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The convergence of the International Year of Ecotourism with the International Year of 

Mountains provides an unusual opportunity to focus on the role of ecotourism in 

facilitating the economic, environmental and socio-cultural development of mountain 

regions, as well as other peripheral locations.  My talk will focus on this topic of the 

relationship between ecotourism and development in mountain regions, and will be 

divided into three main sections.  First, I will make some observations about the 

definition and variable nature of ecotourism.  Secondly, I will consider the potential 

environmental, economic and socio-cultural impacts, both positive and negative, of 

ecotourism.  Lastly, I will tie this material together by discussing a planning and 

management framework that facilitates the role of ecotourism as an agent of 

development. 

 

To understand the potential role of ecotourism in the economic and social development of 

peripheral regions, and mountain regions in particular, the meaning of the term 

‘ecotourism’ must first be clarified.  There is a growing consensus that ecotourism 

consists of three basic criteria (Blamey 1997, Weaver 2001), and I will briefly address 

issues associated with each of these before considering the impacts of this sector. 
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1. Natural and Cultural Attractions 

 

First, the attractions of ecotourism are primarily based in the natural environment.  

Ecotourism products, accordingly, range from those that emphasize an entire ecosystem 

or habitat – a holistic approach as it were – to those that focus around particular high 

profile species, or ‘charismatic megafauna’ – a specific approach.  Examples of the latter 

from mountain areas include snow leopards in the Commonwealth of Independent States, 

giant pandas in China’s Sichuan province, monarch butterfly concentrations in central 

Mexico, and the bird-of-paradise in the highlands of Papua New Guinea.   

 

Most definitions of ecotourism also recognize the importance of associated cultural 

resources as complementary but secondary attractions.  This is especially significant for 

mountain areas, where isolation often results in the presence of diverse and traditional 

cultural influences that are just as interesting to the ecotourist as the native wildlife.  

Notable examples of this ethno-diversity include the Caucasus region, Papua New Guinea 

and both the Pyrenees and the European Alps.  This inclusion of cultural attractions 

means that ecotourism does not have to be restricted to relatively undisturbed natural 

environments, as some definitions insist, but can also occur in the culturally modified 

landscapes that are found, for example, in many alpine valleys. 

 

 

2. Educational and Learning Experiences 

 

The second distinguishing characteristic of ecotourism is its emphasis on providing 

learning and educational experiences for the ecotourist.  These can range from highly 

formal guided tours and interpretation to informal and personalized encounters with the 

environment.  This learning component differentiates ecotourism from other forms of 

nature-based tourism, where the natural environment simply provides a convenient 

setting for fulfilling a variety of self-centered motivations.  For example, a white-water 

river provides a thrilling experience for an adventure tourist on a rafting expedition, while 

a snowy mountainside does the same for a downhill skier or snowboarder.  The most 
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desirable type of learning experience is one that allows the ecotourist to appreciate the 

local ecosystem as a whole and the ways in which this ecosystem interacts, both 

positively and negatively, with the local human population.  Such an experience should 

also provide the ecotourist with an advanced appreciation for environmental and social 

issues in general.  One effective way of achieving this is to encourage ecotourist 

participation in such activities as tree planting and trail maintenance, which is a very 

attractive option for visitors who wish to have a meaningful travel experience. 

 

 

3. Environmental, Economic and Socio-cultural Sustainability 

 

The third and arguably most important distinguishing characteristic of ecotourism is the 

imperative of operating in an environmentally, economically and socio-culturally 

sustainable manner.  Of course, all tourism should operate in such a way, but ecotourism 

is the only tourism sector in which sustainability is inherent in the definition.  This means 

that ecotourism has a special responsibility to engage in the challenging and often 

confusing debate over the issue of sustainable tourism, which requires that tourism 

protects the destination’s natural environment, maintains its social and cultural integrity, 

and promotes its economic well-being.  In other words, it is the mandate and 

responsibility of ecotourism to support the holistic development of destinations.  Hence, 

in genuine ecotourism, the positive impacts are mostly deliberate, whereas the negative 

impacts are mostly unintentional. 

