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Chapter 1  

 

Setting the context: quality in ecotourism 
 

ROSEMARY BLACK 
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Albury, NSW, Australia 

 

ALICE CRABTREE 

The International Ecotourism Society 
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Introduction 

 
Tourism is recognised as a global industry and known to be a significant contributor to economies and 

employment throughout the developed and the developing world (Weaver, 1998; Hawkins and Lamoureux, 

2001).   There were 760 million international arrivals recorded in 2004, accounting for almost US$622 

billion of receipts (WTO, 2005).  If the size of the tourism industry is not impressive enough – the fact that 

the 2004 figures represented a growth rate of 25% in ten years certainly is.   Predicted growth rates remain 

high - the United Nations World Tourism Organisation estimates that by the end of 2020 there will be 1.6 

billion international tourist arrivals worldwide (double the current level), spending over US$2 trillion 

(UNWTO, 2006). Globally arrivals are predicted to grow at an average of 4.3%, however the strongest 

relative growth is predicted in the developing world.   Of course, international travel is only one aspect of 

tourism, and domestic tourism can be equally important to many countries in terms of both volumes and 

income generated (UNEP & WTO, 2005).  Domestic tourism is also predicted to grow strongly, even 
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spectacularly in developing nations such as India and China where an emerging middle class have more 

disposable income.  

The World Travel and Tourism Council’s (WTTC) figures provide similar estimates of  both 

tourism growth – with predictions of  4.2% per annum between 2007 and 2016 (WTTC, 2006), and current 

expenditure. If all the indirect economic effects of the tourism sector are taken into account it represents 

US$4 218 of GDP – 10.4% of the world total.  Tourism is a major source of employment, with an estimated 

234 million jobs within the tourism economy- about 8.7% of total global employment (i.e. 1 in every 11.5 

jobs) in 2006 (WTTC, 2006).    

 
With these facts it is undeniable that tourism is major contributor to economic activity and a significant 

generator of employment.  These are often touted as reasons to embrace tourism, and the massive growth in 

this industry does provide opportunities for spreading prosperity.  However, tourism is not necessarily a 

benign, smokeless industry – it can, and often does, have major negative impacts on the natural and built 

environments and on the well being and culture of host communities.  This may include, but is certainly not 

limited to aspects such as degradation of the physical environment, pollution, competition for scarce 

resources, disturbance to wildlife and landscapes, cultural commoditisation and trivialisation, displacement 

of host communities and introduction of undesirable activities.   Conversely, tourism’s positive impacts are 

not necessarily confined just to economic benefits and employment – it provides opportunities for visitors 

(and hosts) to celebrate cultural and natural heritage, can build constituencies for conservation, reduce 

threats to biodiversity, improve provision of services to remote communities, perhaps even be a force for 

inter-cultural understanding and peace.  Tourism has the potential to provide many benefits, but this 

potential is only realised if tourism is carefully managed to ensure that negative impacts are kept to a 

minimum and positive impacts are maximised. This is a definition, if you so desire, of sustainable tourism 

– tourism that is based on the principles of sustainable development.   

 

Sustainable development, with its definition firmly rooted in the report of the World Commission on 

Environment and Development (1987) (The Brundtland Report) is based on the principles of sound 

management of the world’s resources, and on equity in the ways those resources are used and in the way in 
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which the benefits so obtained are distributed.   Although definitions of the concept of ‘sustainable 

development’ have evolved and been refined  with  Agenda 21 (the Action Plan from the UN Conference 

on Environment and Development  in Rio, 1992) and the  outputs from the World Summit on Sustainable 

Development (Johannesburg, 2002) the three pillars of economic, sociocultural and environmental 

sustainability remain at the core.    Sustainable tourism is thus not a niche market segment, but an “ideal” 

that balances the environmental, economic and socio-cultural aspects to guarantee long term sustainability 

that can (and many say should) apply to all forms of tourism in all types of destinations – including both 

the mass tourism and special interest segments (UNEP & WTO 2005). For tourism to be considered 

sustainable it has to ensure that its operations not only do not jeopardise essential ecological processes but 

also help conserve natural resources; are viable economic enterprises that provide fair returns to all 

stakeholders; and respect the socio-cultural authenticity of the host communities.   

