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Abstract

Ecotourism is often positioned as an alternative to mass tourism, however, the understanding and
implementation of the concept has been riddled with uncertainty. The ideal balance of conserving and
developing at the same time is considered paradoxical not just for ecotourism but also related concepts like
sustainability. Using examples and empirical insights from Kenya and México, this paper critically examines the
nature and application of ecotourism in developing countries. The study adopted triangulation method which
involved examination of two bases of information, on the one hand information from interviews with opinion
leaders and scholars in the tourism sector and on the other hand secondary information including books,
journals, and periodical bulletins. It was found that ecotourism has not achieved the objective of integrating
conservation of biodiversity and the socioeconomic development of adjacent communities; one reason for the
existing implementation problems has been the concept itself and how it has been operationalized. Furthermore,
ecotourism in the developing countries has been plagued with issues related to non-realization of promised
benefits, none or weak development structures and absence of efficient governance and management. The study
recommends greater coordination between the stakeholders involved in ecotourism and of key interest, the
participation of the government and the local community. The significance of the present study is twofold;
theoretical and empirical, the study gives a complete understanding of why the two countries have not been able
to sustainably develop ecotourism and provides the concerned parties with crucial insights on the possible
actions for achieving the objectives of ecotourism.
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INTRODUCTION the year 2012. Kenya on the other hand received 1,
Tourism is increasingly becoming an option for 985, 253 tourists in 2012, which represents about 3.8
wealth  generation in  many countries, as percent of the international tourists visiting Africa
acknowledged by Burtler and Hall (1995), it is a (UNWTO, 2013).

global phenomenon with a massive infrastructure,

and its influence penetrates the society, politics and Related to this growth are concerns about the actual
culture of many countries. In 2012 for example, impact of tourism on the environment, the main
UNWTO (2013) notes that international tourist  argument fronted by critics being that mass tourism
arrivals worldwide surpassed the 1 billion mark for as beneficial as it may seem, destroys what it seeks to
the first time, precisely tourists 1.035 million find (Kieti, 2007; Rodriguez, 2010). As a result of
compared with 995 million in 2011, while this, there are new concepts of tourism that have
international tourism receipts amounted to $ 1.075 received much attention in the globalized world
billion in 2012 compared to 1,042 billion realized in including sustainable tourism and the concept
2011. México with 23, 403,000 visitors in 2012 isa  discussed in the present paper: Ecotourism. As noted
prime destination for foreign tourists within Latin by Tiffin et al. (2008), it is one of the fastest growing
America, the ministry of tourism in Meéxico forms of tourism, with an estimated growth rate of
(SECTUR?, 2012) reported that revenues from 10-15%. Meéxico and Kenya (see Wishitemi, 2008;
foreign tourists reached 12.739 million dollars during Rodriguez, 2010; Egiarte et al., 2004 and Brenner,
2006) are some of the developing countries that have
recently been involved in ecotourism activities,
! SECTUR stands for Secretaria de Turismo, it is the equivalent of  although its evolution has been a gradual, passive and
the Ministry of tourism for México charged with the responsibility marred with challenges and obstacles (Rodriguez,

of governance and management of the tourism activities and 2010: Kieti. 2007: Wishitemi 2008)
resources across the country. ’ ’ ’ ’ ’
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Ecotourism is seen by developing countries as a
means not only to ensure conservation, but also to
improve the living conditions of adjacent inhabitants
with respect to health, education and levels of
personal income (Honey, 2002). Citing a
comprehensive and multidimensional definition
provided by Higham (2007), ecotourism is seen as a
form of tourism inspired primarily by the natural
history of the area including its indigenous cultures;
the ecotourist visits relatively undeveloped areas in
the spirit of appreciation, participation and
sensitivity, practices a non-consumptive use of
wildlife and natural resources and contributes to the
visited area through labor or financial means aimed at
directly benefiting the conservation of the site and the
economic welfare of local residents. However, to
what extent ecotourism meets the high aspirations
associated with it is open to debate. Critics argue that
there is a lack evidence to show that the words about
ecotourism have actually being put into realities
(Zeppel, 2006). But what is the problem? Perhaps it
is important to ask: If ecotourism has been
successfully implemented over the last years, why do
we still have communities adjacent to ecotourism
projects living in abject poverty? Why is ecotourism
still associated with many negative ecological
impacts which hinder the conservation of protected
areas? The above questions point to the weak
development structures and capacity of the involved
countries to sustainably develop ecotourism. Few
topics in the field of tourism are as controversial,
with divided opinions and polarized debates, as the
concept of ecotourism (Fennell, 2008:2).

