
NAA G22

22 March 30, 2008ECO LIFE

O
ur fi rst stop is Seven 
Mile Beach, two hours’ 
drive south of Sydney. 
This stunning stretch of 
NSW’s South Coast has 
waves that slosh on to 

the sand with a lethargy I could easily 
adopt. A day or two stretched out on a 
beach towel with a book and a generous 
serving of sunscreen is surely the perfect 
way to spend a weekend.

The bikini, however, did not make it 
on to the list of “what to bring”. Nor did 
Peter Carey’s His Illegal Self. Instead, my 
trusty backpack contains work boots, 
thick socks, long-sleeved shirts and 
gardening gloves. And while we do have 
time for a bite to eat and a stroll on the 
beach, there are other more pressing 
activities.

Less than a kilometre away, the 
invasive lantana weed, native to Africa 
and the Americas, is encroaching on 
pristine Coomonderry Swamp, the 
largest freshwater wetland on the NSW 
coast. This weekend I’ve signed up with 
a group of eco-warrior types to help rid 
the fringing forests of this introduced 
species.

Covering 670 hectares, Coomonderry
Swamp is a near-prefect example of 
the wetland system that once stretched 
along the coast. As such, its ecological 
attributes are something of a living 
history. To help retain its relatively 
undisturbed state, a steady number 
of conservation volunteers have been 
weeding the fringing bushland. With 
our socks pulled up over our jeans (to 
protect from insects) and secateurs in 
hand, we head into the bush.

Lantana has pretty pink fl owers and 
vine-like branches that spread with gusto 
into native fl ora. Rather than spray the 
plant, which risks killing native species, 
we cut the branches into twig-size pieces 
and pile them into small stacks so that
birds can still take advantage of the 
habitat. The small stump that remains is 
dabbed with poison, the most effective 
way to ensure the lantana doesn’t grow 
back.

Five people make light work of an 
area that once looked more Amazonian 
than Australian. Three hours later a lot 
of little stick piles are all that remains. 
It’s a job well done and we depart for a
beer at the Berry pub.

While weeding might not be 
everybody’s idea of a weekend away,
sustainable travel is gaining ground 
worldwide. My host for the weekend is 
Conservation Volunteers Australia, the 
country’s largest practical conservation 
organisation. The not-for-profi t group 
reports a steady annual increase of 5% 
in volunteer numbers.

The increase, according to 
Joanne Davies who organised my 
trip, is in line with a trend towards 
experiential tourism. People who 
sign up for a sustainable getaway not 
only get a holiday, they gain a greater
understanding of their destination, an 
insight into the environmental and 
conservation issues it faces, and an 
opportunity to see native plants and 
wildlife.

Another major advantage is the sense 
of achievement, a perk that might just be 
lacking in a holiday where the main aim 
is a tan. Here are a few of our choices.

The lion
sleeps 
tonight

From protecting wildlife to restoring habitats, sustainable 
getaways keep on giving back to the earth.

Penny Watson rounds up some of the best holidays. 

Loving lions, South Africa
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CONSERVATION
Wetlands work, Queensland
On-site safari tents are a fi tting mode 
of accommodation for a two-week 
adventure in the Mareeba Wetland 
Reserve in northern Queensland. 
This huge expanse of interconnecting 
waterways is home to hundreds of 
species of birds, mammals, vertebrates 
and arthropods. Volunteers help with 
various initiatives including walking-
track and bird-hide construction, 
wildlife monitoring and reintroducing 
the freshwater crocodile to this habitat. 
www.mareebawetlands.com; two-week 
minimum; prices vary.

Holiday with the penguins, NSW
Access to Montague Island Nature 
Reserve, a wildlife sanctuary nine 
kilometres off the South Coast at 
Narooma, is restricted solely to 
volunteers and the National Parks and 
Wildlife Service. The exclusivity is 
necessary to preserve an island where 
seals sunbake on the rocks, penguins
crowd the shore and humpback whales 
can be seen on their biannual journey 
along the coast. Volunteers help restore 
seabird habitats and stay in a heritage-
listed guesthouse.
conservationvolunteers.com.au; two nights; 
$495-$590 double, $620-$710 single; 
includes boat transfers, accommodation, 
meals, and guide.

Climate change monitoring, Canada
Project perks on this Arctic adventure 
include riding snowmobiles, building 
igloos and viewing the northern lights, 
but the real value lies in making a 
contribution to halt climate change. 
Here on the edge of the Arctic, global 
warming has a dramatic impact, the 

effect of which can be monitored by 
looking closely at the carbon emissions 
of the local peatlands. Volunteers at 
research plots in the tundra and forested 
areas around Churchill collect data and 
help scientists monitor these changes.
responsibletravel.com/Trip/Trip100776.htm; 11
days; departs Jun 12, Jul 5, Oct 4, 2009: Feb 15 
and 28; from £1350 ($2910) excluding fl ights.