 

The terms ‘sustainable tourism’ and ‘ecotourism’ are often used interchangbly, and this leads to 

confusion. Of course, ecotourism fully embraces the principles of sustainability - and genuine ecotourism 

should probably not just incorporate but exemplify sustainability, but ecotourism is certainly much more 

than just sustainable tourism.  However, trying to find a definitive definition for ecotourism is impossible, 

with no consensus currently existing about the precise meaning of the term.    There appears to be a 

continued level of interest in ecotourism and there has been an explosion of and blossoming of academic 

literature on the subject in the last decade (see Honey, 1999; Wearing and Neil, 1999; Weaver, 2001; 

Fennell, 2003;  Fennel and Dowling, 2003).  Despite this wealth of material, there is still considerable on-

going discussion and debate regarding interpretation and operationalization of the term (Blamey, 2001; 

Orams, 2001; Fennell, 2003).   

 

It has been suggested that the plethora of definitions reflect the relative immaturity of this sector of the 

tourism industry (Weaver 2003), with individuals able to interpret notions of ecotourism as it best suits 

them.  Unfortunately, this often appears to be the case, with the term often hi-jacked to take advantage of a 

mainstreaming of  “green”  attitudes.  The term ecotourism tends to be generously applied to a wide range 

of products and services, some of which meet the basic tenets of ecotourism, but all too many that do not.  
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This has inevitably resulted in confusion among both consumers and other stakeholders.  Cynicism that the 

term is just a marketing gimmick that dresses up inferior product to increase market share (see Wight 

1993),  has meant many have abandoned the label to avoid the stigma of being perceived as 

“greenwashing”.  Somewhat ironically, attempts to solve the problem are sometimes made through coining 

new terms for tourism that still display the root characteristics and basic principles of ecotourism  rather 

than steps being taken to ensure credibility of the term.     

 

Although ecotourism may be “rare, often misdefined, and usually imperfect, it is still in its infancy, not 

on its deathbed” (Honey 1999:.25).     This book does not aim to add to the debate and discussion 

surrounding the semantics of definitions.  Nonetheless, we do need to explore and highlight the key 

principles and  basic tenets present in most definitions of ecotourism  to help us find out what genuine, and 

“quality” ecotourism should be. 

 

Definitions of Ecotourism 

Ceballos-Lasuaráin (1987) is credited with first using the term ‘ecotourism’. While his definition and others 

(eg. Boo, 1990) emphasise the nature-based experience, subsequent definitions have sought to emphasise 

the principles associated with the concept of sustainable development (Wallace and Pierce, 1996; Blamey, 

2001; Fennell 2001; Fennell 2003).   Fennel’s (2003) analysis of fifteen definitions of ecotourism presented 

over the last fifteen years demonstrates that definitions have emphasised different aspects of nature, 

relationships with local people, conservation and preservation.  These could be construed as different 

“versions” of ecotourism. For example, the Australian Ecotourism Strategy defines ecotourism as ‘nature-

based tourism that involves education and interpretation of the natural environment and is managed to be 

ecologically sustainable. This definition recognises that the natural environment includes cultural 

components and that ecological sustainability involves an appropriate return to the local community and 

long-term conservation of the resource’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 1994: 3).  

This contrasts with one of the most frequently quoted definitions that considers ecotourism more simply as 

‘responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment and improves the welfare of local 
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people’ (The Ecotourism Society 1991).   Once this statement is expanded the meaning and intent becomes 

clearer, but perhaps exaggerates even further different emphasis: This means that those who implement and 

participate in ecotourism activities should follow the following principles: 

• Minimize impact  

• Build environmental and cultural awareness and respect  

• Provide positive experiences for both visitors and hosts  

• Provide direct financial benefits for conservation  

• Provide financial benefits and empowerment for local people  

• Raise sensitivity to host countries' political, environmental, and social climate  

• Support international human rights and labour agreements  

(The International Ecotourism Society, 2006) 
 
In trying to get to the underlying principles that govern what ecotourism is or is not, it is possibly simpler to 

look at individual components which the majority of  definitions show  consensus. 

  
Perhaps one of the most obvious dimensions of ecotourism emphasised in most, especially early 

definitions (see Valentine 1992), is that it is nature-based. Despite this, ecotourism should not be confused 

with, or interchanged with nature or nature-based tourism (which it all too frequently is).    Nature tourism 

is any form of tourism that relies primarily on the natural environments for its attractions and/or settings. 

