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The movement toward Ecotourism in the United States

Planning & Direction by Akiko Iwata

My first experience with individuals involved in the field of ecotourism was
at a reception for an ecotourism conference held in Florida. Although
ecotourism has since become quite popular, it is still a very new field, with
increasingly more people exploring the possibilities of becoming

part of this ever-growing profession. The interesting thing about the field
of ecotourism, however, is that it actually encompasses many different
professions involving many different viewpoints. This includes people
who are involved in conservation, those who operate ecotour businesses,
those who provide environmental education to local communities utilizing
ecotourism, and many other fields.

It is very important that all those involved in ecotourism unite in
exchanging ideas and principles. It is only through sharing ideas that the
field will expand, making conservation and sustainability realities. It is
also essential that the importance of studying ecotourism be addressed in
public forums to support the idea that everyone can become involved, not
simply tourists in a locality, but natives as well. It can be said that the
fundamental purpose of studying ecotourism is to learn sound ecology,
and to live in a sustainable fashion as human beings in harmony with
nature.

We cannot separate ecotourism from education, for it encompasses not
only natural environments, but indigenous cultures as well. Therefore,
styles of ecotourism should be developed to reinforce a particular culture
and locality. We cannot simply apply principles of ecotourism from one
area to another. This is the challenge of working in the field of ecotourism.
The world wants to learn what we in Japan have to offer as examples of
conservation and sustainability, about our land and our culture. People
want to see how we pass this knowledge on to our children.

This article gives excellent examples of how people became involved and
developed their own approaches to the evolving field of ecotourism.
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Ecotourism class at Florida
International University

Text by Professor Ester Pereira

When a group of Florida International University (FIU)
students visited Everglades National Park (ENP) located
in Miami-Dade County, Florida, on a field trip, the subject
of their visit was not the alligators and the famous river of
grass. They were there to observe and feel the interaction
between visitors and the natural environment, and to
appreciate the "lifeblood" of South Florida. ENP is the
largest national park in the contiguous United States, with
an annual visitation of nearly one million people.

The field trip was part of an ecotourism class offered by
FIU's School of Hospitality Management. Its focus is not
the natural sciences, such as biology, botany or ecology,
but ecotourism - sustainable tourism - and the role and
responsibilities of industry players. Students in this
innovative course learn a new and challenging science:
how to bring tourists to protected areas, often fragile and
vulnerable, without altering the environment, while at the
same time benefitting the local economy.

Tourism is the largest industry in the world. It is expected
to generate $3.5 trillion dollars and to create 200 million
jobs throughout the world before the end of this
millennium. As such, it has a moral responsibility to
preserve and conserve natural and cultural diversity, and
to set a positive example in the social and economic
areas.

Many tourists, tired of the heavily populated capitals of the
world, have gravitated towards more natural settings and
rarely visited cultures with their intact traditions. A new
term for this type of tourism - 'ecotourism' - was coined in
the mid 1980s. Soon, it was seen as a panacea for
treating many developing countries' ills of poverty, lack of
infrastructure, over population and enormous foreign debt.
These countries commonly still had pristine natural areas
and wildlife that could be marketed as attractions.

Many organizations using "eco " labels promoted new
destinations with no regard for the well being of the
residents, or long-term impacts to the site. Poor planning
and unregulated tourism exacerbates existing
environmental and social problems, and diminishes
benefits to the local community.

In polar regions, where the environment is extremely
fragile and the growing season short, which coincides with
the tourist season, signs of habitat degradation are
becoming apparent. Arctic mosses that require hundreds
of years to reach an appreciable size can be destroyed in
an instant by the uninformed visitor. Birds and marine
mammals that feed and raise their young along shorelines
are also negatively affected by poorly managed tourism.
A female eider duck does not feed while incubating her
eggs, and if disturbed from her nest can lose so much of
her stored food reserves that she cannot finish incubating
them. In Nepal, the demand for wood for lodge
construction, and for cooking and heating them for
trekkers has destroyed habitats, raised the tree line on
mountain slopes, and forced local people to travel greater
distances in search of fuelwood for their own needs. Of
the animals in Kenya that are "required” viewing for every
safari enthusiast, the cheetah is seriously threatened. It is
a diurnal hunter and the constant pursuit by hordes of
safari vans disrupts its hunting behavior and places it
under constant stress.