The present study attempts to address two sets of
research problems, first a theoretical problem and on
the other side an empirical problem. Theoretically,
the academic weight given to the definition of
ecotourism is disproportionate to the general lack of
consensus arising from such concerted academic
effort” and empirically, there is enough evidence that
ecotourism in developing countries has not achieved
its objectives®, the authors do not totally discredit the
efforts that have been made over the past years;
however, they find it necessary to acknowledge
mistakes that have been committed over time due to
negligence or lack of care, and propose ways in how
these could be remedied; this is based on the simple
logic that past mistakes should not be unnecessarily
buried and forgotten, but studied to be lessons learnt.

2 Numerous attempts of varying degrees of merit have been made
to define ecotourism (eg Ceballos-Lascurain, 1996; Fennel;
Weaver, 2001 and Mok, 2005).

® At the moment there are three scenarios documented about
various countries; first, conservation is not successful, secondly,
the quality of life of the adjacent communities is poor and the third
extreme case where both the first and second scenarios are evident.
A deeper analysis and examples of these arguments can be seen in
the work of Eguiarte et al. (2004) and Raimunda et al. (2013) for
the case of México and Wishitemi (2008) for the case of Kenya.
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To give a comprehensive and penetrating treatment
of the concept of ecotourism as applied to the
development of tourism in developing countries, the
authors present a coherent argument that the
development of ecotourism these countries is not
sustainable due to lack of capacity and adequate
structures to ensure the planning and implementation
of relevant policies.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The present study adopted a triangulation research
approach which allowed the authors to thematically
analyze data from two primary sources; first by semi-
structured, in-depth interviews and focus group
discussions with academicians and opinion leaders in
the tourism sector and secondly, secondary
information such as books, magazines and
newsletters generated by state organizations in
México and Kenya, the combination of these data
sources complemented the weaknesses of each other.
The sample size (n) for this study was 20 respondents
(3 tourism scholars of tourism, 3 tourism business
managers, 5 community leaders, 4 community
members and 5 tourism official in the corresponding
ministries of tourism) who satisfied the carefully
designed sampling criteria, purposive sampling
technique was used to select the respondents to be
interviewed.

It is important to note that naturalistic research
studies like the present one are not based on the
premise that is observed in the quantitative studies
that a larger sample size is better; the sample size in
qualitative research is determined by the adequacy of
the data (Bordens and Abbott, 2011). According to
Stangor (2011), adequacy is achieved when the
researcher collects enough data so that saturation is
reached; this implies that the researcher performs
sampling until repeat responses are obtained. In this
study, the researchers determined the saturation after
the interviews and focus group discussions with 20
respondents® and there was no new information that
emerged from the data. The exploration of the
attitudes,  experiences and  views of the
aforementioned stakeholders have illustrated the
inherent flavor of this case, with the issues of
governance, divergent interests and insufficient
impact mitigation efforts identified as some of the
key aspects shaping the debate. The examples from
the two countries therefore provide an ideal avenue
for revealing the complex issue drivers associated
with reconciling biodiversity conservation and
community development through ecotourism. Even
though the study presents crucial empirical insights, it
is important to interpret the results in the context of
certain limitations which is a common phenomenon

4 The researchers performed a total of 2 focus group discussions
each with four members drawn from the very 20 respondents,
participants of the focus group discussions were not interviewed as
this would increase chances of repetition.
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in research related to social sciences, within this
understanding, it is noted that ecotourism comprises
of a wide range of themes some which may not be
directly related to nature and conservation and it may
not be possible to cover all of them in one study. It
was therefore not possible to include other
complementary tourism activities that the said
communities may engage in for example cultural
tourism.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

The study found out that the concept of ecotourism
has been blindly endorsed and applied by the
developing countries even though many do not
understand its true meaning (see for example Bjork,
2007); these differences in understanding are even
common among experts and academicians in the
area®. The above situation hinders effective and
sustainable development of ecotourism due to the
uncertainty in the policy, planning and development
structures that underpin the sector. The main issue of
the present study is not the diversity of definitions,
however, it is important to emphasize that the
absence of a clear statement of what ecotourism
entails has created confusion in the implementation
of the objectives and hinders its sustainable
development; many of the definitions have been
criticized (see for example ollero, 2005; Mok, 2005
and Stem et al, 2003) because they merely describe
an ideal situation while ignoring the practical realities
of how conservation can be integrated with
community development through ecotourism. It has
been observed by Stronza and Durham (2008), for
example, that many ecotourism projects in the
developing countries like México and Kenya are
being implemented on the basis of experiences from
developed countries in Europe and North America
despite the fact that developing and developed
countries operate in very different economic, cultural
and environmental circumstances®. Furthermore,
ensuing development pressures are very particular
depending on the region in question.

