
Figure 1 Bottles on a Langkawi beach.  
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EARTH HOUR – Saturday, 
March 31st 8:30 PM 

 How much energy do you use up in one day? Think about the energy 

you use just to eat – the electricity for your fridge, the gas for your 

stove, the fuel you use to drive to a shop or head to a restaurant for 

your food. What about all the ‘hidden costs’ that went into the 

processing and the packaging wrapped around your food, and the 

plastic bag you carried it home in?  What’s your footprint on this 

planet?  

Each of us makes “a carbon footprint”  – and with 6 billion of us now, 

the planetary environment is reeling with that impact. On Saturday, 

March 31st at 8:30 pm, I dare you to be one of the millions who will 

switch off their lights and appliances for one “EARTH HOUR.” 

“What are you willing to do to save the planet?” 

Promise you will do something green to help! I dare you!  So does YouTube as the popular site joins the world-wide 
celebration by offering a video platform where you can challenge your friends and family with what may be the most 
important question anyone can ask. Dare them to take the challenge; tell them what you are going to do to minimize 
your impact and help clean up the mess we’ve made.  Go to www.earthhour.org, the World Wildlife Fund www.wwf.org, 
or http://www.youtube.com/earthhour for full details.  
 

FACT:  Langkawi has a RECYCLING CENTER! 
If everyone sends their recyclables to the center,  

this beautiful place and its people could profit in many ways! 
 

Print out the map below and make a plan to take your plastics and metal bottles and cans to the center in Ulu Melaka. 
 

From Kuah:  Drive towards Ulu Melaka on Jalan Padang Gaong, when the road ends at Jalan Ulu Melaka, turn left. The 
recycling plant will be on your right. 
 
From Pantai Cenang: Go through Kedawang to the main highway, Route 112. Follow the signs to Ulu Melaka. The 
recycling plant will be on your left just before the turnoff to Kuah on Jalan Padang Gaong. 

 

http://www.earthhour.org/
http://www.wwf.org/
http://www.youtube.com/earthhour


 
Figure 2 The Recycling Center is located in central Langkawi in the area of Ulu Melaka. Map thanks to Patrick Low of Langkawi Link 

 

CHALLENGE:  Let’s clean up Langkawi’s Beaches! 

Last year, friends and I headed to the north shore to climb to a waterfall, swim in the clear icy pool, then swim again at 

the spectacular Sandy Skull Beach. It was August and we were joined by a few other adventurous souls. All was clean, 

spectacular! Then again, in September, we decided to head back to that special beach. This time, though, it was “School 

Holidays” -- many families were out picnicking, dressed in a variety of styles from bikinis to burqas.  The resident herd of 

monkeys seemed in ecstasy as they raced about, tossing containers into the air, or heads down / tails up digging through 

the overflowing garbage bins. The place was a mess! And yet, not one person lifted a hand to pick up a plastic bottle or a 

tangle of plastic fishing line from the shoreline. Instead, I saw a family pile their leftovers neatly under a tree and walk 

out towards their car.  

 

Several island cruise operators and hotels have taken up the challenge and organize periodic “Beach Clean-ups.” Join 

them! Recently I heard a shocking story. A party of 30 were taken on a lovely cruise and stopped at a beach on one of 

the outer islands to do a beach clean-up there. One woman decided that instead of helping pick up trash, she would 

collect shells and rocks – in a plastic bag. When the ship’s captain spoke to her about how humans can admire these 

natural beauties but should leave them in their environment, this woman – a teacher, in fact -- threw the plastic bag of 

shells into the sea! She just didn’t get it!  

 

CHALLENGE:  Teach the next generation! 

It all starts with the kids. Teach them early to pick up after themselves – and to be concerned that their future depends 

on caring for the environment. Teach them that if they don’t care, there won’t be money, jobs, even food in the years 

ahead. Teach them that the air they breathe, the water they drink or swim or fish in, the land they walk on all are 

precious and vulnerable. Teach them (and ourselves) to make the connections between our everyday actions and their 

impact on a teetering balance of nature.  If we don’t teach them and really reach them – somehow – then it does look 

like the next generation is going to pay a terrible price.  



