
yasmin@thestar.com.my

FROM its crystal blue waters to nat-
ural flora and fauna and heritage
sites, my recent trip to the
Philippines underlined the archi-
pelago’s reputation as a tourist par-
adise.
And my tour guide to the islands

of Bohol and Cebu was none other
than Philippine Ambassador to
Malaysia J. Eduardo Malaya, who
was leading his second
Ambassador’s Tour to the
Philippines after the success of
2013’s inaugural trip to Manila.
This time, a total of 121 tourists

from several countries accompa-
nied him on the trip.
“There’s so much more to the

Philippines than Manila.
“The Philippines is largely an

undiscovered tourism destination
for Malaysians,” said Malaya.
Despite its relative obscurity,

more Malaysians are making their
way to the country. Tourist arrivals
fromMalaysia rose 27% last year.
2015 has also been declared Visit

the Philippines Year.

Among the must-do activities are
snorkelling and feeding the fish at
the Hilutungan and Nalusuan
islands.
The beach was stunning — the

deep blue waters juxtaposed
against the light blue sky was a
breathtaking sight as we cruised on
the waters via motorised bancas.
Bancas differ from the boats that

you see in Malaysia as they have
“wings” on their sides or outriggers
to balance them.
On our way to the Nalusuan

Island Resort and Marine
Sanctuary, we made a short stop to
snorkel in the deeper part of the
waters.
Armed with my waterproof cam-

era, I spotted a colourful school of
fish swimming about. The sea was
calm enough for those who were
not as confident in the water.
At the sanctuary, the water was

so crystal clear that I spotted a blue
starfish at the bottom of the reef
from the boardwalk.
I learned from the lifeguard and

diver on my boat, Fritz Ervin
Candralo, that the trick to attract-
ing the fish for a good photo oppor-
tunity is to enter the water with
some food in your hand.
The fish include tiger, parrot,

Indo-Pacific Sergeant, black spot
snapper and clownfish.
Those keen to learn more about

Philippines’ history should visit
Mactan Island near Cebu.
Each structure tells a story and

invites visitors to explore the coun-
try’s heritage.
The Lapu Lapu Monument is a

20m bronze statue of a Muslim
king who defeated Spanish soldiers
and killed Portuguese explorer
Ferdinand Magellan in the Battle of
Mactan in 1521.
Another historical landmark in

Cebu is Magellan’s Cross.
The cross was planted by

Portuguese and Spanish explorers
on Magellan’s orders upon arrival
in the Philippines in 1521 and the
ceiling is covered with a painting
depicting Magellan’s landing.
Other noteworthy sights are

Basilica Minore del Sto Niño (Sto
Niño Church) and the Fort San
Pedro.
Music plays an important role in

Filipino culture and one place visi-
tors should head to is the Alegre
Guitar Factory in Cebu.
You can observe craftsmen mak-

ing guitars and ukulele which can
also be purchased at factory prices.
Among the types of wood used to

make these instruments include
cedar and rosewood. You can also
find guitars for left-handers.
Cruising on a floating restaurant

on Loboc River in Bohol amidst a
lush green setting is a must for
nature lovers.
You will sail past nipah and bam-

boo huts and spot children jump-
ing into the river from trees and
ropes.
Visitors can enjoy some enter-

tainment as the boat makes a stop
along a hut on the river where they
will be serenaded by locals.
No tour of Bohol would be com-

plete without saying hello to the
tarsier, a nocturnal animal that
feeds on small birds, lizards, frogs
and insects, including crickets.
Our guide, Cecile V. Remolador,

shared that these animals resist
captivity and become suicidal
when captured, banging their
heads on cages until they die.
Tbe Chocolate Hills are another

popular tourist destination —with
its odd geological formation.
During the dry season, the grass
turns brown, giving the hills its
famous name while the domes
vary in size, ranging from 30m to
50m high, with the tallest at 120m.
Although my first trip to the

country was too short, it was a
good introduction to the breathtak-
ing beaches, natural beauty and
friendly people that the Philippines
is famous for.

The writer’s four-day, three-night
trip to Cebu and Bohol was organ-
ised by the Philippines Embassy in
Kuala Lumpur, in partnership with
the Philippine Department of
Tourism.
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1 Visitors can
learn about
Philippines’ his-
tory at the Fort
san Pedro,
including learn-
ing about the
founding of
Cebu and view-
ing handcraft
pieces of histor-
ical boats and
galleons.

2 Chocolate
hills is another
popular tourist
location, thanks
to its interesting
geological for-
mation.

3 Visitors can
also opt to view
Magellan’s
shrine in
Mactan Island,
Cebu.

4 While on the
loboc river
cruise, guests
can enjoy some
entertainment
by the locals.

5 A trick that
one can do to
attract fish for a
good photo
opportunity is
to enter the
water with
some food in
your hand.

6 In Bohol,
cruising on a
floating restau-
rant in the
loboc river
might be worth
considering,
with its lush
green setting
offering a relax-
ing sight for
nature lovers.

7 One cannot
help but feel
impressed by
the crystal clear
waters at the
marine sanctu-
ary.
Photography
enthusiasts
should not miss
out on the pic-
turesque-wor-
thy sceneries
here.
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