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Introduction


Introduced in the 1980s as a creative strategy for conservation, ecotourism has evolved into a massive, global enterprise and  continues as a growing industry receiving much attention by those interested in or desiring to preserve the environment, appreciate the natural world, learn and understand nature,  and accomplish the positive outcomes from the partaking of an ecotourism concern.  Although a myriad of definitions of ecotourism exists, a general concept exists in all versions considering they include or imply a travel to experience  natural environments or settings.  Despite the fact the industry is relatively current as compared to other industries, the successes and sometimes drawbacks has earned it a reputation that may propel it into the future.  

Definition


A well established and reputable organization (Ecotourism Society) has defined ecotourism as "responsible travel to natural areas which conserves the environment and improves the welfare of local people".  Although this definition suffices for many, other versions exist as well.  Bushnell defines ecotourism as "a concept that describes a form of development that respects tradition and culture, protects and preserves the environment, and educates and welcomes visitors".  Ecotourism represents different things to conservationists, development assistance organizations, and travel agents (Office of Technology Assessment).  Nevertheless, definitions generally tend to include a going there to experience or better understand the natural setting or environment of a destination.

 The Ecotourism Market


Ecotourism is the fastest growing segment of the tourism industry today.  More and more destinations are becoming interested in "green" tourism, cultural tourism and ecotours, and are considering ecotourism as part of their tourism strategy.  Many regions are aggressively marketing their attractions to ecotourists .  Some countries, such as Nicaragua, are slowly recognizing the importance of tourism which is noted as a positive income producer and requiring minimal investment in infrastructure (USDOC, 1995).  By one estimate, nature tourism accounted for between $2 and $12 billion of the $55 billion tourism generated for developing countries in 1988 (OTA, 1992).  Further, many developing countries, perceiving ecotourism as a more environmentally benign and sustainable alternative to mass tourism, and a potentially lucrative industry, have developed institutions and programs to attract ecotourists.


Previously noted, the ecotourism market is very lucrative and the fastest growing industry in the tourism industry.  The majority of international ecotourism consumers are from North America, Europe, and Japan.  Studies have illustrated ecotourists are wealthier, better educated, more mature and more environmentally focused in comparison with other tourists.  They take longer trips and spend more money per day than travelers with less of an interest in nature.  The deputy secretary of the New Zealand Ministry of the Environment recently reported that nature and culture visits to New Zealand are growing at a rate of 30 percent, or eight times faster than the growth rate of traditional tourism at four percent.  In South Africa, the leadership recognizes the importance of tourism in that country which targets to have one million tourist per year by the year 1996.  This expected tourism will generate six percent of South Africa's gross domestic product and create more than 150,000 new jobs .  


As defined earlier, ecotourism is "responsible travel to natural areas which conserves the environment and sustains the well-being of local people" (Ecotourism Society, 1995).  This definition is widely accepted, but does not serve functionally for the gathering of statistics.  To gather information on this topic one must analyze the general term tourism and concentrate on the more focused nature tourism market.  


The ecotourism market has a significant impact to those economies which offer this form of tourism.  Although ecotourism fits closely to nature tourism, it may be identified as follows:

Total Int'l Tourist Arrival     

Nature Tourism             Wildlife-related tourism

1988 - 393 million


157 - 236 million

79 - 157 million

1994 - 528.4 million

211 - 317 million

106 - 211 million

* The Ecotourism Society

Future Total Int'l Tourist Arrivals *Nature TourismWildlife-related tourism

1990-2010 - 937 million

374.8 - 562.2 million
187.4 - 374.8 million

* The Ecotourism Society. 

One should note 40 to 60 percent are nature tourists and 20 to 40 percent are wildlife-related tourists.  This denotes the significance of nature tourists around the world.  For a more focused explanation and detail, one must further analyze the different sections of the tourism industry.