Genuine ecotourism operators work toward the
conservation of the natural resources on which
ecotourism depends. These natural resources are what
attracted the tourist in the first place. The multi-faceted
aspects of ecotourism include active participation in
community development and site interpretation to ensure

the visitors an understanding and appreciation of the
area. This is accomplished through the joint efforts of all
the industry players. These endeavors will lead to
sustainable development: long-term economic,
environmental and cultural stability. If implemented
conscientiously, ecotourism promulgates principles and
prescribes practices that can fundamentally transform the
way the tourism industry operates.

Who needs to get involved?

Governments of both developed and developing countries
need to work together and arrive at a consensus on
strategies that will make sustainable development the
only option. The principle topic of Agenda 21, at the Earth
Summit in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil in 1992 was sustainable
development. To date, few countries have taken the
subject seriously in converting from the use of finite
resources to that of renewable ones, and in promoting
sustainability by manufacturing lasting goods, designing
sustainable structures, and educating citizens so that they
too can adopt practices that promote the quality of life.
The travel industry is an obvious player in the ecotourism
field with a vested interest, and a significant amount to
gain or lose, from sustainable practices. The industry is
driven by airlines, hotels, restaurants, travel agents, tour
operators, and small and large resorts that all need to
address the issue of sustainability in ways that are
efficient and easily adopted by all. Simply using the "eco"
label is not enough.

Non-government organizations (NGOs) and grassroots
groups also need to be involved to lend their insight and
skills in the social, economic and scientific fields to
governmental agencies and local communities. Some of
the success stories in ecotourism arose from NGOs
initiatives such as the "debt-for-nature swap." This
practice is a transaction that converts unpaid loans to
developing countries into funds for conservation activities
in the debtor countries. A portion of the country's foreign
debt is canceled in exchange for local investment in
programs such as ecotourism that will improve resource
management. The Nature Conservancy initiated the first
debt-for-nature swap in 1987.

As an educated consumer, the tourist needs to be wary of
"eco" labels. He needs to pose questions such as: How
does my participation in this tour contribute to
conservation and local development? What kind of hotels
are used and what are their practices? Who are
employed as local guides? These are some of the
questions that need to be asked by the customers so they
can make educated choices and support sustainable
tourism by their patronage .

And finally, what about the educational institutions?

For sustainable tourism to flourish it is necessary that
institutions offering degrees in Hospitality Management,
Travel and Tourism, Hotel Management and other tourism
related fields approach the subject in full embrace. The
success of ecotourism is directly related to the education
and training of future industry players.

In southeastern Florida, FIU's School of Hospitality
Management is the leader in bringing classes in the area
of sustainable tourism to future travel industry
professionals. Thus far these classes have included
Ecotourism Planning and Management, Implementation of
Ecotourism Projects, and Cultural Tourism. Since the
introduction of the topic in 1996, some 300 students have
enrolled in these classes.

The trip to ENP by the FIU class was one of several field
trips offered during the school year that reinforced the
material learned in the classroom, and brought students -
some already working in the tourism industry - face to
face with the issues in a real-life setting . While the
classroom material addresses topics such as ecolodges

(small hotels that use sustainable design and
construction), tourism impact, and community
development, the field trip offers the student a sense of
the actual problems such as visitor management, park
management in relation to surrounding land uses,
concession operations, and the conservation message to
the visitor. The students also learned why the Everglades
is the lifeblood of South Florida, the challenges the park
faces with its water supply, and the statewide plan to
reverse much of the ecological degradation of the park by
redesigning the surrounding system of levees constructed
in the 1940s. In addition, during field trips students
internalize the more subtle message of protected areas
and national parks as places to go to for natural beauty,
solitude, and a peace and tranquility that is harder and
harder to find in urban areas.

To ensure that the next generation of tourism planners
brings to their profession both the theory and practice of
sustainability, a combination of classroom instruction,
research, and field experience is essential to guarantee a
practice that can legitimately be called "ecotourism”.