Ecotourism is generally acknowledged as a subset of nature tourism, as are substantial portions of the 

adventure tourism sector, or  3S (sun, sea and surf) sector (Weaver, 2001).  The differentiating points here 

are many – but certainly key are the fact that adventure and 3 S tourism are not necessarily sustainable, and 

are rarely learning-centred.    

 

The widespread consensus that ecotourism is nature-based seems a simple enough precept, but 

even here there is considerable debate (see Blamey 2001).  What exactly constitutes nature-based?  Is an 

environment modified by humans able to qualify? If not, how do you reconcile vast  wilderness areas in 

Australia that have been altered over thousand of years by fire-stick farming, or virgin rainforests that have 
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been altered by indigenous hunters and gathers?  At the other end of the scale would a tourism product 

based in a largely urban environment that had a nature-focus (i.e. a visitors centre for a World Heritage 

Area) qualify?  If this visitors centre had been positioned thus to avoid damage to areas of high 

conservation significance does this change your opinion?   What about a zoo or wildlife park?  If this zoo 

sensitively displayed endemic species in a natural (if captive) environment and provided education that 

allowed people to leave with a greater understanding and appreciation of native fauna would this qualify?   

 

The provision of education and/or interpretation and the concept of learning/understanding is, 

according to most definitions, another crucial tenet of ecotourism  (Ham, 2001; Edwards, McLaughlin & 

Ham, 2003).  This understanding may be through non-personal methods such as brochures or displays, but 

more commonly includes face-to-face mediation through a guide.  These educational experiences satisfy 

the visitors’ desire for information, but this is not a need unique to ecotourism. What seems to differentiate 

interpretation as part of ecotourism experiences is that education is skewed to attempting to provide a 

greater understanding and appreciation of the natural environment and processes that results in increased 

environmental care and responsibility.    This may occur through influencing the visitors’ attitude or even 

behaviour.  The educational component of ecotourism thus serves not just information needs, but helps to 

minimize environmental impacts and create a more informed and pro-conservation society (Blamey, 2001).  

Rather ironically, the more dedicated the ecotourist, and the ‘harder’ the ecotourism experience (see ‘hard’ 

and ‘soft’ ecotourism later in this section)  the more likely it is that you are simply preaching to the 

converted and not affecting change. 

 

A third important principle of ecotourism is ‘sustainability.’   We have already discussed the fact 

that ecotourism needs to fully embrace, and possibly exemplify sustainability. The two sustainability 

principles that are commonly associated with definitions of ecotourism are the need for return to local 

communities (and by default local economies) and returns for the environment through support for 

conservation.  For example the definition of ecotourism provided in The Australian National Ecotourism 

Strategy recognises that natural environment includes cultural components and that ecologically sustainable 

involves appropriate returns to the local community and long-term conservation of the resource (Allcock et 
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al, 1994:3).   Economic sustainability is usually provided in the form of both direct and indirect benefits of 

employment, diversification, foreign exchange earnings and even infrastructure development.  

Environmental sustainability is enhanced through better resource conservation, as well as cash or in-kind 

participation for conservation and biodiversity protection.    However, some suggest that ecotourism should 

simply minimize its footprint through preventing, as far as possible the negative effects of tourism.  We 

argue that this is not enough and that quality ecotourism has to maximise the positive impacts of tourism 

and actively contribute to enhancing the environment.    

 

This ‘enhancement’ is usually through visitor’s active involvement in conservation of the natural 

environment, although increasingly ecotourism is portrayed as a development tool that will help poverty 

alleviation, especially in developing countries or amongst indigenous communities with little to sell apart 

from their natural and cultural resources.   

It is indisputable that the long-term viability of the ecotourism industry is intrinsically reliant on 

maintaining the natural environment on which the industry depends, and whilst respecting and being 

sensitive to the socio-cultural environment and providing fair economic return to local communities is 

undoubtedly important, it is not the main focus of ecotourism.  There is a distinct overlap and union  

between ecotourism and more people-orientated sectors such as fair trade and pro-poor tourism, but also 

fundamental differences.  It is hoped that our examination of some of these overlaps (see Chapter  14 on 

Fair Trade) will enable exchange of best practices for both sectors to be considered.    