The general characteristics of an ecotourist is as follows:

Age  -  35 - 54

Education  -  College and above

Favorite type of destination  -  Rainforest

Motivation  -  Wilderness and undisturbed nature

Preferred travel months  -  June, July, August, and September

Preferred trip length  -  greater than 8 days

Party composition  -  Travel as couple


The benefits of ecotourism are clearly noted by governments in both developing and developed nations for a variety of reasons.  For example, Costa Rica, Ecuador, and Kenya are usually mentioned as models of successful ecotourism.  These destinations, which offer unique environments and wildlife, earn much needed foreign exchange through ecotourism.  Recently, Belize reassessed its tourism development plans and held an ecotourism conference in order to redirect its tourism efforts in the direction of greater environmental preservation.  Other countries like Australia, New Zealand, and Canada are vigorously investing in and promoting ecotourism to diversify their tourism base.


Impacts of Ecotourism

Inevitably, the development of tourism will induce impacts.  The very nature of tourism signifies or means a likelihood of land-use conflicts and modifications to characteristics of destination areas.  Impacts associated with ecotourism may be, but not limited to, culturally, environmentally, economically and socially effective.  The degree of impact varies depending on the preparedness of the individual tourist, operator, natives, and management of the destination's environment.

Cultural Impacts

Whenever tourism becomes an important element of the local economy, an increase in interest in native arts and crafts is to be expected.  However, it is the cultural components which have value to the tourists that have been preserved or rejuvenated and not necessarily those which are highly valued by the local culture.  This form of cultural awakening has sometimes made host populations more aware of the historical and cultural continuity of their communities and may cause an enriching experience.  In other cases the new appreciation of indigenous culture, the revival of ancient festivals, and the restoration of cultural landmarks have emerged in ways which pose long-term threats to the existence of culture in its original form.


Studies illustrate the effects of tourism in promoting intercultural communication.  Those studies found only an apparently limited form of communication between mass tourists and their hosts.  Tourism, in its present form, seldom promotes understanding between peoples of different cultures.  However, little is understood about the quality of communications between guests and hosts in forms of tourism.  


Commercialization of a culture is an effect or consequence of tourism but changes in culture were occurring prior to the advent of tourism and continue to take place in response to other forces of modernization.  It is claimed that the tourist art market was a positive force, that a strong symbolic value was still attached to the products, and it was conducive to the survival of traditional culture.  On the other hand, some claim the influx of tourist led to a gradual deterioration of the quality of art forms.  Arts and crafts were removed from their original contexts and, in a few instances, imitations have been introduced.  The negative effects of tourism were fond in non-material art forms and produced what has been called a "fake culture".  Arguments have arisen claiming detrimental changes in art forms reflect broader changes occurring in culture and society.  Nevertheless, no proof or investigation has illustrated the extent to which changes in art forms can be used as indicators of such changes.
Environmental Impacts

In Tres Garantias, Quintana Roo, Mexico, studies have shown the number of animals has increased since hunting was banned in the area since the government initiated the Tres Garantias ecotourism project in the reserve.  This is a positive advantage not only because of the increased numbers of animals, but also, the fact these animals have been spilling over into areas where hunting is allowed benefiting hunters.  Costa Rica has been aggressively protecting its natural heritage and has created a network of national parks, biological reserves, and refuges.  Currently, these areas cover 25 percent of the nations territory and hold four percent of the world's total floral and faunal species which have been growing and remaining healthy in the protected areas .


The following table illustrates the increasing number of projects the World Bank has supported and the strengthening commitment and pressure for environmental conservation (OTA, 1992).  Also, the funds for the indicated environmental projects were used to develop ecotourism in specific regions.  

Type of  Project

Period

Industrial

Social

Environmental

1949 -



6

0

0

1970 - 1979


18

6

0

1980 - 1985


11

16

4

1986 - 1990


10

15

7


Source:  World Bank Environment Department, Policy Paper (Washington DC:  World Bank, 1991).





