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Ecotourism: Can It Protect the Planet?

As awareness of the environment grows, so do problems of crowding and overuse

By ERIC WEINER

FRAGER to see unspoiled natural hab-
itats, threatened animal species

and rare birds, travelers have for-

_. saken loafers for hiking boots and
. il surged into the world’s game pre-
serves, remote rivers and jungles. Statistics
are not readily available, but by some esti-
mates as many as five million Americans
took a trip last year with an environmental
theme.

Yet the growing interest in these areas can
be the very thing that threatens their beauty,
and even their survival. Litter mars Himala-
yan hiking trails. In Kenyan game preserves,
vans loaded with tourists kick up dirt as their
drivers jockey for position. Cruise ships
crowd the waters off the Galapagos.

And so more and more Americans are
taking responsibility for preserving these
special places. They are planting trees in
Nepal, clearing hiking trails in Ecuador and
providing alternative income in Africa and

"Asia for subsistence farmers, who would
otherwise cut down trees for farmland, only
to have the topsoil quickly wash away.

A new word has entered the lexicon of
travel: ecotourism. Born of the environmen-
tal movement, ecotourism promises the trav-
eler an opportunity to help save the planet
‘and get a suntan in the process.

“There is a definite trend toward more
meaningful vacations,” said Markly Wilson,
a travel consultant in Stamford, Conn. *The
typical baby boomer has done Hawaii and the
resort in Jamaica and they realize something
is missing.”

In the process, a kinder, greener tourist is
emerging. The ecotourist is asking tougher
questions of tour companies, perhaps choos-
ing only those that funnel a portion of their
profits to local conservation projects. The
.ecotourist is more likely to choose low-im-
pact transportation: a canoe rather than a
cruise ship, walking rather than a Land
Rover.-And the ecotourist prefers small, lo-
cally owned lodges to huge hotels or resorts
owned by multinational corporations.

However it is defined, ecotourism makes
up a small percentage of all travel, and some
critjes dismiss it as a marketing mirage. Yet
nearly 500 companies, most quite small, offer
trips with an environmental theme, and new
ones are cropping up each year. Destinations
like the rain forest of the Amazon Basin, the
Galapagos Islands and Costa Rica are espe-
cially popular, but there are also paying
customers for the remote Himalayan king-
dom of Bhutan, the frozen terrain of the
Northwest Passage and the untouched is-
lands of Lake Nicaragua, with its abundant
bird life. Nonprofit groups such as the Na-
tional Audubon Society, the Nature Conser-
vancy and the American Museum of Natural
History are attracting more travelers. A
recent survey by the World Wildlife Fund
found that of 436 travelers interviewed in
Costa Rica, Belize, Mexico, Ecuador and the
Dominican Republic, 46 percent said they
made the trip to see the coyntry’s natural
attractions.
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Preserving one lion in a preserve in Kenya, above, is said to bring in
$27,000 in tourism revenues. Passengers from the Seabourne Pride visit

Parintins on the Amazon, below.

By enabling people to see the world’s frag-
ile regions firsthand, conservation groups
say they are more effective in promoting
their causes. ‘““How can you save the rain
forest if nobody knows about it?’’ said Rich-
ard Ryel, president of International Expedi-
tions, based in Alabama.

Although this nature-based travel is in its
infancy, conservation groups see it as a po-
tentially viable alternative to the agricultur-
al and commercial development that endan-
gers many pristine lands. The economic in-
centive to protect the environment can be a
powerful one. Kenya, for instance, is stepping
up its antipoaching effort in large part be-
cause tourism is such a valuable commodity.
According to the World Bank, each lion in
Kenya's Amboseli National Park accounts
for $27,000 in revenue.

“Ecotourism is one way local people can
make money off natural resources while
protecting them,” said Elizabeth Boo, an
ecotourism specialist at the World Wildlife
Fund and author of a landmark 1989 study on
the subject. “But i* will succeed only if
nature remains in a relatively pristine
state.”