    

This and others reviews (see Blamey, 2001; Weaver, 2001b; Fennell, 2003) of ecotourism 

definitions continue to reveal a lack of consensus of the precise interpretation  of ecotourism and  

somewhat ‘fuzzy’ delineation of  the exact bounds of basic principles, it is hoped that the intent or essence 

of ecotourism can be extracted from the sum of the  core  components.  These are: 

A natural area focus 

• Is environmentally sustainable 

• Has some component of interpretation or education 

• Provides returns to the environment 
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• Provides returns to local communities 

• Is culturally sensitive 

 
Identifying these key principles of ecotourism is a crucial step in the process of commencing our 

exploration of quality in ecotourism. However, as the reader will discover, some of the   quality tools and 

mechanisms discussed in this book attempt to address quality in all the principles of ecotourism, while 

other cases or discussions revolve around examples or programs that are by no means ecotourism, but serve 

as  useful examples to emphasize a specific ecotourism element or principle.  

 

Ecotourism Segmentation 

To add to the difficulty of trying to define what is quality ecotourism it is necessary to explore not only 

what are the core principles that define ecotourism, but also to consider the spectrum of products or 

activities that could be considered as ecotourism.  This has obvious implications in operationalising the 

term (as most ecotourism certification programs have discovered), but also leads on to some interesting 

philosophical debate.  Not surprising, ecotourism, like any tourism sector can, and does include  a wide 

spectrum of different sectors – be it accommodation, tours, attractions, travel, retail or a myriad of support 

elements.  Ecotourism activities show an enormous variety in products – the ‘boutique’  ecolodge or tented 

safari, trekking with indigenous people in the desert, a two hour whale watching trip or a lazy stroll down a 

boardwalk.    Attempts to rationalize, or at least classify the diversity of ecotourism product is made by 

separating ecotourism into ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ ecotourism (Laarman and Durst 1987; Orams, 2001 Weaver 

2001a; Weaver, 2001b). These terms refer to two dimensions – the ecotourist’s degree of interest/expertise 

in the natural attraction and the level of challenge/physical difficulty involved in the activity. For example, 

a ‘hard-core’ ecotourist might be a passionate birdwatcher who is willing to live with few comforts in order 

to get the best chance to observe a new bird. Hard ecotourism may involve an immersion experience where 

visitors are totally removed from their home comforts and environmental bubble; perhaps living with and 

as the host communities/ Indigenous peoples do.  On the other hand it might include a physically 

challenging activity such as an extended bush trek, snow camping or sea kayaking.  When an activity 
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includes an adventure sport such as a SCUBA diving, skiing or mountaineering this is used as a ‘vehicle’ to 

observe wildlife or ‘feel’ the landscape rather than being the main focus of the experience.  Hard 

ecotourism usually occurs over extended periods of time.  In contrast, a ‘soft’ ecotourist, while still 

interested in the natural attraction, tends to have a more superficial and often highly mediated experience.  

These types of ecotourists are less likely and willing to experience discomfort and/or physical challenges as 

part of the experience (Orams, 2001; Weaver, 2001a). Hard ecotourists usually participate in extended, 

specialized ecotours (Orams, 2001), while soft ecotourists tend to engage in short experience as part of a 

more multi-purpose and multi-dimensional travel experience.   

 
The hard-soft dichotomy is a useful construct that differentiates products and segments however it 

does not adequately account for differences in actual sustainability outcomes. A recent analysis by Weaver 

(2005) of the core criteria of ecotourism suggests two ‘ideal types’ based on the level of sustianability 

outcomes. The first type ‘minimalist’ ecotourism occurs when the focus is on a charismatic element (e.g. a 

dolphin), the educational message is shallow and a status quo approach is adopted toward sustainability, 

this is the manifestation of ecotourism that is most likely to mutate into something less benign, as it meets 

the three criteria only ‘minimally’. In contrast ‘comprehensive’ ecotourism is ecosystem and deep learning 

focused and oriented toward the enhancement of sustainability that is improving the situation through 

tourism. He argues that contemporary ecotourism is generally unable to fulfill the potential to achieve 

meaningful environmental and sociocultural sustianability and of more concern is capable of mutating into 

less benign forms of tourism.  