According to the Tourism Competitiveness Index
2011, México got impressive scores (position 10) for
its natural resources with many world heritage natural
sites and a rich flora and fauna (Blanke and Chiesa,
2011). Kenya on the other hand was ranked 28th for
its natural resources, with its two world heritage sites
and a rich diversity of fauna. This excellent natural
resource base of the two countries puts them in a
good position to develop sustainable ecotourism;
however, as mentioned by several authors (see De
Menezes, 2005; Rodriguez, 2010; Wishitemi, 2008

SThe concept of ecotourism is on everyone's lips, and some
academicians act as if they are obligated to mention it every time
they speak about tourism (Bjork, 2007).

€ In fact, there may be better lessons to learn from the experience
of developing countries, but this has received little attention in
research.

483

and Kieti, 2007), there are key issues, challenges and
obstacles resulting mainly from the lack of
coordinated efforts by the concerned parties.
Pertinently, De Menezes (2005) notes the problem of
the creation of protected areas and their relation to the
development of ecotourism. The model of nature
conservation units (protected areas) based on the
national parks where local people are practically
expelled to pave way for conservation without any
plan and without considering the consequences has
resulted in a total failure (De Menezes, 2005). The
author claims that this social exclusion generates
numerous conflicts, often unsustainable in relation to
the conservation of nature and social relations
between these populations and the management of
protected areas; this creates fundamental questions:
For whose benefit are the protected areas created?
With whose authority? And at what cost? Critically
analyzing the answers to these questions, the results
show that the creation and management of protected
areas basically ignores the participation of
communities and effectively denies them direct
benefits’.

The ministry of tourism in México (SECTUR) has in
the recent years conducted several studies in an effort
to generate information about ecotourism and find
effective ways of developing ecotourism (De
Almeida and Suguio, 2011), notable among them is
the "Strategic feasibility study for the ecotourism
segment in México" (SECTUR, 2001) and
"Ecotourism, México with all the elements to become
a global powerhouse” (SECTUR, 2006 cited by
Rodriguez, 2010). The first study makes an important
conclusion; that there are two essential tools for
developing ecotourism in México: Territorial and
Ecological Management programs as well as
environmental impact assessment and its related
concept of carrying capacity. The study emphasizes
that México has to change the perception of being a
"sun, sand and sea" destination and implement
greater promotion ecotourism. To achieve this, the
ministry of tourism was tasked with the responsibility
of establishing a long-term strategy for the
development of this activity. The second study
indicates that México had made an investment of
approximately twenty eight million dolars for the
development of ecotourism by 2006, and that there
was a commitment by the Mexican Government to
further develop this activity. While all the efforts
described in the preceding information seem to be
sufficient for the development of ecotourism in
México, the reality as indicated by several authors
(eg, Vargas el Rio and Brenner, 2013; Fernandez
Aldecua et al., 2012; Velazquez, 2006 and Moya et
al., 2002) shows a completely different face. On the

7 Actually, some communities like the Maasai living around Maasai
Mara National park Kenya in Kenya have accused the government
of valuing and protecting wildlife more than human life and
welfare.
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one hand, there is no public report of how these
resources were used and the areas in which it was
invested. Fernandez Aldecua (2011) criticizes the
actions undertaken by the Ministry of tourism in
México, arguing that the agency so lacks the capacity
and willingness to efficiently develop ecotourism
because the different administrations have failed to
understand its (ecotourism) general dynamics and
functioning. Velazquez (2006) and Moya et al.,
(2002) consistent with the sentiments of De Almeida
and Suguio (2011) emphasize that the creation of a
legal framework is not enough, there is need for the
formulation and design of efficient mechanisms for
inter-institutional cooperation, research and more
effective instruments for the enforcement of the laws.
Gallegos (2003) goes further to note that the biggest
problem is the lack of continuity in the objectives and
plans between the different levels of administration.

In the case of Kenya, there is a concern that
ecotourism may have stagnated and requires
reorientation (Honey, 2008, the author explicitly
states that the donor funding for the development of
the infrastructure supporting ecotourism has been
significantly reduced. A number of articles on
ecotourism in Kenya (eg Wishitemi, 2008 and Kieti,
2007) provide information on the organizational
structure, distribution, stakeholders, structures and
product management, however, there is little
information on the size of the sector in terms of
number of ecotourism visitors received by the
country, the proportion that ecotourism contributes to
the overall tourism income and the amount of
investment that has gone into its development. A
similar problem was observed in the development of
ecotourism in Meéxico (Rodriguez, 2010). The
distribution of ecotourism in Kenya can be described
as uneven, with most projects concentrated in a few
regions. The growth and development of ecotourism
in Kenya has been faced by numerous challenges
(Honey, 2008), some of which are similar to those
observed in the Mexican cases (De Almeida and
Suguio, 2011). These include; limited financial
incentives, increased environmental degradation,
poor road connectivity, sub-standard housing, limited
recreation opportunities and poor service. Some of
the factors that have contributed to this disparity in
development include undefined resource ownership
structures, investment bias and socio-economic
activities of the local population, which in many
cases are destructive or they are simply not congruent
to the efforts environmental conservation (Adams and
Hutton, 2007).