 

Other characteristics of sustainability have to be considered.  For example, destination 

managers need to establish whether they are content to promote steady state 

sustainability, which simply means that their management sustains the status quo, or 

whether they are willing to promote enhancement sustainability, which means that 

ecotourism activity would result in improvements to the status quo, such as the 

aforementioned tree planting by ecotourists.  Steady state sustainability is appropriate in a 

wilderness setting that has only been minimally modified by human activity.  However, a 

highly degraded area merits an enhancement sustainability approach, or else the whole 
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idea of sustainability is irrelevant (Weaver & Lawton 1999).  Another consideration is 

whether the destination should adopt a micro or macro sustainability approach.  The 

former considers only the sustainability of the actual site or destination, while the latter 

takes into account the effect of ecotourism in the destination upon other destinations, as 

well as the world as a whole.  This approach, for example, would require that managers 

take into account the fossil fuels consumed by ecotourists traveling to the site, and do not 

take actions, such as a ban on automobilies, that would merely displace a negative impact 

to another location.  For destinations, the minimum prerequisite is the recognition of 

steady state, micro sustainability.  The desirable model, however, is enhancement, macro 

sustainability (see Figure 1). 

 

A final comment with regard to sustainability is the difficulty in isolating the effects of 

the tourism sector, which is a complex system with fuzzy boundaries.  For example, how 

much of the direct and indirect impacts of the food and beverage and transportation 

sectors can be attributed to tourism as opposed to other activities?  This suggests the need 

for destinations to adopt an inter-system rather than intra-system  approach to 

sustainability, that is, to look at tourism in combination with agriculture, forestry, 

urbanization and other systems that operate concurrently within the destination.  

 

Before I consider the extent to which ecotourism can potentially help or hinder the 

development process in peripheral regions, including mountainous areas, a few additional 

comments about the nature of ecotourism are necessary. 

 

 

Ecotourism as a Component of ACE Tourism 

 

One important observation is that in mountain regions, ecotourism often occurs as just 

one component in a wider tourism product that emphasizes adventure tourism and 

cultural tourism, as well as ecotourism.  Dr. David Fennell of Brock University in Canada 

(Fennell 1999) has coined the term ACE tourism (that is, adventure tourism, cultural 

tourism, ecotourism) to describe such products.  This is best exemplified in the form of 
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tourism that we know as trekking, in which participants spend several days walking or 

riding in an area to appreciate its wildlife, scenery and culture, and to have adventurous 

experiences.  The mountains of northern Thailand and Nepal are especially well known 

as trekking destinations, and this diverse activity is becoming popular in other mountain 

regions as well, including the Atlas and Andes ranges.  An implication of the growing 

popularity of trekking is the danger that the nature-based, educational and sustainability 

criteria, that is, the ecotourism component, will become diluted as operators put more 

emphasis on thrills and visitor satisfaction. 

 

 

Ecotourism as Alternative or Mass Tourism 

 

Another important observation about ecotourism is the ongoing debate as to what scale of 

activity is appropriate to this sector.  Ecotourism was originally conceived in the mid -

1980s as a small-scale alternative to the mass conventional tourism that was seen to be 

overwhelming and harming peripheral destinations all over the world.  Many definitions 

of ecotourism and many environmental non-government organizations still adhere to this 

affiliation with alternative tourism.  However, a growing number of researchers and 

practitioners, including myself, are arguing that ecotourism can also occur as mass 

tourism, and can do so without necessarily sacrificing any of its core criteria.  If this 

seems like a contradiction, I might point out that mountain ecotourism destinations such 

as Japan’s Mount Fuji National Park already host mass tourism – in the latter case, some 

25 million visitors each year.  It is worth adding that even the most hardcore alternative 

ecotourist has to participate in the mass tourism industry through airplane travel in order 

to reach their wilderness destination.  

 

This distinction between alternative and mass versions of ecotourism is reflected in the 

identification of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ versions of the sector (Orams 2001).  Hard ecotourists 

as an ideal type embark in small groups on longer, specialized ecotours in relatively wild 

destinations with few if any services.  In contrast, soft ecotourists are associated with 

larger groups, serviced locations, reliance on interpretation, and a tendency to participate 
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in ecotourism as a diversion from more conventional tourism experiences.  It is useful to 

make this distinction when assessing the role of ecotourism in the development process, 

since each ideal type results in a very different set of potential impacts, both positive and 

negative.  I would now like to consider these potential impacts, and the relationship 

between ecotourism and development more generally.  I will consider the environmental 

impacts first, and then turn to the economic and socio -cultural dimensions, beginning 

with a reminder that all of these impact categories are inter-dependent. 