Cleaning coral, Thailand
Fishing and mass tourism have taken 
their toll on Thailand’s coral reefs and 
mangrove swamps. Volunteers in Ao 
Nang, a beach paradise on the Andaman 
Sea, learn how to scuba dive before 
taking to the warm waters to analyse 
reef damage and fi sh populations. They 
also plant and monitor mangroves,
collect detritus discarded from fi shing 
and diving boats and help dispose of 
waste materials found on salvage dives. 
Days off can be devoted to hanging in a 
hammock.
projects-abroad.org; two weeks-three months 
$3145-$6495; extra month $1395.

Setting an example, India
Live with a local family, sell organic 
fertiliser at the weekend market, 
play cricket with the kids and spend 
weekdays helping out at a model farm 
in the village of Tamil Nadu. This 
volunteer-run demonstration site in 
south India is a place for villagers 
to learn about sustainable farming 
practices, environmental conservation 
and new farming techniques and 
technology. After mastering the practices 
themselves, volunteers then work with 
villagers at the farm to help implement 
the ideas in their own communities. 
projects-abroad.com.au; two weeks-three 
months; $2195-$3795; extra month $895.

Reafforesting in the foothills, Kenya
In the foothills of Mount Kenya, three
hours from Nairobi, deforestation is still 
rife, which means the area’s indigenous
trees are rapidly disappearing and the 
wildlife is dying. While staying in a hostel, 
volunteers join subsistence farmers in 
planting the once-forested areas, a practice
that will help rejuvenate native fl ora, 
protect remaining fauna and hopefully 
encourage the return of elephants,
leopards and buffalo. On the weekend,
join the convoy of hikers making a beeline 
for the top of Mount Kenya,
i-to-i.com; one week £495 ($1070); £100 
($215) per week thereafter.

WILDLIFE
Amazon afl oat, Peru
Board a vintage boat for a two-week
journey into north-east Peru’s Amazon. The
riverways in the Lago Preto and Pacaya-
Samiri National Reserve provide biologists
with a smorgasbord of wildlife to study.
As part of a biodiversity study, volunteers 
assist in collating data on myriad animal 
species. From dolphins and caiman, rare
giant river otters and turtles to macaws and 
monkeys. The information helps develop 
sustainable conservation strategies for local
people and future Amazon projects. 
earthwatchexpeditions.org; various trips on offer 
through to December 2009; 15-16 days; $4746.

Protecting turtles, Costa Rica
The survival rate of the endangered 
leatherback sea turtle has increased 
to 90% since ANAI’s Sea Turtle 
Conservation Program began in 1986. 
The program in Costa Rica’s Manzanillo 
National Wildlife Refuge relies on 
volunteers to help protect the turtle 
nests from human poachers and, more 
recently, from sand erosion. Along with 

collecting data, volunteers patrol the 
beaches at night to keep poachers away 
and ensure hatchlings reach the sea.
anaicr.org; open to volunteers year-round; 
price on application.
gapadventures.com/tour/CRPJ; July 20, 2008; 
15 days; $885 plus $US200 local payment.

Loving lions, South Africa
With more than 30,000 hectares of 
African wilderness on the doorstep, 
volunteers at the Limpopo Province lion 
reserve in South Africa will see their fair 
share of scenery. Alongside experienced 
researchers, volunteers learn about 
conservation and predator management 
before taking their knowledge out into 
the game park. Here the lions are tracked 
and observed to collect information that
will help their continued existence.
i-to-i.com; departures all year; two weeks-six 
weeks, £1045-£2045 ($2253-$4410).

Wildlife nurturing, Bolivia
Inti Wara Yassi, a wildlife refuge in 
Parque Machia, near Villa Tunari,
Bolivia, was set up to house and
rehabilitate the wild animals — many 
of them endangered species — that
fall victim to a black market trade. The 
refuge is run entirely by volunteers who
clean and build cages, prepare food and
care for the monkeys, wild cats, birds 
and other animals that arrive abused 
and malnourished. 
intiwarayassi.org; $US100 for the fi rst 
15 days, $US4 per day thereafter; 
accommodation costs also cover animal care.

Penny Watson was a guest of Conservation 
Volunteers Australia and Tourism NSW. 
Conservation Volunteers Australia 
(conservationvolunteers.com.au) and Tourism 
NSW (visitnsw.com.au)
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