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Abstract

Project Code: RDG5550018

Project Title: The Forms and the Processes of Buddhism-based Tourism
Management in Northeastern Thailand: The process of changing
Merit Routes to Dhamma Routes.

Investigators: Dr.Maechee Kritsana Raksachom,Dr.Sawang Nilanama,Phramaha
Kriangsak Witheechai (Inthapanyo)

Project Duration: May 2555 — 30 Apri | 2556

The objectives of this research are:

1. To study the forms and processes of Buddhism-based tourism in
Northeastern Thailand.

2. to study the behaviour of Buddhism based- tourists, to find ways to
promote the ability of such tourists to better learn about Buddhism,
and to study the way merit making routes change into Dhamma routes.

3. to study the routes and resources of Buddhism-based tourism, and to
find ways of promoting such tourism in the northeast of Thailand.

4. to study and analyze the problems associated with, and the effects of
Buddhist-based tourism on the way of life and culture of Thai people
living in and near the place where such tourism occurs.

The research methods used in conducting this research included
documentary research (the study of historical books, official records and manuscripts,
wall-painting examination, and survey. Data from a group of 300 selected people
(both Thai and foreign) was collected by questionnaire. 30 sets of questionnaires
were given to abbots and venerable monks, and in-depth interviews were held with
the same 30 abbots and monks. A meeting was held academic discussion, and 100
people attended. A focus group meeting, which included both monks and lays, was
also held, and there were more than 20 people in attendance.

The results of the research can be summarized as follows: data
collected from the nominated groups of the temples in Northeastern Region shows
that there are two types tourist routes. The first type, which can be labeled as the
merit group, consists of two routes, namely: the relics legends route and the
Buddha image and Noble monks route. The second type is that of the Dhamma
route, which the route of progress in Buddha Dhamma is.

Each route has its own characteristics and involves its own processes of

tourism.The relics legend route (the route of the Phra Dhatu) involves tourists going



to worship Buddha relics in the search for merit. There are altogether 10 relics.
The route of Buddha Image and noble monks worship has as its focus a
number of important sacred Buddha images and noble monks. Tourists believe
that they can make much merit by worshiping the Buddha images and making
offerings to noble monks. The roué of progress in the Dhamma is actively
pursued in ten temples. people who follow this route aim to advance their
Dhamma practice; they try to find peace, and reduce stress, and often aim at seeing
the truth of life and reaching enlightenment as do the noble monks who practice in
all ten temples.

From the study of routes mentioned above, it is found that merit routes
can be transformed into Dhamma routes, and the reverse process can also occur;
that is that Dhamma routes can also change into merit routes. Another observation
was that many travelers caused trouble in the Buddhist centers. This fact caused
the division between the area of making merit and practice of the Dhamma to
widen.

In the past, there were many tourists who came to make merit in
areas where there was also a lot of Dhamma activities going on. People who were
in attendance at merit making Buddhist activities and ceremonial activities met the
monks and other practitioners, and became inspired to undertake more serious
Dhamma activities. This in fact was a transformation of merit routes to Dhamma
routes.

From the questionnaires, it was found that most of the Thai tourists
were unmarried females in the 21-30 years old age range. Most of them had
bachelor’s degrees. They travelled in groups and loved to worship Buddha’s relics.
Most of the foreigners were unmarried men in the 21-30 years old age range, and
held bachelor’s degrees. They came to the centers in groups with members of
their families, with their travels often organized by the travel companies. They had
been to Thailand more than two times. They knew about the Buddhist tourism
chances from  tourist offices and booklets. They visited the temples in order to
admire the beauty of the temples and to savor Buddhist art.

Interviews with abbots and seniors concerned with tourism revealed that
many of them were older than 60 years of age. They were educated to the
secondary school level. They looked after their temple and managed the tours in
their temple. Moreover, they also managed Buddhist activities such as the worship

of Buddhist monks and meditation teaching and practice.



The study of tourist routes and the estimation of resources along
those routes reveled that temples that specialized in relic and Buddha image
tourism were very successful and functioned at the highest level, whereas temples
in the Dhamma practice group were moderately successful. In many of the relic
temples, a similar type of relic (based on the Phra Dhatu Phanom (Phanom
pagoda) was found, although the relics did vary somewhat from site to site. The Phra
Dhatu Phanom relic is based on a Buddha image in the Maravijaya style that is much
revered. In most of the Noble Monks’ temples, the people were pleased to build
pagodas. However, much less of this type of practice occurred in the Dhamma
practice temples, which were often located in thick forest. In some regions, quite
large communities had grown up around the Buddhist tourist site, and these
communities provided knowledge of occupation and health. The temples in
Northeast communicate the Dhamma through architecture, painting and sculpture,
and also through the media. Most Dhamma is taught and practiced in forest temples.
In addition to the above mentioned points, the research shows that temples
associated with tourism can generate considerable economic activity in their local
communities, and create employment. In fact, local communities are co-partners as
they may support the temple, work at it, and participate in collection of income.
However, in some temples, conflicts have arisen between the various involved
parties, and disputes over temple income and ownership of resources have occurred.

The analytical study of the effects of tourism on the way of life
and the Buddhist culture in the Northeastern Region shows that such tourism
caused many monks to get active, learn new skills, and improve the temples so as to
be better able to support the tourists. So, there was a big development in the public
use of the temple. On the other hand, as the numbers of tourists increased, more
time and effort were required to provide tourist services, and the Dhamma practice
of some monks suffered. Though tourism brought much income to the temple, many
temples allowed that income to flow out into the local communities in the form of
benefits like educational funds. It was also found that local communities often did
not display or share their unique identities as part of Buddhism-tourism, except at

annual festival time.
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