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Our Values
Awareness
To be aware that we all are
part of nature and that
everything is connected.
Love
Nature is our home our life and
it’s amazingly beautiful. Loving
nature is loving ourselves.
Respect
All living and non -living beings
have their role to play in
sustaining the web of life.
All deserve respect.
Care
Human also have a role to play
in sustaining the web of life.
We need to take care of nature.

The next morning we hop on a local bus for the 5 hours to
Pakse, where we are planning to visit an EcoSchool
Project, hoping to visit the National Parks and waterfalls
in the area.
We are deeply saddened when we arrive in Pakse and
come across a large cage installed around a dying tree, on
a busy street corner, next to a central shopping market
area. Inside this cage are large, black animals, which none
of us had ever seen before. They seemed like a kind of
bear-dog-forest animal- very large and long beautiful
tails. It was clear to us all that these animals were
suffering from the confinements and location of their
prison. We had visited a large, beautiful forest in
Savannaket without life, and ironically it is here in the
city where we see the wildlife. We were all deeply
shocked and saddened.
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The binturong also known as bearcat, is
native to Southeast Asia. It is listed a as
Vulnerable by IUCN because of a
declining population trend that is
estimated at more than 30% over the
last three decades.
Major threats to the binturong are
habitat loss and degradation of forests
through logging and conversion of
forests to non-forest land-uses.
In Laos, it is one of most frequently
displayed caged live carnivores and skins
are traded frequently in at least
Vientiane. In parts of Laos, it is
considered a delicacy and also traded as
a food item to Vietnam.

The pain of the Earth is our pain!
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We travel on, optimistically to the Bolaven
Plateau an area that used to be volcanic
and boasts very fertile soil and the home
of “organic Laos Coffee”. We arrive at Tad
Lo waterfalls- hoping to see some
unspoiled nature and big trees along the
way. What we find, sadly, is more
deforestation, slash and burn and endless
monoculture Cassava plantations. The air
in many areas still smoky from the
recently burned and logged fields... I have
always felt strongly about forests and
their protection, but I have never had the
chance to experience a recently logged
deforested area. It touches us all deeply.
The smoldering black earth is parched and
in the heat of
the dry-season
sun, with the
upcoming
threat of
seasonally
heavy rain season, the naked earth seems
vulnerable and very fragile.

These sights and experiences remind us of
why we want to do this work, to share this
message and to reconnect people to the
sacredness of our relationship to the Earth.
Tad Lo falls are in a beautiful area,
surrounded by a sleepy, little village, with
simple guesthouses and restaurants for the
tourists. Unfortunately, a dam has been built
upstream of the falls, which they are
currently cleaning and servicing, this means
the falls and river now run a murky brown
colour- not exactly like the photos we had
seen in the Laos guidebooks we had picked up
in a cafe in Pakse. This hydro-electric dam,
also effects the flow of the river, as they
release large amounts of water (apparently
without warning) and the water level can
raise dramatically very quickly- as Om
experienced one afternoon, after hearing the
roar of water in the distance, and observing
the buffalo-herder quickly reacting to the
sound and herding his buffalo out of the flow
of the oncoming flood.
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Seeking the heart of the forest!
Despite these effects to Tad Lo and surroundings, we still
enjoyed the sound of the river at night, the calming,
gentle nature of the local people here, and Lucy enjoyed
the close company of two sister elephants who bathed in
the river every day!

As part of our “Spirit of the
Maekong Educational Journey”
we do short nature retreats
with the Gaia School Asia team
to replenish ourselves & to
receive inspiration.

Hoping to replenish our own connection to Mother Nature,
we hired 2 motorbikes, and headed out in search of
forests vistas, cave temples and an elusive Buddha Tree
(Tree of Destiny) which we read about on a travel
brochure.
Driving through various little,
dusty villages, we pass miles
and miles of deforested
cassava plantations, some
banana plantations, occasionally coffee and many wooden
houses, with timber planks a plenty lying around.

We venture into national parks
& other beautiful nature areas
to consciously connect to
nature & breath in the clear
air.

