
 Natural assets  

A folded leaf does double duty as a small 
packet. Opposite: Poolside at Bon Ton Resort.

Caught between preserving its environment and attracting 
more visitors, Langkawi fi nds itself  at a crossroads, reports 
ROBYN ECKHARDT. Now the question is which way 
to turn. Photographed by SCOTT A. WOODWARD



S  ECONDS AFTER STEPPING into one of  Lang-

kawi’s cable cars, I’m ascending the slopes 

of  Mat Cincang, the pod swinging like a 

metronome. Any thought of  motion sick-

ness is eclipsed by the magnifi cent scene 

of  a forest-cloaked range that gives way to 

pretty horseshoe-shaped Telaga Harbor. 

Beyond, islands fl oat like ice cream

bobbing in a cerulean sea. The view of  unpopulated, beach-

fringed isles stretching all the way to the horizon is even better. 

My reverie fades, however, at the mountain’s base when I enter 

Oriental Village, home to a deer farm, trained elephants and 

the opportunity to be photographed with one of  Langkawi’s 

treasures, a raptor.

Last year, in recognition of  its combination of  natural as-

sets—mountain ranges, limestone karsts, mangrove and tropi-

cal rainforests, and diversifi ed wildlife, including more than 

220 species of  birds—UNESCO named Langkawi a Geopark. In 

my fi ve days on the “big island”—Langkawi refers both to a 
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99-island archipelago sitting off  northwestern peninsular Ma-

laysia and its main, developed island—I repeatedly encoun-

tered stunning physical beauty juxtaposed with a depressing 

disregard for natural heritage.

Southeast Asia’s only Geopark, this is the latest success in 

Langkawi’s bid to be recognized as one of  the region’s pre-

mier islands. It’s been a long road. Twenty years ago it “was 

pretty much the Siberia of  Malaysia,” admits Irshad Mobar-

ak, a conservationist who, back then, abandoned a banking 

job in Kuala Lumpur to settle on the big island. “I liked it 

because it was very natural.”

While mountains and mangroves are prevalent, the island 

doesn’t lack for magnifi cent beaches. Spread out around the 

coast, each has its own vibe and attracts different types of  sun 

seekers. Most of  the island’s visitors end up, at some point or 

another, on 2-kilometer-long Pantai Cenang, a strip of  tal-

cum-powder sand with a row of  bars, chalets and guesthouses 

tucked amid coconut palms and casuarinas. On Cenang you’ll 

hear the buzz of  a Jet Ski or a motorboat, and you can also 

sample asam laksa—hot-and-sour fi sh soup with rice noodles, 

dished up from a sand-side truck called Tsunami Laksa. A 

small cape at Cenang’s southern end separates it from the 

smaller and quieter Pantai Tengah, which fronts a road that’s 

become a popular nightlife and restaurant strip.

The petite beaches at Pantai Kok and Burau Bay are sur-

rounded by limestone cliffs and jungle. There are no such dra-

matic backdrops at Tanjung Rhu, on the northern tip of  the 

island but what it lacks in action, the 3-kilometer stretch of  

silver sand makes up for in tranquility. Calm waters lap at this 

often deserted beach, so-named for the sound of  the wind 

through the leaves of  its casuarina trees. Evenings often fi nd a 

low-key party in progress at its western tip, where locals from 

nearby villages gather to watch the sun set.

The Malaysian government raised Langkawi’s profi le 

among domestic tourists by granting it duty-free status in 

1987, but it was The Datai, a luxury resort set amid rainforest 

that opened in the late 90’s, that put it on the high-end island-

hopper’s map. More recently, Four Seasons and others have » 

By Nature Clockwise from left: 
Touches of Langkawi; the view 
from a cable car; the beach at the 
Four Seasons; Bon Ton Resort.

Island Life Clockwise from left: 
Afternoon snacks with a smile; 
Telaga Harbor; Bon Ton Resort’s 
private villas; Tanjung Rhu Beach.
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joined the fi ve-star stakes. Langkawi is beginning to 

tap the second-home market as well, with plans ap-

proved for two housing projects comprising a total 

of  92 luxury villas and condos, as well as a com-

munity of  bungalows, apartments and a marina to 

be linked to the Langkawi Island Golf  Club.

Tourism authorities, who have been quick to play 

up the Geopark brand, expect a 15–20 percent in-

crease in tourists this year. But Langkawi’s natural 

attractions have underscored a clash between pro-

ponents of  mass tourism and those who preach 

sustainable ecotourism. Will Langkawi’s natural 

heritage be preserved for future generations or 

squandered for short-term gain?