 

This diversity of ecotourism experiences raises another hurdle when trying to define quality 

ecotourism experiences. How do we compare quality when legitimate expressions of ecotourism can be so 

fundamentally different?  Should soft ecotourism be excluded from consideration as it may not necessarily 

exemplify environmental sustainability, or has relatively superficial interpretation, or returns to the 

environment and local communities are restricted to minimizing harm rather than maximizing benefits, and 

so are less than perfect?  Or should hard ecotourism be ignored because it involves ‘such a small number of 

participants as to render it almost irrelevant in terms of economic impacts’ (Weaver, 2001: 2).   We have 



 

CSU Research Output 
http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au 

11

11

already commented on the problems of hard ecotourism perhaps having a negligible environmental impact 

as a result of ‘preaching to the converted’, but  there is also a paradox in the tendency for ecotourism to be 

slanted towards elitism.  Hard ecotourism often requires physical fitness, often the domain of the young or 

at the very least the healthy.  Extended trips, often to exotic locales and remote destinations are frequently 

expensive, and hence there is a tendency for ecotourism to skew towards the wealthy.  Highly specialized 

information often provided by ecotourism may also mean a bias towards more highly educated customers.  

These facts about the demographics of ecotourists are well known (see Wight, 2001) – but what are the 

results? There is some disquiet and perhaps a loss of credibility when a form of tourism that proclaims 

social sustainability has such an inclination against equity of access and contradiction of social justice. This 

is perhaps best expressed in the uneasy tendency for ecotourism to often tend towards high cost - low 

volume.  The smaller volume still provides the same economic returns but environmental impacts are 

usually reduced – but could it and should it still be considered quality ecotourism?  There is certainly valid 

arguments that suggest that small size should not necessarily automatically be considered to be more 

environmentally sustainable, but this remains a common perception.  On the other hand, whilst soft 

ecotourism might be more accessible, there is a clear and present danger that it becomes so mainstreamed, 

and the principles are so diluted by its multi-dimensional nature that the potential positive impacts of 

ecotourism become negligible.   Trying to isolate and delineate individual aspects of ecotourism may 

confuse and hinder the intent to determine what makes up quality ecotourism.    

 

Quality in tourism 

Let’s look instead at what constitutes quality in tourism.  Most people’s perceptions of ‘quality’ equate 

relatively simply to ‘luxury’- be it the size  of the bed, the softness of the towels, the extras such as 

bathrobes, cosmetics, or the number and type of facilities such as restaurants, spas, swimming pools and 

gyms.  Some of the earliest certification programs in tourism, such as the AAA and Michelin guidebooks 

rated this type of quality, along with service and price in the well known ‘star’ ratings (Honey and Rome, 

2001). 
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Many people think they have an intuitive understanding of the term ‘quality,’ yet even they find it 

surprisingly difficult to define (European Commission, 1999; Price, 1994; Reeves & Bednar, 1994). 

According to Gilbert and Joshi (1992) the problem lies in the fact that quality has traditionally been used as 

an adjective (e.g. as in a quality product) to imply a high degree of excellence or as an associated 

distinguishing attribute. Quality can thus have very many different meanings, depending on the 

organisation or customer using the term (Crosby, 1979; Deming, 1982; Feigenbaum, 1983). The quality 

management literature clearly suggests that the customer and his or her satisfaction should be the basis for 

measuring and improving quality.  As such, quality exists only to the extent to which a product or service 

meets the expectations or requirements of the customer (Oakland, 1994, Weiermair, 1997). 

 

It is certainly accepted that defining quality in tourism is equally as vexing and difficult to define 

as ecotourism (Williams and Buswell, 2003; Toplis, 2000).  Quality is not an easy concept (Hjalager, 2001) 

simply because quality may be a product of or apply to a tourist destination, a region or nation, or simply 

an individual tourism businesses.  Toplis (2000) suggests the  range of product and service categories, the 

complex nature of the overall tourist experience, and the largely unpredictable and ever-changing 

preferences and attitudes of tourists are to blame.  

