it stayed lost for another two
decades. When he eventually led a team
of British experts back there in 2009, the
team found it had the largest cross-sec-
tion of any cave anywhere on the planet.

It is large enough to house the 40-
floor skyscrapers of an entire New York
City block, according to adventure tour
company Oxalis, which guides visitors
into the caves. When Son Doong was
opened to tourists four years later, the
lives of Khanh and hundreds of locals
changed forever. They soon became
porters and guides and opened their

homes to guests wanting a bed for the
night. “Some became rich with logging,
but most lived a very hard life,” Khanh,
now 52, said of the time before the cave
was opened to the outside world. “When
tour companies came in, I told the
youngsters their first duty was to protect
the environment so as to benefit not just
ourselves but also our children... so life
can improve.”

Before the coronavirus pandemic,
Vietnam’s tourism industry was boom-
ing, but the communist country has

come under fire for failing to preserve
landscapes as it rapidly expands the
sector.  The area has so far largely
stayed clear of the mass tourism model
used in other Vietnamese holiday
hotspots such as Halong Bay, where
cruise ships have spewed sewage into
once-pristine waters.

With only one company given permis-
sion to operate in each of the key caves,
there is an incentive to protect them,
with numbers of visitors limited and
prices kept high. But challenges lie
ahead, UNESCO warned recently.
Poaching remains among the national
park’s “most serious threats”, it said in a
report that also raised concerns over a
proposal to build a cable car to nearby
Hang En cave. Logging has also not dis-
appeared — 18 people were sentenced
last year for cutting down trees in the
national park.

Protecting Son Doong 
As Covid-19 swept the globe, locals

catering to international travellers have
struggled. Khanh says his guests are 90
percent down since the pandemic
began. But Son Doong has weathered
the crisis fairly well overall, thanks to a
boost in visitors among Vietnam’s fast-
growing middle class. The high-end
tourism model of the caves-which pro-
vides around 500 jobs for the local com-
munity-has begun to attract interest in
other areas, Oxalis said.

Industry professionals are skeptical,
however, that the pandemic could spark
a change in direction across the country.
Vietnam’s tourism industry has done
“some very good policy making but
they’ve generally ignored their own poli-
cies”, says Peter Burns, a tourism plan-
ning consultant and professor who
worked on a five-year EU-funded sustain-
able tourism project in Vietnam.

Despite strong environmental protec-
tions in place, “they tend to build stuff
anyway”, he said, pointing to the spread
of high-rise hotels in Halong Bay. For
porter Phuc, it is crucial that the pandem-
ic does not lead to a similar outcome in
Son Doong. “If we expanded into mass
tourism, it would of course harm the natu-
ral scenery,” he said. “That would be ter-
rible.” — AFP 

Amazon Prime
show agrees to
changes after
India Hindu outcry

T
he cast and crew of a popular
streaming series starring Bollywood
megastar Saif Ali Khan have agreed

to “implement changes” to the show after
ruling party politicians accused it of insult-
ing Hindu gods. The Amazon Prime dra-
ma “Tandav”-loosely compared to the US
series “House of Cards”-drew criticism
from members of Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s Hindu-nationalist Bharatiya Janata
Party after its Friday release. Several BJP
politicians called for the show to be

banned, saying it was “deliberately mock-
ing Hindu gods” and disrespecting reli-
gious sentiments.

One of the criticized scenes depicts a
university play in which Hindu deity Shiva
talks about “azaadi” (freedom), a rallying
cry from 2019’s anti-government protests
across the country. “The cast and crew of
Tandav have made the decision to imple-
ment changes to the web series to
address the concerns raised,” director Ali
Abbas Zafar wrote in a post on Twitter late
Tuesday.

The cast and crew also apologized on
Monday, with Zafar saying that the Ministry
of Information and Broadcasting had told
the team it had received “a large number
of grievances and petitions... with serious
concerns and apprehensions” over the
series. “‘Tandav’ is a work of fiction and
any resemblance to acts and persons and
events is purely coincidental,” he said
Monday. The petitioners include Ram
Kadam, a BJP lawmaker in Mumbai, who

said he was “fighting for Hindu pride and
trying to ensure that nobody dare to mock
our Hindu Gods”. Leading streaming plat-
forms, including Netflix, Amazon and
Disney’s Hotstar, have expanded their
presence in the country of 1.3 billion,
including by commissioning local con-
tent. The streaming TV services are not
subject to the country’s notoriously fussy
censor boards, which regularly cut
scenes.

But there have been growing calls,
particularly from BJP politicians, for the
shows to be subject to the same scrutiny.
The most recent controversy involved the
BBC’s TV version of Vikram Seth’s epic
bestselling novel, “A Suitable Boy”,
which is streaming on Netflix, over a
scene where a Hindu girl kisses a
Muslim boy in front of a temple. A BJP
politician in November filed a police
complaint saying the show had hurt
Hindus’ religious sentiments. — AFP Supporters of India’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) take part in a protest against a new

web series ‘Tandav’, in Mumbai. — AFP 
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Visitors take part in a tour of the Son Doong cave, one of the world’s largest natural
caves, in central Vietnam’s Quang Binh province.

Visitors take part in a tour of the Son
Doong cave, one of the world’s largest nat-
ural caves, in central Vietnam’s Quang Binh
province.