 

 

Environmental Impacts 

 

With respect to environmental impacts, ecotourism is supposed to foster caring and 

benign behavior on the part of practitioners and tourists, so its effects, theoretically, 

should all be positive.  The emphasis on this environmental ethic, however, disguises the 

main environmental benefit of ecotourism in peripheral areas, which is its potential 

incentive value in preserving natural resources that would otherwise be used in a less 

benign way, such as with land being cleared for farming or animals hunted for food.  This 

incentive effect was demonstrated several decades ago in the protected areas of the 

African savannah, where the monetary value of an elephant herd or adult male lion as an 

ecotourism product was exponentially greater than its value as a trophy animal or, worse, 

as a food source (cited in Sherman & Dixon 1991).  The same logic undoubtedly applies 

to birds of paradise, giant pandas, snow leopards and other mountain-based wildlife.  

Moreover, ecotourism also provides an incentive for the restoration of degraded 

landscapes so that it can support these valuable wildlife attractions.  This is an example of 

enhancement sustainability, which was outlined earlier. 

 

However, the paradox of ecotourism is that the incentive effect comes into play only if 

visitation numbers, or demand, is high enough to generate income that is greater than that 

which is generated by other sectors or activities.  In other words, it is mass or soft 

ecotourism that best activates the incentive effect.  Yet, the greater the amount of 

ecotourism activity, the greater the likelihood that the carrying capacity of relatively 
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fragile mountain landscapes and cultures will be exceeded as a result of this activity.  

This problem is not insurmountable, and can be solved through creative site hardening 

measures, such as interpretation facilities and canopy walkways that confine and control 

the impacts within a very small area.  There are many examples of these in mountain 

areas, as for example the Treetop Walk in Australia’s Lamington National Park, and the 

Skyrail cableway near Cairns, in northern Queensland.  These apparently successful 

attempts to minimize the on-site impacts of ecotourism, however, may be offset by the 

sector’s off-site impacts, including the pollution and stress on infrastructure created by 

the transit of large numbers of ecotourists through vulnerable mountain landscapes to 

reach these sites.   

 

Another potential environmental problem is the induced influx of migrants attracted by 

the economic activity generated through large-scale ecotourism.  This effect is evident in 

the area around Costa Rica’s well-known and highly successful Monteverde Cloud Forest 

Reserve, where 600 of the area’s 3,500 residents in 1992 had moved there in the previous 

five years, mainly because of the opportunities created by the Reserve (Honey 1999).  

Another example is the gateway communities to the Great Smoky Mountains National 

Park in North Carolina and Tennessee, where 10 million annual visitors to the Park 

support large amounts of automobile-oriented commercial strip development. 

 

These indirect and induced effects are not associated with hard ecotourists, because of 

their small numbers.  However, the latter group can have potentially negative 

environmental impacts on their own because of their presence in extremely fragile areas, 

such as alpine meadows, that can be inadvertently harmed by even a single visitor.  Hard 

ecotourists, also unintentionally, can introduce diseases and weeds into these remote 

areas, such as the backpackers who have introduced alien bacteria into some remote 

water pools in Australia’s Lamington National Park (Buckley et al 1998).  One 

interesting effect is that hard ecotourists can unintentionally act as tourist pioneers who 

open these remote areas to more intensive and possibly more harmful levels and types of 

tourism activity, as per the exploration stage of Richard Butler’s well-known destination 

life cycle model (Butler 1980). 
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Finally, in either soft or hard ecotourism, there are some negative environmental 

implications of assigning values to particular species of wildlife, such as a lion or a giant 

panda.  Aside from the questionable ethics of doing so, such valuations tend to create an 

ecological hierarchy in which the charismatic megafauna are regarded as being more 

inherently valuable than the slime molds and earthworms that perform equally valuable 

roles in the ecosystem.  Yet, until holistic interpretation is offered that causes visitors to 

appreciate the ecosystem in its entirety, destination managers will be tempted to focus 

their management effort on the specific wildlife that produces high levels of visitor 

satisfaction.  The environmental consequences of ecotourism, then, are actually quite 

complex, as it can be demonstrated that large-scale and small-scale ecotourism, or soft 

and hard ecotourism, can both have positive or negative impacts on mountain regions and 

other peripheral destinations. 