Geopark status, says Andrew Sebastian, commu-

nications manager for the Malaysian Nature Society, 

is a great way to protect the environment. “The 

problem is that there is no enforcement on the part 

of  UNESCO, and there are no local conservation laws 

that correspond to the Geopark designation.” The 

status of  Geoparks is evaluated at least once every four years.

In 2003, the society teamed up with the Langkawi Develop-

ment Authority and the Malaysian Forestry Department to 

survey the state of  conservation on the islands. The trio pro-

posed that some areas—mangroves and mountain ranges in 

particular—be declared state or national parks and be perma-

nently off-limits to development. To date, the government 

hasn’t taken up the proposal.

 O
N MY FIRST MORNING in Langkawi, I slip behind 

the wheel of  a rental car for a tour of  the south 

end of  the island. I cruise the densely built-up 

road parallel to Cenai Beach, a disheveled col-

lection of  bars, cafés, restaurants and shops that draws back-

packers and bar hoppers, then continue along the island’s 

coastal road, passing a steep slope sporting an ugly gash where 

rainforest has been stripped away to make room for military 

facilities. On the east side of  the island in Kuah town, I fi nd 

nondescript concrete shophouses, generic hotels and a hulk-

ing shopping plaza. Where, I wonder, is the stunningly beauti-

ful Langkawi of  the tourist brochures?

Three hours later, I fi nd it when I check into the Four Sea-

sons Resort, a 16-hectare hideaway on Langkawi’s north 

coast. From the resort’s 1.5-kilometer silver sand beach I » 

Green Getaway Clockwise from top left: All 
business at the beach; the stylish Four Seasons 
Resort; a fi shing village; tour guide Wendy Chin; 
tables for two at Tapaz; a touch of the mangroves.



board a boat for a guided tour of  

the mangrove forests clustered 

around the Kilim and Setul karsts. 

Fifteen minutes in the hands of  an infectiously enthusiastic 

nature guide and I rethink my fi rst impressions of  the island.

As our boat navigates the labyrinth of  waterways that inter-

sect the mangroves, Four Seasons’ assistant naturalist Wendy 

Chin describes their complex ecosystem. The trees, their 

dense network of  roots and the mudfl ats on which they sit 

protect the island from tidal waves and are a habitat for doz-

ens of  species; we spot macaques, huge monitor lizards, mud-

skippers—fi sh that emerge from the water to “walk” and feed 

on land—kingfi shers and Brahminy Kites, a bird of  prey. As 

the tide recedes, our boatman steers us to a seemingly lifeless 

mudfl at pierced with spindly mangrove seedlings. Suddenly, 

clumps of  muck shoot into the air as hundreds of  crabs, some 

as tiny as a grain of  rice and others large enough to comprise 

a monitor lizard’s dinner, pop out of  their holes. 

The mangroves aren’t without problems. Chin zeroes in on 

raptor feeding, a heavily promoted tourist activity. Boatmen 

toss out chicken entrails to draw birds of  prey, harming their 

digestive systems, exposing them to antibiotics and undermin-

ing the birds’ natural hunting instinct. Another concern is the 

erosion of  mudfl ats largely as a result of  the low-priced boat 

tours that speed through. “It rips up the mud. And if  we lose 

this,” Chin said, pointing to a stretch of  mud carpeted with 

mudskippers, “we lose the mangroves, which are the 

foundation of  the food chain.” Everything from tiny 

crabs up to the majestic white-bellied sea eagle de-

pend on the mangroves.

 O
VERDEVELOPMENT?” asks Narelle Mc-

Murtie. “No. Progress here has been so 

slow that a lot of  things haven’t been 

spoiled.” I’m at Bon Ton Resort’s Nam 

restaurant, simultaneously swooning over the pris-

tine view—golden-tipped reeds backed by bottle-

green rice paddies and rolling hills, a treat at sun-

set—and the palm sugar ice cream melting over my 

square of  gingerbread, while talking natural and cul-

tural heritage with Bon Ton owner McMurtie. » 
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Tropical Tastes Clockwise 
from left: A Four Seasons 
smile; the beach loungers 
await; pastries at the Loaf 
Bakery. Opposite: Inside one 
of the stylish villas at Bon 
Ton Resort.
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       “Progress here has been so slow that a lot of                      things haven’t been spoiled,” says a hotelier

The viewing platform at Mat 
Cincang, reached by cable car.