As a child, a 4th generation Langkawi resident told me, he walked 4 miles to school, barefoot. Now his own children ride 

in cars or on motorcycles. Their friends race their vehicles in and out of traffic – and every year, teenagers die – too 

young to understand that motor vehicles are death-on-wheels and can easily go out of control.  

 

FACT:  There are no garbage bins on Pantai Cenang beach.  
(privately owned businesses that line the beach are expected to provide them) 

 
QUESTION:  Where do tourists throw their trash?  

ANSWER: On the beach or in the water. 
 

Even here on Langkawi, a fairly remote island in the Andaman Sea, the ‘evidence’ -- of both 

material waste and human ignorance -- is literally building up. I’ve rented a small house not 

far from the island’s most popular beach. Every day, the wind blows garbage onto the front 

porch:  flying plastic bags, rolling water bottles… The garden is an archaeological ‘dig’ – I 

excavate poptops, pens, electrical conduit, rubber hoses. There’s even a broken toilet lying 

just outside my bedroom window. A neighbor recently decided to ‘clean up’ and dumped a 

pile of construction materials under the trees just across the way. 

CHALLENGE:  Let’s clean up Langkawi’s Roadsides! 

Walk or ride along any road on the island 

and you won’t go far before you see 

another plastic bottle, waxed paper juicebox or rusting metal can. 

Directly across the street from a sign saying, “Keep Langkawi Clean,” 

a shop puts out garbage cans which overflow onto the parking lot. No 

one takes the time to sweep up the litter. Don’t they see it? 

Some people do notice, of course. The bread-and-butter of this 

vacation resort comes from the foreign tourists.  Complaints about 

dirty beaches and less-than-sanitary public facilities are mounting on 

review sites like www.tripadvisor.com. There is hope in the “2015 

Blueprint for Pantai Cenang” as various government departments 

step in with plans to make the island a ‘world class destination.’ LADA 

(www.lada.gov.my), the official organization looking out for 

Langkawi’s tourism, has made encouraging noises about how garbage 

cleanup will be a priority by 2015. But will it be too little, too late? 

Every single one of us -- both tourists and locals – needs to clean up 

their act. People drop their trash, probably expecting someone else 

will clean it up. Like the birds, they may well be keeping their own 

nests reasonably clean but use the neighborhood as a toilet. 

Dropping trash is animal behavior; as humans we need to be more considerate of our environment.  

QUESTION: How many pounds of waste do you make each day? 
 

A recent report (2007) from U.S. Environmental Protection Agency www.epa.gov  says that the average person in the 

U.S. throws away over 4.6 pounds per day or 1,130 pounds of waste per year -- and is directly responsible for 1,060 

Figure 4 Kuah, Langkawi 

Figure 3 The view from my 
bedroom in Cenang 

http://www.tripadvisor.com/
http://www.lada.gov.my/
http://www.epa.gov/


pounds of carbon dioxide produced from that waste. In the landfills, as the trash decomposes, it releases so-called 

“greenhouse gases” composed of about 50% carbon dioxide and 50%  of the poisonous gas methane. Adding in 

household electricity, heating and aircon, plus vehicle use, they estimate an output of “4 metric tons of carbon dioxide 

(CO2)… (almost 9,000 pounds) per person per year.” That’s a pretty large “carbon footprint” for one person! 

 

Lots of websites now offer calculators where you can estimate your “carbon footprint” and find ways you can reduce 

and offset it, including by planting trees (see the Nature Conservancy as just one of many, 

http://www.nature.org/greenliving/carboncalculator/index.htm ). 

 

I recently sat with a group of Americans and Canadians and we talked about how much more “green” was our lifestyle 

here in Asia.  In the U.S., nearly every home is equipped with a ‘hot water heater’ keeping huge tanks filled with water 

and heated 24/7 so that you turn on any faucet and the water is comfortably hot. In Asia, I’ve never washed a dish in hot 

water though sometimes I boil my utensils. Enterprising ‘greenies’ have tried to sell tank-less hot water heaters in the 

U.S. like those that equip the showers in the nicer homes in Asia, but most 

Americans just are not interested in paying for installation of something 

“different.”   

