PHILIPPINE KARST ADVENTURES
Part1- BOROCAY

Kent Henderson
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In March this year I found myself in the Philippines...for the
want of crowns on ten of my teeth that were well past their
use-by date. One said crown, in Melbourne, was quoted at
$2500; the same in Manila cost $450. Clearly, a no brainer!
While one is in the Philippines, apparently, one flies to the
resort island of Boracay (pronounced Bore-rack-ky).

Lithified coastal karst

Dutifully, I did as I was told...for a week’s stay. Boracay
features a four kilometre white-sand beach, and over 200
‘resorts’ ranging from 5 star right on the beach down to the
unfortunate the further away from the sand you get. I chose to
stay at the former, buoyed by the ‘profit’ on my teeth! The
beach is bordered by every conceivable hotel, restaurant and
tourist trap imaginable....and vendors prepared to flog you
absolutely anything.

100% of the local Filipino population is employed directly or
indirectly in tourism, and their overriding aim is separate the
unsuspecting visitor (largely 'ese these days...Chinese,
Japanese...) from their money. And the cunning Filipinos have
devised hundreds of ways to do just that. Water sports are the
big ‘industry’...from island hopping, to parasailing, to
snorkelling to diving. If you can think of every possible water
sport, these and many extras are available...at very reasonable
prices (of course!). Actually, in truth, Boracay is not expensive.
I had a one hour beach massage most days for the equivalent
of $10.

And...to get to the real point...the Philippines in general to
some extent, and Boracay in particular, is replete with karst.
The Boracay coastline, that which is not pure white sand, is
easily recognisable as karst — its heavily karrened features
being obviously water and wind created. It is interspersed with
a substantial number of sea caves of varying sizes (but mostly
not big); as is the case on the many small to micro-sized
surrounding islands. The karst, particularly around seashore
areas, is largely lithified sand and limestone, which is
especially high in magnesium calcite.

One of my first trips was to go island hopping, which is
basically a boat trip to the nearby smallish island of Tagwatian,
commercially renamed as Crystal Cove Island Resort (the word
‘resort’ is very loosely intrepreted in the Philippines). Very

.
Left. 'Cove 2', Crystal Cove Island Resort

Right. Manufactured ‘stalagmite’ structure
- ‘Cove 1°,Crystal Cove Island Resort

largely karst, it is probably the most totally modified landscape
I have ever seen. Every pathway, viewing tower, man-made
pool, garden, and building was constructed with a mixture of
concrete and rocks of hijacked karst, with the odd bit of wood
or bamboo thrown in for added interest. Upon arriving by
outrigger motor boat, my tour group was told that an hour was
available to walk around, after which swimming back was the
only other (impossible) option. Actually, the said hour was
(then unbeknown to me) being quoted in Filipino Time, which
has very little relationship to accepted chronology...adding at
least half an hour later to what one might expect.

Crystal Cove Island Resort is also the home of two substantial
sea caves...known as Cove 1 and Cove 2, roughly at either end
of the island. We are not talking big here...one can quietly walk
from one end of the island to the other in 10-15 minutes. The
two ‘coves’ are entered by doubtfully engineered spiral
staircases, though they are functional enough. Having
descended into Cove 1, you are actually alighting ‘mid-cave’
with a view out to sea through the cave entrance.

At Cove 2 however, the foot of the staircase brings you to the
mouth of the cave, whence you enter clutching bamboo hand
rails and get quite wet, at least up to the crutch, in the
process. Mind you, given that most tourists here, whether
Eastern or Western, are invariably young and wearing not very
much, this is hardly a problem. Management? Other than to
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Karst-constructed ‘viewing tower’,
Crystal Cove Island Resort

Coastal micro-stacks, Boracay

say the infrastructure, such as it is, will possibly avoid you
being washed away, additional comment is superfluous.

Ah, but back on Boracay, there are other (sea) caves. The best
known is the Bat Cave located in the north-east of the Island.
Actually, there is Bat Cave 1 and Bat Cave 2, but I suspect they
may well be separate entrances to the same cave.

The cave is actually well above sea level, perhaps indicating a
more aged morphology than its assumedly younger sea-level
cousins. The cave is the principal home of the local flying fox
population, and also, evidently, a species of micro-bat. The
Golden-Crowned Flying Fox (Acerodonjubatus), weighing up to

Willy’s Rock, Borocay

The ‘horror’ of Willy’s Rock...

1.2 kilograms, is the largest bat in the world and is highly
endangered. This is largely because, I was advised, the locals
have a great interest in consuming the said mammal either
roasted, fried, boiled or fricasseed. As a result, the cave was
officially closed about four years ago, apparently to stem the
slaughter. The current state of the remnant population is
anyone’s guess.

The circular staircase into ‘Cove 1’°, Crystal Cove Island Resort
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Nonetheless, I determined to visit the cave entrance, at least.
Thus I hired a motorbike tricycle, at the expected usury rate, to
voyage to the site. Now local tricycle riders have, I discovered,
an abiding interest in speed. Mine managed to come very close
to breaking the land speed record on our journey — remember,
time is money! So it was that I arrived at Ilig-Iligan Beach (below
the cave) only marginally later than I departed...

Unfortunately, I discovered (nobody advises you of these things)
that the track to the cave had been blocked off; so my excursion
came to nought. But at least I was content in the knowledge
that, probably, flying fox was not on the menu at any Boracay
dinner table that evening... As an aside, I later discovered (and
used them) that the majority of tricycles on Boracay (which
comprise about 100% of public transport) are actually electric,
with a four hour range, and one hour charge time. Oh, and of
necessity they travel at sedate speeds too!

Power for Boracay comes from a substantial number of wind
turbines on the adjacent (very large) mountainous island of
Malay, and arrives via undersea cable, as does the island’s
water supply. So not everything about Boracay is environmental
doom and gloom.

But back to the karst. The ‘horror’ stories do continue, I am
afraid. There is a group of five small karst stacks just off the
beach adjacent to a 5 star hotel.

So, what to with them; they obviously get in the way of clients
view of the horizon! Easy...you level their tops, and concrete a
continuous flat platform over the lot of them, with a restaurant
thereupon. Wow! What a plan! Very sad indeed, but true. Good
job the Twelve Apostles near Port Campbell, Victoria, are not
near Boracay...

Then there is Willy’s Rock, a small group of micro-stacks just off
White Beach. What to do with them? Easy...why not cut stairs
into the karst and put a ‘Madonna Shrine’ on top? Of course!
This ensures that hundreds of people a day clamber all over it.
It is a great tourist attraction!

Nonetheless...overall...if you can see your way past the heavy
commercial exploitation of the karst and to some extent the
natural environment generally — which is largely based on
ignorance — then a visit to this otherwise idyllic area is most
rewarding.

This is Asia, after all, with a different culture and set of values.
So, if you are a fan of Bali, my advice is, forget it, go to Boracay!!

For more information:

http: T T m /forum /content.php? - logy-of-
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