 

Again, we have to accept there is a plethora of meanings associated with the concept of a quality 

tourism and perhaps accept that it is a relatively ambiguous classificatory term  used by tourists to describe 

their construction of a tourist experience: “This term may mean excellence, a matching of expectations to 

lived experience, a perception of getting value for one’s money, or however the individual tourist chooses 

to define it” (Jennings & Weiler, 2005: 59).  A discussion of the challenges of defining quality tourism 

experiences and the multiple interpretations and meanings can be found in Jennings and Polovitz Nickerson 

(2006). According to La Lopa and Marecki (1999) quality tourism may therefore be simply defined as a 

customer determination and it depends upon the tourist’s actual experience with a tourism product or 

service, measured against his or her expectations. 
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However, the World Tourism Organisation’s (2003) work on quality in tourism is guided by an 

understanding of quality being the result of a process which implies the satisfaction of all the legitimate 

product and service needs, requirements and expectations of the consumer, at an acceptable price, 

conformity with the underlying quality determinants such as safety and security, hygiene, accessibility, 

transparency, authentic and harmony of the tourism activity concerned with its human and natural 

environment (Toplis, 2000).  

 

Quality is considered a critical factor in the success of destinations and tourism businesses and 

many agencies have identified quality and its improvement as a key strategic objective. For example the 

World Tourism Organisation (2003) has a programme ‘Quality in Tourism Development’ that deals with 

specific measures to improve the design and supply of tourism products and services.  Improved quality, 

and hence satisfaction of visitors will help result in increased competitiveness for tourism businesses and 

destinations. Governments are also showing increasing interest in the quality issues as Westernised 

economies shift from a manufacturing to a service base (Toplis, 2000). Ensuring quality tourism products 

are delivered means that governments can attract international investment and market share, vital when 

tourism is becoming such a major global industry (World Travel and Tourism Council, 2005). 

 

The interest in raising the quality of tourism as a whole (and implicitly or explicitly, the quantity), 

has been fuelled by a number of factors including changes to the  business environment, a growing 

sophistication of consumers, an  increasingly competitive environment within which enterprises operate 

and more differentiated markets. At the same time we have also seen a general shift away from just 

measuring success through profit but recognising that other factors are important such as the benefits to the 

environment, economy and society – as evidenced by a triple bottom line. These mirror the previously 

mentioned pillars of sustainable development and indicate the importance of sustainability as a component 

of quality. Trends indicate that Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is becoming more common and 

almost mandatory in many industries (Overseas Development Institute, 2003; Ward, 2004), although still 

relatively poorly applied in tourism (see World Bank, 2006).   
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Consumers now have increased choice and expect to have products and services of a higher than 

minimum standard. As Camison (1996:193) states “ … the key change in tourists’ behaviour, connected to 

customer satisfaction criteria has been the swing in their preferences, more and more towards products with 

better quality/price ratio”. It may be that choice is becoming less focussed on price and needs other sources 

of advantage in this highly competitive market (Tourism Victoria, 2000).  The advent of value-adding to 

tourism product through ensuring quality by such means as using highly qualified guides, providing 

gourmet products, ensuring authenticity and appealing to environmentalism has huge potential for the 

ecotourism market.    

 

Quality in ecotourism 

For the purposes of this book we are considering quality ecotourism  to mean tourism that has distilled the 

sum of  all the key principles of  a natural area focus, environmental sustainability, interpretation/education, 

returns to both local community and cultural sensitivity such that the negative impacts of tourism are 

minimized and the positive impacts are maximized.   

 
Exploring what makes up quality in ecotourism is important because it is clear that ecotourism is 

not a panacea that ensures the environment is protected, economic activity is supported and local 

communities are always equitably rewarded.  Ecotourism is clearly a complex concept, and it’s 

manifestations or operationalisation does not remain static.  Ecotourism, or best attempts at ecotourism, are 

often embraced in early stages of development because there are few apparent negative impacts and there 

appear to be positive benefits for the local community and environment.  Unfortunately, ecotourism often 

mutates or simply grows as a result of its own success – for no matter the best of intentions- once the 

economic juggernaut starts rolling, controlling tourism is extremely difficult (for example Amboseli 

National Park in Kenya or O’Reilly’s Guesthouse in Lamington National Park, Queensland).  The specter 

of ecotourism being the catalyst and paving the way for mainstream, mass tourism that has less regard for 

the natural and socio-cultural environment occurs again and again.  This is not a problem restricted to the 

ecotourism sector of the tourism industry – it is well known that tourism often carries the seed of its own 
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destruction as per the destination life cycle model (Butler, 1980).  Despite, or possibly because of the major 

economic role tourism can have  (Lindberg, 2001; Leiper, 2004) it also has the capacity to degrade or 

destroy the very natural and cultural resources that it relies upon, with popularity for a destination leading 

to adverse environmental, social and cultural impacts (Buckley, 2001; Wearing, 2001; Leiper, 2004).     