Interview with the students in the class

Few are the universities in the United States providing
courses in ecotourism. Florida International University's
(FIU) School of Hospitality Management is one of them.
The class | audited, Ecotourism Management, had 47
students representing 28 different countries. | had an
interesting discussion about this class with the instructor,
Professor Ester Pereira, along with some of the students
who chose to stay after class for my interview.

When asked about their motivations to study ecotourism,
the kinds of jobs they were looking for after graduation,
and how they wanted to apply the knowledge and skills
learned in the class, the students’ answers varied.

Most of the students came from countries that have rich
and diverse natural environments, and also where tourism
is a major industry. Students from the Caribbean said
that they wanted to contribute to the conservation of their
beautiful natural resources by developing practices that
are enviromentally friendly, and also take into account
the well-being of local people, goals that are compatible
with ecotourism. They expressed the desire to educate
their fellow citizens, once they are back in their countries,
so that they too will realize and appreciate their rich
natural heritage.

There were students from Norway and Sweden, countries
with strong, sound environmental practices. One of the
students said that they have one school that teaches
traditional tourism management, and everyone learns the
same thing because there is only the single school. She
came to FIU to learn different things in the United States.
A North American student pointed out that although the
United States has a lot of influencial NGOs, some
European countries have progressed more in
environmental issues. Another student was taking the
ecotourism class because of its compatibility with her
degree in environmental education.

The class is very active, diverse and valuable for students
because it exposes them to different ideas from all over
the world. Professor Pereira ensures that her students
experience many different aspects of ecotourism through
field trips, hands-on experience, and appreciation of the
natural environment. She aspires that her students will
become leaders in the field of ecotourism, the only
sustainable tourism.

According to Professor Pereira, ecotourism is not one
discipline; it is a multidisciplinary subject whose holistic
approach embraces people and nature. It strives to
develop and implement management strategies that can
provide for a balanced and harmonious coexistence
between nature and mankind.
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Cover of Ecolodge Sourcebook, a TES publication that
provides guidance for developers and planners in the field.
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St. John, USVI (U.S. Virgin islands)- helping coastal
tourism entrepreneurs make their businesses more
sustainable through the development of codes of practice,
and documentation of best practices.
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Northern Mara, Kenya - TES currently is conducting
research on how leading nature tour operators are
supporting communities and conservation efforts in
destination countries.
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Guided tour through mangrove swamp - an important part
of developing successful ecotourism businesses is
providing excellent nature and cultural interpretation.
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On safari with Cheli and Peacock - TES supports the
examination of tourism's impacts on wildlife and local
communities.
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Nepal community meeting - TES works to integrate
communities into the development of ecotourism,
advocating their participation from the beginning.
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INTERNATIONAL ECOLODGE GUIDLINES
This book, which will be published later this year, is
an Ecotourism Society project and is edited by Hitesh
Mehta who works for one of the largest resort
planning offices in the world, E D S A which is based
Florida. Hitesh is an Architect, Landscape Architect
and committed environmentalist.

For the past five years, he has consulted on the
design and planning of several ecolodges in Eastern
Africa, U.S.A., Argentina and the Caribbean. As a
practitioner, Hitesh believes that ecolodges in their

own way can provide education to visitors and make
them more aware about both natural and cultural
issues.

The Ecolodge Guidelines book is the culmination of four
years of work, which began at the Second Eco-lodge
Field Seminar organized by the Ecotourism Society in
Costa Rica in 1995. The main purpose of the conference
and field seminar was to formulate Ecolodge Guidelines.
Many of the guidelines were compiled from participatory
work-sessions at the conference, which were attended by
people from 35 countries. It is the intention of the
Ecotourism Society for these guidelines to be
internationally applicable. As such, the guidelines are
flexible enough to be universal and not prescriptive. It is
left upon the user to adapt to the local situation whether
that is in the Amazon, in the Savannah of Africa or on Mt.
Fuiji.