 

 

Economic Impacts 

 

I will now consider some of the economic impacts of ecotourism, which is the dimension 

most commonly associated with destination development.  As with the environmental 

incentive effect described earlier, soft ecotourism is associated with the generation of 

revenues substantial enough to contribute significantly to the destination’s economic 

development.  Moreover, ecotourism is one of the few service-sector activities that favor 

remote locations, and is apparently characterized by a growth in demand that is faster 

than tourism as a whole.  Ecotourism revenues also appear to have considerable positive 

elasticity in that entry fees to protected areas, which constitute a major source of local 

ecotourism-related revenue, can be raised considerably without negatively affecting 

demand.  This is because a 100% increase in a $5 entry fee represents only a negligible 

increase in the overall cost of a package tour, but cumulatively provides a major infusion 

of revenue to the destination.  Costa Rica and Rwanda are two examples of destinations 

that have dramatically increased their ecotourism revenues through user fee increases 

without incurring serious declines in demand (Mowforth & Munt 1998).  Moreover, entry 
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fee increases can be used to impose a de facto quota on visitation numbers if the latter are 

thought to be growing at an environmentally unsustainable rate. 

 

However, because of the in situ nature of ecotourism – that is, the customer must travel to 

the place of production in order to consume the tourism product – ecotourism is 

vulnerable to political or environmental instability and can disappear from a destination 

very quickly if instability arises.  This factor is very relevant to many mountain 

environments, firstly because mountains are often associated with earthquakes, 

landslides, volcanoes and other natural disasters, and secondly because of the tendency of 

insurgent movements to favor hard-to-reach mountain hideouts.  Groups that have had 

direct negative impacts on ecotourism in recent years include the Sendero Luminoso, or 

Shining Path guerrillas in Peru, Muslim insurgents in Indian Kashmir, and Hutu rebels in 

the mountain gorilla sanctuaries of Congo and Uganda. 

 

Much is also made of the indirect economic benefits of ecotourism and other forms of 

tourism, which is quantified through the so-called multiplier effect.  This describes the 

ongoing circulation of direct tourism revenues within the local economy in support of 

linked sectors such as farming (Weaver & Lawton 2003).  Ecotourists, and hard 

ecotourists in particular, are said to seek out authentic experiences, and thus are more 

likely to produce a high multiplier effect because of their desire to consume ‘authentic’ 

local goods and services.  However, this may nothing more than wishful thinking by 

proponents of ecotourism.  Dr. Kreg Lindberg, who is a leading ecotourism economist, 

estimates that around 90% of tourism revenue is lost through leakages such as imports 

and profit repatriation in most ecotourism destinations (Lindberg 1998).  These leakages 

are probably even higher in mountain regions, which tend to produce only a small portion 

of the goods and services consumed by ecotourists. 
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Socio-cultural Impacts 

 

The final broad category of ecotourism impacts is socio-cultural.  A commonly cited 

theory is that ecotourists have positive social and cultural impacts on a destination 

because of their search for authenticity, which supports local culture and traditions, and 

because they are educated and nice people who are genuinely interested in and concerned 

about local residents.  However, in their quest for authenticity, ecotourists, and hard 

ecotourists in particular, are more likely to intrude upon what the sociologist Dean 

MacCannell calls the ‘backstage’ areas where local residents shield their culture and 

private lives from the presence of tourists (MacCannell 1976).  This can lead to 

resentment and antagonism between host and guest, as when local residents see tourists 

as unwelcome intruders or when tourists are offended or angered by local lifestyles that 

seem incompatible with the environmentalist ethos of ecotourism.  There have been 

incidents, for example, where ecotourists with idealized and naïve views of nature have 

complained about hunting and slash-and-burn farming activities carried out by locals (see 

for example Lawrence, Wickins & Phillips 1997).  In such cases, soft or mass ecotourism 

may offer a better approach by confining visitors into environmentally and culturally site-

hardened ‘frontstage’ spaces where the local culture is selectively presented – a strategy 

similar to the containment of environmental impacts through the site hardening of 

infrastructure.  But the counter-argument here is that what is presented under such 

circumstances may be contrived.  As well, confinement might have the negative effect of 

reducing opportunities for locals to sell goods and services to the tourists. 

 

Along with the belief that ecotourists are a concerned and beneficial type of tourist, 

another sacred cow of ecotourism is the support for the community participation model as 

a way of promoting widespread social benefits.  In theory this is true, but relatively little 

has been said in the ecotourism debate about the complexities and dangers of community 

participation.  One problem is that the ‘local community’ is not always easy to define.  