In Nepal, an influx of tourists, including ecotourists, have caused ecological harm (OTA., 1992).  Ecotourists are inspired by a desire to have more authentic travel experiences (Ecotourism, 1995).  This desire oftenly has caused a costly toll on the environment especially in fragile coastal and mountain ecologies.  The more sedentary travelers are content or satisfied to be moved around like registered parcels.  The above is further proof that an ecotourist sometimes causes negative impacts on the environment despite the intentions.

Economic Impacts


Conservationists and economic planners are finding that ecotourism and the revenues it generates, can provide an economic rationale for natural resource conservation and wildlife protection policies.  This rationale may be the only broadly accepted means of countering efforts to develop these resources for short-term profits - that is, economic value must be assigned to ecological resources if these are to be conserved.  In addition, ecotourism can be an important part of a more comprehensive conservation and development strategy by helping to build a constituency necessary for effective policy and action.  When first-hand contacts with a wild area and its inhabitants increase, the group of advocates for its protection will grow as well.


Contrasting the aforementioned paragraph, tourism may deprive indigenous people access to the resource areas they traditionally have used for hunting, fishing, and foraging, potentially driving them further into vulnerable ecosystems or into resource-degrading employment.  Tourism also is an unstable source of income, subject to widely fluctuating demand scenarios; local economies relying heavily on tourist dollars can be severely disrupted by a sudden decline in tourist arrivals.  In Cuzco, Peru, tourism has dropped more than 80 percent causing 43 of the area's 128 officially registered hotels to close and most hotels to operate under 30 percent occupancy rates during 1992.  The boom years of the 1980s are desired but the prolonged recession, and the situation that international travelers appear to be avoiding the nation's much-publicized political problems have stagnated the economy.  Also, very radically, specific terrorist groups in Kenya, Papua New Guinea, and Peru have harassed or killed tourists in an effort to destabilize government regimes in those countries highly dependent on ecotourism revenues.  In Costa Rica, a tremendous explosion in tourism during the last five years has been experienced due to the subsiding guerrilla activity in Nicaragua and El Salvador.  Eventually, situations or dilemmas with terrorists may adversely affect, not only economies, but also the protection afforded to habitats and species.


The following table illustrates the economic impacts of ecotourism worldwide.  
Economic Impacts

Total International 


Direct Economic Impact *
Nature Tourist Impact
Wildlife-related Impact

1988 - 
U.S.$388 billion
U.S.$93-223 billion

U.S.$47-155 billion

1994 - 
U.S.$416 billion
U.S.$166-250 billion
U.S.$83-166 billion

*Ecotourism Society Research
Unquestionably, ecotourism has an economic impact on economies which have it in place.  The revenues derived from ecotourism will force governments to adopt policies to keep a watchful eye on the industry and to assist the revenue-making industry as necessary. 

Undoubtedly, tourism can affect economies.  Cuba expects tourism to become its number one industry in 1995.  This will mean the effects of this industry will be felt throughout the country.  The Nicaraguan Ministry of Tourism projects the number of tourists visiting Nicaragua annually will increase from 200,000 tourists in 1993, to 500,000 by the year 2,000.  The income generated during this span will increase from 29.6 million dollars to 250 million dollars.  The disproportionate increase in income is attributable to the forecast that the average stay of tourists will rise from 2.3 days to 5 days, and the average daily spending of the individual tourist will increase from 65 dollars to 100 dollars (USDOC, 1995).  A different example of how tourism effects economies can be found.  In Votualailai, Fiji, the majority of village adults, both male and female, are employed by the nearby Naviti Resort, and all, while mostly employed in service and unskilled jobs, are earning far greater incomes than people in Navutelevu a nearby village not impacted by tourism.  In this case, tourism has an affect on incomes of those regions which offer such destinations. 
Social Impacts