Along the dirt road, from a distance we spot some big,
tall trees. We stop and explore
this incredible little forest, to
find it is protected by a
monastery. The trees are
enormous and breathtaking. We
spend a good time admiring their
solidity, their power, their
presence. Noticing the sharp contrast from the dusty, dry
air outside the forest.
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Renewed and inspired by this find of a little sacred forest, we continue along the dirt road.
Literally at the end of the road, we leave the bikes and walk up to
the top of a huge, black rock, where a few Buddha statues and
spirit houses stand guard. Here we have a panoramic view of the
forest below. Once again, we have been deceived by the photo in
the tourist brochure. There is a large area of forest, as promised,
but many patches are bare, from here the trucks seem small and toy-like, working their
way, digging and moving the earth, for more cassava plantations we assume. The sound of the
chainsaws is carried on the wind up to our ears.
The view is beautiful and frightening. We walk on to find the ancient temple-caves in the
rocks- it feels fun to climb the ladder to reach the labyrinth of tunnels, where we find
evidence of offerings, coconut shells and incense sticks.
The view from the cave openings is lovely, and the rocks
feel sturdy, safe and solid. We remember that these
caves were used as refuges during the secret war the US
waged against Laos by dropping millions of cluster bombs
(the majority of which lie still unexploded in the forests)
to prevent them from assisting the Vietnamese.
Returning to Tad Lo falls, we have many questions about these mono-culture casava
plantations, organic coffee and what that means to forests, slash and burn, ancient tribal
practises that funcioned for years, but on the basis that there were few people and enough
forest, sacred groves, who allows all this deforestation to happen?

4

3

Spirit of the Maekong
Journey

Newsletter #4

(Continued)
Many of our questions are answered by
Sarah from Sai Nyai EcoSchool, who meets
us to show us a little of what they have
been doing in the area and share their
stories.
The cassava, it seems, is not even for human
consumption! It is trucked away where it is
turned into animal feed (for pigs and cattle)
for the meat industry. The people of this
area are desperate to earn money and
therefore plant the cassava to pay for the
land rental or other financial obligations
(sending children to the cities for education,
etc). The government is investing in the GDP
of this area by encouraging cash crops. The
people don't seem to want
to grow their own food, or
don't have the time or
experience to invest in
organic farming or
sustainable practices.
EcoSchool is doing their best
to change this, but like all
things, for change to
happen, people have to want
it to happen. Om tells us of
a similar story in Thailand, where farmers
over-used the land for cassava, then sugar,
until in after 10 years nothing would grow.
These farmers later came together to grow
a diverse variety of crops, share the
produce and by pooling the production,
created diversity and converted to organic.
There are now many villages involved in this
project. I hope Laos could learn from this
mistake and make a change to sustainable
practices, before all the soil is depleted.

Feeling quite tired and despondent, we
head back to Pakse, as our visas for Laos
are about to expire.
The next day, in a cramped mini van, we
drive across the bridge over mighty
Mekong river to the border of Thailand.
As we arrive, we hear the roar of thunder
and are drenched in a downpour of heavy
rain as we splash across to the Thai
arrivals and another mini-van! The water
spirit seems to have a message for us
all....
The unseasonal rain seems to have made
everything come to life! We all comment
on how green Thailand appears and share
a sense of coming “home'. Sadly, it is here
in Ubon Ratchantani that we bid farewell
to Lucy, who has to return to the UK. We
share our reflections of the journey so
far, express gratitude, the deep insights
we have gained, the connections we have
nourished, and the many little seeds we
have planted in the hearts of people along
the way. We hope for these seeds to be
nurtured and acknowledge that this
journey is only just beginning...
Thank you Lucy for all your energy &
commitment to the cause & for joining us
on this “Spirit of the Maekong Journey”.
We wish you all the best & we hope you
continue the work in the UK & you are
always welcome back to join us at Gaia
School Asia.
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Gaia School Asia
Gaia School Asia is a voluntary organization that wishes
to see a future where we, humans, live in harmony with
nature with awareness, understanding, love and respect
to nature. We believe that we are not separate from
nature and that all beings have intrinsic value.
We believe that children are born with a natural
connection to nature. In collaboration with schools,
communities, NGOs and parents, we aim to support
children and youth in Asia, through our education and
activities, to keep and deepen their connection to nature
as well as encouraging them to seek for a lifestyle that
is in harmony with nature.
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We would like to thank all the people along our
Journey & all those who have helped us to make this
“Spirit of the Maekong Journey” happen.

www.gaiaschoolasia.com
gaiaschoolasia@gmail.com
Like Gaia School Asia

“With love, respect and gratitude in our hearts, with
joy and care, with the concerns we have for the
consequences of our lifestyles to nature and all
beings, with the willingness to share and bring
awareness to friends, families and others and to
deepen the love, respect and connection to nature
amongst ourselves, the children and the youth, we
founded Gaia School Asia and dedicate our work to
nature, all beings and the future generations of our
beautiful planet earth”