Bon Ton comprises a small village of  formerly di-

lapidated traditional Malay wooden houses, res-

cued by McMurtie and transformed into stylish 

lodgings. Beyond oozing character and offering creature com-

forts like wooden soaking tubs, the rooms and suites represent 

one of  the best efforts at cultural preservation on Langkawi. 

McMurtie’s made the island her home for 20 years. I wonder 

if  she’s concerned about possible threats to the island’s natural 

beauty. “Not at all,” she says, noting the population has only 

doubled to 80,000 in 20 years. “We wish there were more 

developments. They’re good for business.”

Irshad Mobarak wouldn’t agree. “This island is at a thresh-

old,” he tells me, as we drive to the Datai, where he conducts 

early morning nature walks. “To date, the big island has lost 

almost half  of  its natural heritage.”

Visitors to Langkawi who sign up for one of  Mobarak’s 

walks risk hypnosis—a big bear of  a man, he possesses the 

charisma of  a true believer—but are rewarded with the sort 

of  appreciation for Langkawi’s green side that just can’t be 

gained from a lounge by the beach. Within minutes of  kicking 

off  his tour, Mobarak has me channeling my inner biologist. 

He points out a saucer-eyed fl ying lemur clinging to the trunk 

of  a tree and a red speck on a tree that turned out to be Lang-

kawi’s smallest bird; plucks a leaf  from a species of  wild ginger 

and explained the genus’s role in the prevention of  stomach 

cancer; and leads us to a jackfruit tree. As we pass around 

binoculars to observe a family of  wreathed 

hornbills—after a day’s courtship, males and 

females mate for life—Mobarak tells us that 

the great hornbill, another of  the three horn-

bill species found on Langkawi, is also its most 

threatened bird, poached for food.

“This is the problem,” he tells me later, as 

we drive to his offi ce. “On Langkawi we have 

no legislation to protect natural resources; no 

coordinated effort to teach our young people 

the value of  their natural heritage; and no en-

forcement of  existing laws.” The job of  pro-

tecting the island’s fl ora and fauna, for in-

stance, rests on the shoulders of  just a few 

wildlife offi cers. »

Tropical Break Right: Meeting 
a real local on Wendy Chin’s 
mangrove tour. Below: The 
relaxing Four Seasons. Bottom: 
A butterfl y guide. Opposite: At 
the Four Seasons spa.
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street from Langkawi Hospital 
serves delicious Thai-style rice 
noodle soup with beef featuring 
a star anise and cinnamon-
fragrant broth. Bangunan Haji 
Taib, Bukit Tekoh; 60-4/966-
1357; US$1.25 per bowl. 

Laksa Tsunami Pantai Cenang; 
9 A.M.–7 P.M.; no phone; 60–75 US 
cents per serving.

Pasar Malam Held each evening 
in a different spot on the island, 
night markets are a great place 
to graze on Malaysian 
specialties like ayam percik 
(grilled chicken in coconut milk 
sauce) and kuih muih (sweets). 
The largest pasar malam are 
held on Wednesday and 
Saturday in Kuah town.

 WHEN TO GO
High season lasts from mid-
November to the end of 
December. The monsoon means 
Langkawi is wet from July to 
October, but rains rarely last 
more than a few hours.

 GETTING THERE
Both AirAsia and Malaysia 
Airlines have multiple daily 
fl ights from Kuala Lumpur. From 
Singapore, SilkAir fl ies direct to 
Langkawi 10 times a week. 
Langkawi International Airport 
sits just 20 minutes from 
Tanjung Rhu beach (about
RM45 for a taxi), at the 
northern tip of the island, and 
10 minutes from the Pantai–
Cenang beach strip (taxi for 20 
ringgit). Two daily ferries 
(langkawi-ferry.com) connect 
Langkawi with Satun, in southern 
Thailand (75 minutes) and 
Penang (2 hours, 25 minutes). 
 

 WHERE TO STAY
Berjaya Langkawi Beach & 
Spa Resort Chalets are situated 
in a lush rainforest or over the 
water. Karong Berkunci 200; 60-
4/959-1888; berjayaresorts.com; 
doubles from US$150.

Bon Ton Resort Eight beautifully 
refurbished Malay wooden stilt 
houses, each with distinctive 
décor. Jln. Pantai Cenang; 60-
4/955-3643; bontonresort.com.
my; doubles from US$150.

GUIDE TO LANGKAWI 

Casa del Mar This Spanish-
inspired property right on 
Cenang Beach feels like a 
private home, with its 
comfortable lounge area and 
rooms stocked with thoughtful 
extras like cocktail shakers and 
martini glasses. Jln. Pantai 
Cenang; 60-4/955-2228; 
casadelmar-langkawi.com; 
doubles from US$205.