Another major criticism of the development of
ecotourism in terms of governance and particularly in
developing countries is that stakeholders tend to be
excluded from the planning and execution of projects
(Reid, 2003: 4). In Kenya, for example, as noted
Wishitemi (2008:38), the creation of protected areas
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is always justified for reasons of environmental
conservation and tourism, but this often leaves
indigenous people in desperate situations because
they lose access to natural resources, which is an
important part of their survival, and this happens
without their involvement’. As a result, Kenya's
tourist areas are typically inhabited or surrounded by
poverty-stricken communities (Wishitemi 2008: 38).

In the case of México, the following issues have been
identified as the greatest obstacles to the sustainable
and economically viable use of protected areas: first,
many of these areas are difficult to access or are far
from large urban centers; moreover, almost all of
them lack  proper  tourism infrastructure
(accommodation, food, information centers, signage,
etc.) (Rodriguez, 2010). The author reports that in
2001, only 5% of the protected areas with tourism
potential had tourist facilities, including visitor
centers. It should be noted with great concern that
weak social and political structures have created
conflicts between different natural resource users;
this tug of war negatively affects the sustainable
development of ecotourism, to overcome the
aforementioned obstacles, a more holistic approach
must be adopted with strong foundation on the
principles of ecological and economic sustainability
(Brenner, 2006).

CONCLUSIONS

Following the discussions above, it can be concluded
that ecotourism is a complex and controversial
concept, both in its understanding as well as its
application, in fact some authors have termed it as the
greatest paradox in the history of tourism; it is a
consensus among practitioners that ecotourism
activities and operations should be carried out in
natural areas (Weaver, 2001), but if this is the case,
then developing the infrastructure which Stem et al.
(2003) identify as critical for ecotourism operations,
such as transportation, accommodation, services and
activities should not be allowed. This complexity and
uncertainty should be approached with great care to
allow a common vision of what ecotourism is or
should be. In the case of developing countries, it is
concluded that there are significant obstacles and
challenges facing the execution of ecotourism, these
include; the lack of participation of host communities
and other stakeholders in the development of
ecotourism with a good example being the exclusion
of the local communities in the process of creation
and management of protected areas.

® Involvement in this context is understood as the participation of
individuals or groups that are not part of the legally designated
decision making bodies and especially the participation of the
public (citizens and interested and affected groups, scientists,
experts, policy makers and regulators in order to make specific
governance decisions.
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There is a general lack of infrastructure and
institutional capacity to achieve the goals of
ecotourism and overcoming these obstacles requires
more than well-intentioned policies, it requires a new
balance of social forces, a move towards broad-based
democratic participation in all the stakeholders, as
Vargas el Rio and Brenner (2013) put it, “it is
impossible to conserve and protect natural resources,
especially in developing countries while excluding
planning for human needs of the local communities”,
This transition cannot be achieved without changing
the way destination managers and ecotourism
managers think and do things. There is very little to
celebrate in terms of success of ecotourism in
developing countries, the concept has been adopted
without missions, visions and clear strategies to
follow, this lack of direction has resulted in ad hoc
tourism development, in the sense that it has altered
the balance between resource conservation and
development, this scenario can only change if
considerations are made concerning viable strategies
to meet the needs and desires of the host community,
meeting the demands of tourists and the tourism
industry, and safeguarding the environmental
resource base; the status quo must be abandoned and
focus turned to the more specific issues that are
certainly more practical, such as the use of
ecotourism as a tool to reduce poverty, protect the
environment and achieve social equity. Appropriate
strategies to achieve the objectives of ecotourism,
which for simplicity, have not seen must respond to
the challenges of cushioning the adjacent
communities from more suffering and ensure the
viability of ecotourism development. Lastly, the
success in achieving a transition towards the
sustainability of ecotourism the developing countries
i.e. the integration of conservation and socio-
economic development will be determined not by the
mere possession of knowledge, but through its wise
use in setting goals, careful examination of the
alternatives, the creation of effective institutions,
generally fostering good decisions and taking
appropriate actions.
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