This makes the concept of ecotourism
compelling to many conservationists: it of-
fers local residents a way to forsake their
destructive practices for more environmen-
tally sound ones. On Mexica's Yucatan Pen-
insula, turtles once slaughtered and their
shells sold to tourists are now housed in a
preserve where visitors pay to see them.

When residents of Bermudean Landing in
Belize discovered that a high concentration
of rare howler monkeys was living nearby,
they created a sanctuary, built a visitor's
center and produced a guidebook on a desk-
top computer. The Kuna Indians trans-
formed a tract of virgin forest in southern
Panama into a wildlife preserve, though it
has not drawn large numbers of tourists
because of the nation’s political upheaval.

In Belize, in Central America, environmen-
tally based tourism has become a national
priority. The number of tourists entering the
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_country has increased from 63,000 in 1980 to

well over 100,000 last year. Many come to see
the world’s only jaguar preserve and its
second largest barrier reef. The country re-
cently created a new cabinet-level post, Min-
ister of Tourism and Environment.

Costa Rica is viewed by many expertsas a
model for ecotourism. For a small country,
roughly the size of Vermont and New Hamp-
shire combined, it has an immense variety of
wildlife, with 1,500 species of trees, 850 types
of birds and 6,000 kinds of flowering plants.
The national park system covers nearly 20
percent of the country, and there are several
private parks as well. Costa Rica is also
politically stable, adding to its appeal..

As in many of the world’s parks and game
reserves the entrance fees in Costa Rica are
quite low, ranging from a few cents to $2.75.
Many conservationists — and even tour oper-
ators — believe higher fees would not only
encourage good land management but also
limit crowds. Rwanda, in contrast to tourist-
crowded Kenya, charges some of the highest
fees in the world: $170 a day to enter the Parc
National des Volcans and view its famous

- -mountdm gorillas. The high fees, which ac-

count for much of the nation’s revenue, have
enabled the government to add anti-poaching
patrols and redace the number of poaching
deaths. The nation gets $1 million in annual
park fees from visitors and up to $9 million in
indirect revenue from tourists, according to
the World Resources Institute, a nonprofit
policy research center.

But plants and animals are by no means
the only concern of the tour operators. “We
don’t think you can look at ecotourism with-
out looking at the local people,” said Virginia
Hadsell, who directs the nonprofit Center for
Responsible Tourism in San Anselmo, Calif.,
and encourages tourists to look at ethical
issues as they travel. She stressed using local
accommodations and hiring local people as
guides. ‘“‘Nobody can interpret their country
better than a native,” she said.
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One area where indigenous people
have a stake in tourism is Kakadu
National Park in Australia, where
aboriginal groups have the ultimate
authority for which of the 3,000 reli-
gious-art sites are open to visitors.

Concerned about the quality of
their trips, many ecotour operators
support limiting the number of visi-
tors allowed in natural parks — even
if means losing business. “It’s like
limiting the number of people in the
opera house,” said Victor Emanuel,
who owns a tour company with his
name. “If it holds 500 people and you
let 1,000 in, the opera house is dam-
aged and people don't enjoy the show
anyway."

Bhutan has the world’s most tightly
controlled tourist industry. It limits
the number of tourists to 1,600 a year
and charges visitors about $200 a day.

To some companies, ecotourism is
just a new marketing term for what
they've been doing quietly for years:
a trackless type of travel to natural
habitats where nothing is left behind
but footprints. Others say that
ecotourism also means improving
sites visited.

Many of these operators have spe-
cialized in adventure travel, and the
line between it and ecotourism can be
blurry. For years Sobek Expeditions
has been running rafting trips down
Chile’s Bio-Bio River, one of the
world's wildest. When the organiza-
tion learned of plans to dam the river,
it formed the Bio-Bio Action Commit-
tee to try to block the dam project —
for environmental as well as com-
mercial reasons.

There are some common themes
among operators: most emphasize
environmental education, for exam-
ple. But while some trips require little
expenditure of energy by their partic-
ipants, others are more work than
play. Earthwatch, for example, re-
cruits about 3,000 paying volunteers
each year to help scientists on its 130
projects.