In a study conducted on two Fiji villages with varied dependencies on tourism, it was found education and income levels are higher in the village with a dependency on tourism.  Also, villagers with the stronger education levels have higher or changed expectations with regard to their future.  With the increased disposable incomes, people are spending on imported goods, including clothing, appliances, food, and drink.  A greater change in consumption habits, fashion changes, and acquisition of luxury items is apparent in the village with a dependency on tourism.  Also, houses in that community are on average larger than those of the other village.  On the negative side of the tourism dependent village is the rise in alcohol consumption which has caused disturbances necessitating the summons of the police.  This was not a problem before tourism became part of the community.  Additionally, in the tourist dependent village, inhabitants have little time or inclination to farm and henceforth, produce for daily consumption is now bought . 


One may assume socially beneficial effects are those which are conducive to the survival of the social systems of destination areas in an unchanged form.    Seemingly, the effects of tourism, which includes eco-tourism,  collectively contribute to the homogenization of societies.  The effects which present  a contribution to the homogenization of societies are as follows:  1)  The overcrowding of infrastructures, accommodation, services and facilities which tourists have to share with the local population; 2)  The display of prosperity amidst poverty may cause explosive situations by way of the demonstration effect; 3)  The employment of non-locals in managerial and professional occupations carrying greater responsibilities and superior salaries to those occupations available to members of the host community; 4)  The increase in activities deemed to be undesirable, such as prostitution, gambling and crime; 5)  The gradual erosion of indigenous language and culture with increasing numbers of the host society speaking the language of their visitors.
Moderating the Impacts

A variety of options have been offered to lessen the negative impacts of ecotourism and maximizing the contributions to rural development and environmental protection.  Some suggestions have been to include regulatory and voluntary controls on the numbers, activities, and movements of visitors within protected areas; consumer education and awareness; environmentally and socially sensitive siting of tourist infrastructure (within or bordering on parks); reliance, whenever possible, on local labor and materials for visitor lodging, and on use of other local products (food, crafts) to serve visitor needs; accommodation, to the extent possible, of traditional rights and resource use in protected areas; increased local involvement in decision making at all levels; and private sector participation in nature tourism and conservation (OTA, 1992).


Often it is the sheer number of visitors, rather than their activities per se, that threatens an area's ecology.  Many parks have placed limits on the number of tourists annually permitted entry based on analysis of visitor carrying capacity.  This has been defined as the "maximum level of visitor use an area can accommodate with high levels of satisfaction for visitors and few negative impacts on resources".  Difficulties arise, however, because carrying capacity is a probabilistic concept, not a directly measurable attribute.  It cannot be determined in a precise method and ultimately depends on value judgments.


Limiting visitors does not necessarily prevent adverse impacts, which are often affected by more complex parameters, for example, distribution of use, type of user group, individual party sizes, and the environmental durability of the area.  Research has proven impacts from a few visitors have been as severe as those from larger numbers in some areas.  Significant trampling has caused damage to some soils and vegetation despite low levels of hiking.



Reducing the number of visitors can reduce adverse impacts to environments.  Sometimes, controlling visitor movements within parks is sufficient.  Nonetheless, visitors can cause unnecessary damage to environments.  In many cases, this damage is caused due to the ignorance of some visitors.  One method to prevent this is through education.  Initially, using codes of ethics, films, or other orientations to a site, are worthy means to enlighten visitors.  Increasingly, tour operators and sponsors of ecotours are preparing or ratifying codes of ethics formulated to provide guidance to visitors on proper and improper behaviors and activities at ecologically sensitive sites.

Components of Ecotourism Conservation Ethic


A few key components of an ecotourism conservation ethic should exist to better succeed in conserving the environment.  Foremost, increasing the awareness of nature is imperative to initiate the ecotourist or potential ecotourist in stimulating curiosity.  Secondly, maximizing the economic benefits for local people is important for their realization that preserving their environment is also for their benefit.  Thirdly, encouraging cultural sensitivity is necessary to better understand and realize trading with local people provides an opportunity for learning.  Lastly, one should minimize the negative impacts inevitably caused by ecotourists regardless of their awareness and greatest care taken. 