What about recent migrants into the area, outsiders who own property there, or local 

people who are living temporarily or permanently in the country’s capital city?  What 

about broader issues of national security, which may conflict with community 
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aspirations?  Secondly, the term ‘community’ is often used as if local people are a single, 

uniform group who agree on everything.  But rarely is this the case in any human society.  

So which body of opinion or faction within the community should be given priority in 

ecotourism planning and management?  Who, if anyone, actually speaks for the so-called 

community?  Ecotourism can even serve to upset delicate balances of power among local 

clans.  This was demonstrated in the Tufi region of Papua New Guinea in the 1980s when 

one particular clan attracted the animosity of other clans by their successful participation 

in ecotourism (Ranck 1987).  Thirdly and related to this point is the problem that local 

elites may become even more powerful through their control over ecotourism and their 

receipt of most of the benefits.  Yet, donor agencies and other outsiders may be pleased at 

what they perceive to be successful local involvement in the sector.  A fourth 

consideration is that local communities in peripheral areas seldom have the business 

skills necessary to engage in ecotourism successfully over the long term, and may appear 

successful only because of the continued input of external aid.  I call this welfare 

ecotourism, and suggest that this lack of financial sustainability is one of the 

shortcomings of the sector in peripheral areas that needs to be addressed more openly. 

 

My critique of the community approach is not meant to imply that the model is not a 

good one, but rather that several difficult issues need to be addressed in the planning 

process if the model is going to work in the long term to facilitate development. 

 

 
Ecotourism and Development: A Framework 

 

In this final part of my talk, I will present a simple planning and management framework 

that facilitates the role of ecotourism as an agent of development.  The framework, which 

is still being developed (see Figure 2), adopts a nest hierarchical approach that takes into 

account three levels of engagement; the local destination – for example, Andorra; the 

surrounding bioregion – for example the Pyrenees, and the macro-political context – for 

example Spain, France, the EU and the world as a whole.  I will discuss each layer in 

turn, incorporating elements raised earlier in this paper. 
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The local region is the appropriate scale for  

• identifying the local community and establishing parameters for the participation and 

training of local residents in the ecotourism sector, 

• encouraging linkages with the local economy to stimulate the multiplier effect, 

• establishing soft and hard ecotourism zones which consciously serve as frontstage 

and backstage spaces, respectively, and 

• developing ecotourism products and experiences that encourage a holistic approach to 

interpretation and promote enhancement sustainability. 

 

The surrounding bioregion is the appropriate scale for 

• defining a vision of ‘development’ that all relevant local regions embrace, 

• implementing a macro sustainability and inter-systems approach to the planning and 

management of ecotourism, 

• developing integrated ecotourism and related products, such as trekking, and 

• establishing cross-border protected areas, especially along watershed boundaries, that 

encourage integrated product development and the preservation of habitats and 

cultures. 

 

The macro region is the appropriate scale for  

• providing financial assistance that is structured to avoid the syndrome of welfare 

ecotourism, 

• generating research and technical assistance that facilitates the development of 

ecotourism at the local and bioregional level, 

• providing ecotourist markets for the latter, and  

• establishing macro-institutional frameworks for coordinating, assisting and 

recognizing the legitimacy and viability of the bioregional and local ecotourism 

structures.  For example, the World Tourism Organization could play a lead role in 

the establishment of a global network of bioregional tourism destinations that 

emphasize ecotourism and complementary activities. 
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Such a framework, with appropriate refinement and adjustment for regional 

circumstances, can facilitate the potential of ecotourism to contribute to the development 

of mountain and other peripheral regions. 

 

 

Conclusions  

 

To reiterate, I began my talk by outlining the three core criteria of ecotourism and raising 

issues with each that influence its effectiveness as a vehicle of destination development.  

I then described the tendency of ecotourism to hybridize with other forms of tourism, and 

to occur in hard or soft versions.  This was followed by a presentation of environmental, 

economic, and socio-cultural ecotourism impacts, wherein it was emphasized that the 

hard and soft versions can both result in either positive or negative effects.  Planners and 

managers must attempt to maximize the positive impacts and minimize the negative 

impacts.  I concluded the talk by presenting the outlines of a framework, still under 

development, that can help to achieve these objectives and contribute positively to the 

development process. 
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Figure 2 
 
A Framework for Planning and Managing Ecotourism 
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