Along with traditional backpacking
trips, the Sierra Club runs 70 “serv-
ice" trips. Travelers spend half their
time working on conservation
projects, such as clearing new trails
on California’s Santa Cruz Island or
documenting archeological sights in
Colorado. The Sierra Club subsidizes
the cost of those trips.

P OT all tour companies are
M convinced thatecotourism
i is the wave of the future.
§ Sobek recently began of-

8 fering 11 “environmental
tnps" to the Brazilian Rain Forest,
Papua New Guinea and Indonesia.
But the trips have not been as popular
as anticipated. “‘People don’t want to
spend their hard-earned money being
lectured,” said Richard Bangs, presi-
dent of Sobek.

Some conservation groups do use
their trips to espouse their particular
agenda. John Decock, director of the
Sierra Club’s travel department, said
the amount of proselytizing on such
trips depends on the individual guide.
Other tour groups take a nonpartisan
approach. One relatively new private
operator, Ecotours, prefaces its bro-
chure by noting that it “doesn’t serve
as advocates of a particular conser-
vation, nor does it dwell on the ethics
of deforestation or development.”

One trip makes no attempt to dis-

guise its political agenda. This June
Sobek will offer a trip to Alaska in
which participants will visit oil refin-
eries at Prudhoe Bay and witness the
lingering affects of the Valdez oil spill
in Prince William Sound. In prepar-
ing the trip, Sobek worked closely
with the National Resources Defense
Council, and the trip cost includes a
$250 donation to the group. Overseas
Adventure Travel contributes $200
from each of its safaris to the African
Wildlife Foundation. Victor Emanuel
donates part of the fee for Latin
American tours to specific conserva-
tion efforts.

The National Audubon Society,
which runs two dozen trips each year
to the Amazon, Caribbean and Ant-
arctica, has written a ‘“‘traveler’s
code of ethics.” It mandates at least
one tour leader for every 25 people,
limits travelers from getting within
20 to 30 feet of animals like seals,
walruses, otters and tortoises and
prohibits buying animal products like
snakeskin and tortoise shells.

FeR»OME critics contend that the
sudden interest in
\ ecotourism is easily ex-
B ploited. Ms. Boo of the

2 World Wildlife Fund said
she would like to see certification of
companies claiming to offer environ-
mental tours. But she concedes that
developing such a standard would be
a “huge challenge.”

Meanwhile, tourism is just reach-
ing some parts of the world. More
ships are being added each year to
the smali fleet that visits Antarctica,
although so far the prohibitive cost of
Antarctic expeditions has controlled
the numbers. A 15-day journey with
Society Expeditions can cost as much
as $12,000, excluding air fare.

The Galapagos Islands, with hun-
dreds of unique species of plants and
wildlife, have drawn an increasing
number of tourists, taking a toll on
the land, according to many conser-
vationists. Last year, there were
nearly 50,000 visitors to the Galapa-
gos, even though the Ecuadorean
Government, which owns the islands,
has had an official limit of 25,000 in
place for years. Meanwhile, drawn by
the economic opportunities that the
tourists represent, the islands’ local
population has tripled in the last de-
cade. At 14,000, it continues to grow at
12 percent annually.

Dozens of ships now ply the wa-
ters; as many as 17 have been count-
ed clustered around one spot. In the
past decade, about 100 new plant spe-
cies have been inadvertently intro-
duced on the island, threatening to
wipe out indigenous species, accord-
ing to the World Wildlife Fund study.
And although littering is prohibited,
more waste is washing up on the
shores. Marine turtles have died after
swallowing plastic bags, having mis-
taken them for jellyfish.

“This is ecotourism gone awry,”
said Mary Lou Higgins, a program
officer with the World Wildlife Fund.
“There is just constant growth and
the island can't take it.”

While stricter enforcement of the
limit on the number of tourists is
being considered, some operators say
a better solution is higher park fees
and better supervision of tourists on
the islands. *‘You can take 100 people
to a place and trash it or take 100,000
and not know they were there,” said
Mr. Ryel. ]
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