The Datai Set amid virgin 
rainforest, accommodations 
here feature dark timber 
accents and soaking tubs. A 
short walk from the lobby leads 
to a secluded cove with calm 
waters. Jln. Teluk Datai; 60-
4/959-2500; ghmhotels.com; 
doubles from US$445.

Four Seasons Resort A luxury 
outpost at the northern tip of 
the island fronted by a long 
silver-sand beach, with 
luxuriously appointed rooms 
and villas dotted over 16 
hectares. Jln. Tanjung Rhu; 60-
4/950-8888; fourseasons.com; 
doubles from US$545.

Meritus Pelangi Beach Resort 
& Spa Jln. Pantai Cenang; 60-
4/652-8888; meritus-hotel.com; 
doubles from US$140.

WHERE TO EAT
Nam This stylish yet laid-back 
restaurant offers a menu that 
caters to Western tastes, with 
dishes like chargrilled rack of 

lamb, but it also has Malaysian 
cuisine. Bon Ton Resort, Jln. 
Pantai Cenang; 60-4/955-3643; 
bontonresort.com.my; dinner for 
two US$75.

Red Tomato The fresh breads 
baked on the premises make this 
casual eatery on the Pantai 
Cenang backpacker strip a 
popular breakfast and lunch spot. 
Jln. Pantai Cenang; 60-4/955-
9118; breakfast for two US$14.

The Loaf This bakery cum bistro 
specializes in breakfasts, 
burgers, sandwiches and French-
style pastries. Telaga Harbor, 
Pantai Kok; 60-4/959-4866; 
theloafl angkawi.com; lunch for 
two US$25.

Tapaz Perfect for pitchers of 
beer and Mediterranean tapas 
and tapas-sized plates of 
Malaysian specialties like beef 
satay with spicy peanut sauce. 
Telaga Harbor, Pantai Kok; 60-
12/3294-0944. Tapas and beer 
for two US$20.

Restoran Siti Fatimah This 
family-owned restaurant 
displays a variety of home-
cooked Malay foods and also 
serves a great cup of coffee. For 
the best selection, up to 70 
dishes arrive around noon. Bt. 5 
1/4, Jln. Kg Tok Senik, Kawasan 
Mata Air, Ulu Melaka; 60-4/955-
2754; lunch for two US$8.

Kuey Teow Sup Perut This 
hole-in-the-wall shop across the 
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A 2002 satellite photograph of  the big island shows the ex-

tent to which its south, where rainforest has been cleared for 

agriculture, housing, tourism facilities and infrastructure 

projects, has been denuded. Rainforest covering the Mat Cin-

cang and Gunung Raya mountain ranges in the north and 

mangroves on the east coast appear mostly intact, but are cut 

off  from each other by strips of  deforested land, a phenome-

non called “fragmentation” that restricts wildlife to a smaller 

habitat, resulting in inbreeding. Langkawi’s fragmentation 

can be reversed, Mobarak argues, with the establishment of  

wildlife corridors that will reconnect its islands of  green. But 

fi rst the land must be purchased or otherwise protected. Re-

forestation comes next. “And,” he adds, “deforestation must 

cease, now.”

“Langkawi is a Geopark, an ecotourism destination. That’s 

what we have to protect fi rst,” points out Mobarak. “Neither 

Bali nor Phuket can offer visitors what Langkawi can—a rain-

forest at their doorstep. We’re shooting ourselves in the foot by 

ruining that.” 

As we head up Gunung Raya’s slope I’m feeling increas-

ingly pessimistic about Langkawi’s future. Then, rounding a 

curve, we come face-to-face with a white-bellied sea eagle. 

The raptor gives us an imperious gaze before spreading its 

wings, which can span up to 2 meters, and taking off  from its 

guardrail perch. 

At a south-facing lookout point Mobarak points out Mah-

suri’s Rings, two almost semi-circular hills enclosing rice pad-

dies and a small village that were created 10 million years ago 

when a meteor split just before striking Langkawi. My eye is 

drawn to the construction site where the Langkawi Golf  

Club’s housing development will stand. “Well, the govern-

ment is a monster to move, that’s for certain,” Mobarak 

laughs. “But I have hope. I’m fi ghting for Langkawi so, in the 

end, what choice do I have but to hope?” ✚

The grounds of The Datai.

An airy colonial-style villa at Bon Ton Resort.