A variety of methods exist to increase the awareness of nature.  One may decide to outline the interdependence of relationships in nature.  Noting the subtle beauty and the balance of nature broadens understanding of the parallelism..  One may attempt to redefine what is sensational.  By pointing out marching ants loaded with leaves carried to underground nests, vast herds of roaming animals, and the thundering waterfalls should awaken and convince one of the sensationalism.  With the aforementioned, one could realize understanding and appreciation for nature and it is then the concept of preservation should be instilled through the fact that its survival lies in their hands.


An attempt should exist to maximize the economic benefits for local people.  

Eco should not only refer to economy, but should also ascribe to ecology.  Through the equalization of these different, yet interrelated domains, this mentality will assist in providing benefits to both sides of the arena.  Locally, direct financial rewards is attained by those individuals who provide services such as food, accommodations, souvenirs or handcrafts production, and knowledge of the destination.  Nationally, foreign exchange will be significant and the government will have to provide technical and financial support for the protection of parks and reserves.


To encourage cultural sensitivity will benefit all parties involved immediately and long into the future.  Essential fundamentals such as preservation of a country's cultural heritage, appreciation for the customs and traditions of native people, and the respect for privacy and dignity of those people are some of the most important elements of understanding.  Ecotourists should realize trade with local inhabitants is an opportunity to learn the traditions and creative skills of another culture and it should be a personal endeavor to control the spirit in which the trade of goods is handled (Ecotourism, 1995).  Potentially, pure barter would be negatively effective through the corrupting impact it causes on traditional economies based on communal sharing.  Therefore, one must control the desire to obtain bargains from the sensitive regions they may encounter.  One good example for privacy is the scenario of an individual from another country visiting a different country.  If the visiting individual were from a community with different methods of living, it would not be proper for the visitor to stop and stare at something considered a strange activity that may be considered a private matter for the host community or culture.  One must be aware of the differences and not allow such variances to  cause misunderstandings and ruin the local perception of visitors. 


A very difficult and ethical goal to achieve by any and the most experienced and knowledgeable ecotourist is the minimizing of the negative impacts on the environment.  Tourism support facilities translate into hotels or lodges, airports, roads, and waste disposals.  These facilities will affect the environment.  Encouraging or supporting lower key ecotourism is the best alternative.  Conceptionally, eco-tourism blends comfortable, yet simple cabins and shelters into interesting villages and points of natural wonder and beauty.  Oaxaca, Mexico, will likely promote such a low key development.  Also, care must be indoctrinated upon tour operators.  Some operators must realize creating a new trail through the wilderness to provide access to interesting or rare occurrences of nature eventually will be detrimental to nature.  This activity should be disallowed especially when paths already exist  

Conclusion

The definition of ecotourism varies depending on if one is a conservationist, development assistance organization, travel agent, and or someone of another interest.  The growing body of literature on the social, economic, environmental, and cultural impacts of ecotourism has arisen with the recognition that tourist developments do not always bring benefits to host areas.  They may lead to the accentuation of existing problems and the creation of new ones.  Many methods exist in moderating the impacts of ecotourism and better understanding what they are and how they may affect the impacts would benefit all parties involved in ecotourism.  Planning measures should be taken to assist in developing ecotourism since some resorts will be needed to alleviate the affects of overcrowding and one should remember ecotourism is not beneficial in some extremely sensitive areas.  Nonetheless, the general overall impact of ecotourism with the adopting of conservation ethics is positive in that it creates employment for local economies, increases certain incomes, preserves certain aspects of the environment, and increases revenues for governments affected by it.  Further, the growing awareness and understanding of nature and increasingly positive impacts of ecotourism have assured it a pedestal next to all dominant industries in the future.  