 

In the U.S., I had at least one car, sometimes three. I always had a hot water 

washing machine, an energy-guzzling clothes dryer, a 4-burner electric stove 

with a capacious oven, and a refrigerator that was taller than I was. Though 

many winters, my family curled up around a woodstove or fireplace, we also 

always had the rumbling sound of the oil-burning furnace down in the 

basement, pumping heat. Summers, we moved from one air conditioned room 

to the next. Here in the tropics, that’s my single greatest expense: the electrical 

cost of air conditioning. 

 

Americans are the worst polluters but the rest of the world is catching up fast. 

Ride a train in or out of any city and see the ‘shanty towns’ of the poor, up-

close-and-way-too-personal. Humans live in these vile and unsanitary 

conditions as their ‘homes’ disappear behind growing mountains of garbage. 

Notice the antennas and satellite dishes on the tin roofs? Even Asia’s poorest 

are getting access to (or ‘borrowing’) electric lights, TV, computers, motorcycles and cars… 

 

For all of previous human history, it made sense to throw your trash out a window or drop it through the floor to the 

ever-alert animals waiting below. Vegetables and fruit quickly rotted and added nutrition to the soil for future crops to 

grow on. Recycling worked then. Humans got in the habit of simply discarding things on the ground… and that was good 

for the earth. 

THAT WAS THEN, THIS IS NOW… 

 

There are lessons to be learned from history: there are things we ought to do -- we need to find ways to ‘compost’ our 

household food scraps and garden cuttings to fertilize the rapidly depleting soil. It does not make sense to tie them up in 

garbage bags to sit in landfills for a century or more. Farmers need to be given the techniques and tools so that they no 

longer burn off fields and make the air unbreathable – witness the current “choking haze” over Chiang Mai in northern 

Thailand where the particulate matter in the air has been consistently over 200 mcg per cubic meter for most of the past 

month (http://www.chiangmai-mail.com/current/news.shtml). 

 

Figure 5 Beach on Koh Lipe, Thailand covered 
in plastic bottles 

http://www.nature.org/greenliving/carboncalculator/index.htm
http://www.chiangmai-mail.com/current/news.shtml


Here on Langkawi, the spectacular sunsets over the city of Kuah are obscured by drifting smoke from the coal fires that 

some families still use to barbecue their food. Jungle walks take you past monkeys throwing litter in the air as they pick 

through garbage bins while fish congregate around piers where trash floats in and out with the tides. With growing 

construction comes the waste of abandoned bricks and mortar, and the empty water and soda bottles and wraps left 

over from KFC or McDonald’s fast food lunches. 

 

Who are your heroes? Among mine are the supermen who make up the New York City Sanitation Department who fight 

every day to keep the city surprisingly rubbish-free. I’ve been to Egypt and seen black plastic bags hanging on almost 

every tree and watched my neighbors empty their trash into the canals that feed the mighty Nile. A friend told me of 

climbing to the top of mountain on a Greek island, only to see a sweeping view of a whole hillside littered with blue 

plastic shopping bags.  

 

The hot buzzword in the international tourism industry is eco-tourism. To quote http://www.untamedpath.com/Ecotourism/what_is_ecotourism.html, 

“there are almost as many terms to describe types of travel as there are travel companies.  A couple of buzzwords that 

you often hear these days are "Eco-Tourism" and "Adventure Travel" .  To further confuse the issue there is also 

"Sustainable Tourism", "Responsible Tourism", "Nature Based Travel", "Green Travel", "Multi-Sport Adventures" and 

"Cultural Tourism". “ Whatever you call it – it’s a step in the right direction.  

