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Abstract:
The surf media and the marketing efforts of the surf manufacturing and retail industry have played play a key role in constructing a surfing tourist imaginary of a mythical surfer’s Nirvana based on perfect surf, uncrowded conditions, cushioned adventure, and an exotic tropical environment (Ponting, 2005; 2009a; 2009b). The production and dissemination of supporting images has inadvertently resulted in the rapid development of surf tourism outposts in remote corners of less developed countries. Indonesia’s Mentawai islands form a  remote regency off the coast of West Sumatra which endure epidemics of preventable disease and infant mortality rates as high as sixty percent. Within five years of the first exposure of the Islands’ incredible waves in the surf media a surfing tourist imaginary had discursively transformed this impoverished and depressed region into the most filmed, photographed, written about, and desired surfing tourism destination on earth. The aim of this paper is to understand the production of a surfing tourist imaginary and to explore implications for destination communities in the less developed world that arise from this new understanding. Based on primary grounded theory research the paper argues that the dominant, generic, rather placeless, rendering of surf tourism destinations in the surf tourist imaginary has led to its disembedding from any specific local context and the ‘writing out’ of local communities. When anomalies between the tourist imaginary and the tourist experience have occurred, those with a stake in the ‘Nirvanic’ imaginary have attempted to legitimize and normalize them. In response an alternative discourse has developed that raises concerns about the influence of the dominant surf tourist imaginary on the lives, environments and well-being of destination communities. The paper concludes by making a case that the surfing tourist imaginary needs to be re-embedded in the local if the well being of destination communities and their environments is to become a priority.