 

Although much of the mainstream tourism industry relies on the same drawcards of the natural 

environment and local communities, in ecotourism the relationship with the natural environment and local 

community is a fundamental and essential link.  The potential for the very worst of the negative impacts of 

tourism, and the very best of the positive impacts appear to come to a head in the particularly fragile or 

sensitive natural or cultural environments that ecotourism tends to gravitate towards. Although this does not 

mean that ecotourism only occurs in protected areas, there appears to be an incipient disdain and almost 

contempt for ecotourism that uses areas of lower conservation significance, or rehabilitated land.  Most 

ecotourism occurs within areas of high conservation significance and unfortunately is relatively rare outside 

these areas.  This may be a reluctance to go to supposedly inferior, lesser ‘quality’ environments, or even 

equating less meaningful experiences with an environment that may not be entirely authentic.   Again, 

isolating individual aspects of ecotourism tenets can be detrimental; for the reality that conservation is 

significantly enhanced through efforts towards rehabilitation, and destructive effects of ecotourism 

significantly ameliorated by using degraded, rather than pristine sites is apparent.   

 

It could be argued that all these complexities in examining or providing a definitive interpretation 

of ecotourism is a reflection that it is nothing more than a mythical beast – something to aspire to, but 

clearly difficult to actually observe – and perhaps, just a dream. Unlike mainstream, mass tourism, 

ecotourism promises far more than just a good time – it promises a better and greener world with 

proclaimed benefits for both the environment and the community.  Successful application of all the 

concepts and ideals of ecotourism may be difficult, but it does not mean that striving for quality ecotourism 

should be abandoned or that the concept itself is flawed.   
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Perhaps the difficulties merely reflect the immaturity of the industry, although there is clear 

evidence of ecotourism coming of age with a recent and increasing focus on delivering genuine, high 

quality ecotourism products with commendable performance using a range of quality assurance tools 

(Manidis Roberts, 1994; Issaverdis, 1998; 2001; Toplis, 2000) and increasing professionalism (Black, 

2002).  The quality assurance tools include codes of conduct, awards of excellence, certification and 

professional certification and will be explored in more detail in Chapter 2 and Part One of this book. 

 

Summary 

 
Ecotourism is generally considered to be a rapidly expanding sector of the tourism industry and 

although there is still considerable debate over its precise constituents, there is little doubt that this level of 

interest is generated by a range of stakeholders who see ecotourism’s potential.   

While ecotourism and sustainable certification programs have been comprehensively addressed in 

the literature (Font and Buckley, 2001; Honey and Rome, 2001; Honey, 2002; WTO, 2002) there have been 

few critical reviews of other quality assurance tools and initiatives in the ecotourism literature nor a more 

general discussion of issues of quality in ecotourism. Much of the academic, and even grey literature 

simply describes a range of programs and best practice guidelines, promotes the benefits of such techniques 

and provides case studies on  best practice companies and schemes.  To date there has been little critical 

analysis of the challenges and opportunities associated with planning, developing and implementing quality 

in ecotourism which we try to address in Part One of this book. However, the extensive interest in 

ecotourism has not been reflected in any substantial critical review and appraisal of the various tools and 

initiatives for developing quality ecotourism products, and continued ignorance and abuse of what  could, 

or should be considered quality ecotourism. In Part Two of the book we aim to present a range of 

ecotourism stakeholders’ perspectives on quality in ecotourism, with a particular focus on certification 

programs.  
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Whilst taking account of the fact there is a somewhat intangible nature of what is a quality 

ecotourism product, the way in which both primary consumers (the tourists) and secondary consumers (the 

other primary stakeholders such as the local community, or protected area managers) perceive those 

products, and the reality that expectations are always changing and hence of perceptions of quality, we 

hope this collection of  ideas and issues will add constructively to the debate and construction of 

ecotourism.  
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