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For a better world
This article by Sanitsuda Ekachai, was carried
in Bangkok Post on 23 June 2005

Weall die. What mattersishow welive so theworld
weleave behind isabetter place than when wefirst
cameintoit. Whilemany of usstill havetowrangle
withthisquestion, MiyaHawahaspassed thiscriterion
withflying colours.

Affectionately called Jayaby her family andfriends,
the cheerful Mudim mother and dedi cated grassroots
environmentalist passed away from heart allment early
thismonth, at her seasidevillage of BanJao Mai in
Trang province. Shewas47. Miyaissurvived by her
husband Yahed, afisherman and active grassroots
environmentalist, andfivechildren.

My deepest condolencesto Yahed, the children, and
al fisherfolk at Ban Jao Ma who share Miya's
dreamsand determinationtoreturnlifetotheir once-
barren sea.

| first met Miyaat Jao Mai in 1994 during my tripto
do astory on Tone, adugong cutiethat becamethe
symbol of the Trang fisherfolk’s conservation
movement.

Outgoing and opinionated, Miya—with her trademark
toothy smileand contagiouslaughter—did not fit one
bit the submissive stereotype of traditional Muslim
women. Through the years, Miya always worked
shoulder-to-shoulder with her husband and other
fisherfolk tofight against commercid trawlers, which
weredestroying their seas. But shewould cringe at
theideaof being caled afeminigt.

Her reason for rehabilitating the seagrasses and
protecting the dugongs in the Trang seawas very
smple. "I doitfor my children,” shesaid. You see,
Ban Jao Mai, like most other fishing villagesinthe
South, havelong cried foul againgt big trawlerswhich
sweep cleantheir sea, destroy seagrassesand corals
whicharenurseriesfor young marinelives.

Around 1990, the Jao Mai villagers, together with
environmentalistisfrom the Yadfon Foundation, Sarted
rehabilitating seegrassesinfront of their homevillage.

Only threemonthsafterwards, abundant seacreatures
returned. For Miyaand other Jao Mai villagers, there
was no looking back.

Thetrawlers, however, remained athreat until alone,
young dugong named Tone becametheir godsendin
1994. In arare phenomenon, Tone cametofeed on
the seagrassesin front of Jao Mai every day. Tame
andtrugting, it so dlowed humansto touchit. When
news spread, peoplecameto visit and learned about
the Jao Mai fisherfolks' conservation efforts. The
ensuing public concernfinaly forced theauthorities
to keep trawlersat bay. “Before, wevillagers said
we protected the seato save seagrass and dugongs.
Now it'sthedugong that protectsus,” said Miya. “I
then must protect Tonefor my own children.”

Thelittledugong waslater killed by trawlers nets. Its
skeletonisdtill kept at Miya shomeasareminder for
her family and her community to continuetheir fight
against destructivetrawlersmorevigoroudy.

Miyawasproud of the changesshe hel ped bring about
inBan Jao Mai. Thefish havereturned. Husbandsno
longer havetowork ashired handson big trawlers,
and wivesno longer haveto leavetheir childrento
work infactoriesinthetowns, she oncereported.

From helping found fisherfolk’sclubsin her village
and in Trang Province, Miyawas aso one of the
driving forcesbehind the Federation of Small-Scale
Fisherfolk’ scampaign for better fishery practicesand
conservationpolicies.
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Last year, shewashonoured with the Conservationist
Mother Award from Mahidol Universty.

Miyablamed State greed for thevast environmental
destruction in the country. The government, she
charged, sees nature as a mere resource to be
exploited for monetary gain, which is why the
authorities shun the poor in favour of therich and
powerful, who destroy naturefor their own profit.

“Forget money if it ends up destroying community
ties,” sheonce cautioned policymakers. “ Also take
good care of theenvironment. For we cannot liveif
naturedies.” What if thegovernment still turnsadesf
ear?" Wethen must get organized,” shesaidwith deep
conviction.

Miyahasdoneher part toleave abetter world behind.
Havewe?
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