 

What it all comes back to is that it is the responsibility of every member of the tourist industry – from the international 

hotels and travel agencies down to the lowliest fisherman who takes visitors out on his leaky boat – to treat both the 

people and the planet with respect. Treat tourists with respect and they will come back to a place that is safe, clean, 

sanitary, friendly, respectful of their contributions to the local economy and cultural life. Treat the land, air, and sea with 

care and they will be resources to bring in the tourists who will feed your children and generations to come. And tourists 

need to hold themselves to the highest standards – treating the people whose home they visit with kindness and the 

place with conscious care for its preservation. 

 

In a place of exceptional beauty such as Langkawi – and with such a fragile ecology – it is heart-breaking to see 

carelessness.  There are, of course, many people who do care – witness the hundreds of island residents, both Malaysian 

citizens and expats alike – who attended the recent Charity Club Langkawi Masquerade, raising thousands to help 

benefit Langkawi’s poorest.   

 

But there’s another element that impinges on the local scene –  you will find these people all  over the world but here 

they stick out like the proverbial ‘sore thumb’ --  the few “bad apples” that spoil the barrel -- the kids who throw rocks at 

strangers, the teens who race their unmuffled motorcycles down the public streets, the drunken local or tourist who 

pitches their beer bottles or cans into the sea or leaves broken glass and cigarette butts on the sand where some 

unsuspecting person may injure themselves. Policing, fining, even jailing these miscreants might have some effect. But 

education clearly makes a difference –the civilized, educated person – tourist, expat, or local citizen, rich or poor – are 

http://www.untamedpath.com/Ecotourism/what_is_ecotourism.html


not the ones dumping their garbage in a rice paddy, on the beach, off a dock or boat pier. But someone is doing that – 

and they need to be stopped, held responsible, educated – and somehow taught to care… 

 

QUESTION: Do you really want to live in a plastic-covered world? 

 

Our world is quickly becoming covered in plastic. Someday in the not-too-distant future, you may look out your window 

and all you will see is a plastic-covered landscape where nothing grows.  Look out there now – what do you see? I hope 

you are among the lucky few left who does not look on a view marred by trash. 

Petroleum has made all the difference between the sooty horrors of a Dickensian 19th Century and the 21st Century’s 

technology-dominated environment. What would our lives be like without electric light? Cars? Shrink wrap? Aircon? 

Airplanes? Yet for the planet, the manufacture and use of petroleum-based products, especially fuels and plastics, can 

be understood as the single worst disaster in world history. 

Worse than whatever killed the dinosaurs… 

As writer friends debate, it may take a real disaster before 

people wake up to the idea that our wastes have so polluted 

the environment that the global climate has changed 

significantly. It may take more storms like “Hurricane Katrina” 

(New Orleans and Gulf Coast, USA, 2005) and “Super Typhoon 

Reming” (Philippines, 2006) before the doubters finally 

acknowledge the reality of “Climate Change.” 

FACT: Climate Change is Real… 

What will it take to wake up the world? Another Krakatoa (Indonesia, 1883)? Another tsunami (South Asia, 2004; 

northeastern Japan, 2011)? A 2012 “End-of-the-Mayan-Calendar” or a Hopi Indian prophecy of the opening of a door to 

new World? How many earth-conscious movie stars does it take to sway international governmental policies?  

ü It’s more than time for us all to live a “conscious life.” Examine all the ways your footprint touches the earth. 

Tread lightly! And pat yourself on the back for every small effort you make to save money and save earth when 

you: 

Turn off the faucet to lather up in the shower in order to conserve water 

ü Turn out the lights before going to bed at night to cut down on the electric 

bills 

ü  

ü Carry a cloth bag to the grocery store so you don’t need to use plastic bags 

ü  

ü Choose to walk or bicycle instead of driving to reduce oil and gas usage 

ü  

ü Pick up an empty plastic bottle that someone else has dropped, and bin it!  

 

Or better still, take it to the recycling center! 

Tags: environment, environmental protection agency, recycle, recycling, waste, conscious life, carbon footprint, 
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Figure 6 Even the Tigers help clean up at Thailand's Sriracha Zoo 