Because of the changing nature of the ecolodge industry,
the guidelines as discussed at the conference have been
updated and new ideas and concepts have also been
covered. Age-old concepts and ways of design such as
Feng Shui, Vastu Shaastra, and modern concepts like
Gaia and Permaculture, are mentioned in detail, making
this book one of the most universal regarding guidelines.
For more detailed information on the particular chapters,
a bibliography and internet sites have been included. It is
our hope that this book will also be published in Spanish
and French and perhaps someday in Japanese.

It is the intention of the society that these guidelines be
also used for other Ecotourism Facilities like visitor
centers, warden's houses, staff accommodation and
entrance gates. It is also the editor's wish that the
guidelines be useful in the emerging field of ecolodge
development, and that the recommendations be applied in
some measure to the traditional hospitality sector in order
that negative environmental and social impacts be
minimized. These guidelines will help people get a better
definition of Ecolodges, and in so doing, help tourism
agencies to set up criteria to determine whether a lodge is
an ecolodge or not.

These guidelines are designed for any group out there
that is connected to Ecolodges, whether it be a developer,
an architect, an owner, a manager, a marketing director, a
consultant, government representative, NGO etc.

HMWhat is an Ecolodge?

An ecolodge is a lodge that fits into its specific physical
and cultural context through careful attention to form,
landscaping and color, as well as the use of vernacular
architecture; that meets its energy needs through passive
design and renewable energy sources; that uses
traditional building technology and materials wherever
possible, combining these with their modern counterparts
for greater sustainability; that has minimal impact on the
natural surroundings during construction; that uses
alternative, sustainable means of acquiring water and
reducing consumption, while carefully handling and
disposing solid waste and sewage; that offers interpretive
programs to educate both its employees and tourists
about the surrounding natural and cultural environment;
that endeavors to work together with the local community
and contributes to local sustainable development through
education programs and research.
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The overall master site plan of the project,
showing the cliffs behind the lodge and the lake in
front of it.

Eleva Elotion 02

XA LT bY—/NEYFCONE. HER
Elevations and section of the main Entry Pavilion

Wi OTEE » 5 DEHE & MO
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Lobolo Lodge - Lake Turkana, Kenya
Lobolo Ecolodge is designed by Hitesh Mehta, Architect &
Landscape Architect, to be developed on one of the most
beautiful of the Rift Valley lakes, Lake Turkana in
Northern Kenya. It is here that the earliest fossils of
Humankind have been discovered.

B Nomadic Tribes with very rich cultures live in harmony
with this rough environment. They will be involved in the
construction of the lodge and will be providing all the
furniture and will also comprise 80% of the staff.

B The whole landscape is a desert and the site of the
lodge is actually an oasis. Intensive studies were done on
the rate of water flow of the spring and this eventually
determined the number of units that could sustain the
landscape.

H Eight bungalows, each with two units have been sited
in such a way that no tree will be cut and that the whole
development will be invisible whether from the entry or
from the lake. All vegetation will be indigenous to the
area.

H All the buildings were designed to be on stilts, allowing
for natural storm water run-off and the whole construction
will take place ten miles away, and the finished products
will be set and fixed on site. There will be minimal
construction on site.
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Site plan of the lodge showing location of solar units.
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Paraa Lodge, Murchison Falls National
Park, Uganda

M Paraa Lodge is located in Northwestern Uganda, just a
few miles downstream from Murchison Falls, on the banks
of the River Nile. This area has one of the largest
breeding populations of the Nile Crocodile.

B The existing 30-year-old lodge was in total shambles
and had been ransacked by Idi Amin's army in the early
1980's. Even Queen Elizabeth's villa was run-down.

H The World Bank had sponsored the Uganda National
Parks Service and one of the conditions was that an
Environmental Assessment Report had to be presented
for any development that took place within the park
boundaries. The EIA team consisted of an ecologist, a
socio-economist, and Hitesh Mehta as the environmental
planner and landscape architect. Their job was to prepare
an impact study for the rehabilitation and additions and
suggest ways to turn the lodge into a low impact ecolodge
facility. Hitesh prepared a site plan and suggested
locations for solar units, pool etc.

M The lodge was renovated and opened in 1997.

For more information: Interactive websites on ecotourism
http://www.ecosourcenetwork.com
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