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ABSTRACT

Ecotourism has become an attractive tourism-related activity for
communities and conservationists across Canada. It provides an alternative
source of income for communities, thereby diversifying their economies. It
appeals to conservationists because it entails fewer cultural and environmental
disruptions than other forms of tourism (such as adventure tourism, mass
tourism, and nature tourism). Despite the increased focus on ecotourism, there is
considerable debate about its definition. In this report we present and explore the
competing definitions of this term, and introduce a working definition of
ecotourism. We then examine ecotourism as a product and market segment and
review the ecotourism market and profile. Finally, we examine applications and
practices of ecotourism, with an emphasis on Canadian ecotourism studies.

RESUME

L'écotourisme est devenu une activité touristique intéressante pour les
collectivités et les défenseurs de 'environnement & travers le Canada. Il fournit
une autre source de revenus aux collectivités, diversifiant ainsi leur économie. 11
plait aux défenseurs de I'environnement parce qu'il entralne moins de ruptures
culturelles et environnementales que les autres formes de tourisme (comme le
tourisme d'aventure, le tourisme de masse et le tourisme nature). Malgré l'intérét
accru du public pour I'écotourisme, il y a un débat considérable autour de sa
définition. Dans ce rapport, nous présentons et explorons les définitions de ce
terme qui se font concurrence et présentons une définition ad hoc de
I'écotourisme. Nous examinons ensuite I'écotourisme comme produit et segment
de marché et passons en revue le profil et le marché de 1'écotourisme. Finalement,
nous examinons les applications et les pratiques de 1'écotourisme, avec 1'accent
sur les études canadiennes en écotourisme.
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Tourism is one of the world's biggest economic
activities. The World Tourism Organisation (WTO)
(1998) estimated that there were approximately 611
million international tourist arrivals worldwide in
1997 excluding same-day visitors. Spending by
these tourists was estimated at more than US$425
billion. The Ecotourism Society (1998) has predicted
that tourist arrivals will grow by an average of 4.3%
a year over the next two decades, while receipts
from international tourism will climb by 6.7% a
year. In Alberta, annual revenue generated by
tourism activities was estimated at $3 billion in 1997
and was projected to reach $3.5 billion in 1998
(Berezowski and Berezowski 1998).

INTRODUCTION

There are many different forms of tourism, such
as adventure tourism, mass tourism, nature
tourism, and ecotourism. Ecotourism (which has
also been characterized as alternative tourism) is a
growing phenomenon and has recently come to the
forefront for many tour operators, aid agencies, and
government officials. Such tourism differentiates
itself from mass tourism in several ways. Unlike
mass tourism, ecotourism is small in scale, locally
controlled, and undisruptive to the local
community (Weaver et al. 1995).

The History of Ecotourism

Some researchers (Scace et al. 1992) have
contended that the term "ecotourism" was first
coined in 1983 by Ceballos-Lascurain. However,
according to Ashton and Ashton (1993), Higgins
(1996), and Fennell and Eagles (1990), the term was
first mentioned in the literature by Kenton Miller in
1978. Other early references to ecotourism include
the book by Mathieson and Wall (1982) on the
impacts of tourism and a report by Romeril (1985).
Fennell and Eagles (1990) claimed a longer history,
suggesting that Hetzer (1965) was probably the first
to use the term ecotourism. Fennell and Eagles
(1990) went on to say that Ceballos-Lascurain (1983)
should be credited with first using the term "under
the guise of industry connotation, which represents
the goods and services and infrastructure required
to support the ecotourism industry." Card and
Johnson Vogelsong (1994) stated that the concept of
ecotourism originated within the responsible
tourism movement of the 1970s and was a reaction
to cultural spoliation, economic incongruities, and
the destruction of natural resources. Environmental
tourism in the 1980s led to what is now known as
ecotourism (Boo 1990). Boo (1990) cited two global

1Unless stated otherwise, all dollar amounts are Canadian.
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BACKGROUND

trends that furthered interest in ecotourism:
increasing demand for tours of ecologically
protected areas and growing awareness of the need
to integrate natural resource conservation with the
economic needs of rural populations, who rely on
these resources.

Ecotourism is an amalgam of interests arising
out of environmental, economic, and social
concerns. It incorporates both a strong commitment
to nature and a sense of social responsibility.
However, a precise definition of ecotourism as a
term or concept remains to be formulated. Such a
definition is needed if planners are to separate
ecotourism experiences from other tourism
experiences, thereby "permitting the significance of
the sector to be assessed in terms of positive and
negative cultural, environmental and economic
impacts” (Blamey 1997). Operators promoting
ecotourism products also need to know their target
markets. Consumer profiles allow targeting of
products to those market segments likely to bring
the greatest returns. In short, understanding the
concept of and the issues surrounding ecotourism is
essential for successful planning, development,
marketing, and management of this type of tourism.



Ecotourism is well established in the
developing countries (de Groot 1983; Dearden 1989;
Boo 1990; Fennell and Eagles 1990), and
destinations such as Costa Rica, Indonesia, and the
Galapagos Islands have become synonymous with
ecotourism. However, the principles of ecotourism
are now being applied in small communities in
developed countries such as Australia, New
Zealand, the United States, and Canada. Much of
this growing interest in ecotourism in developed
countries can be attributed to its economic potential
and its links with sustainable development.

The Attractions of Ecotourism

There are several reasons why ecotourism has
attracted local and national governments,
commercial operators, and conservationists in
Canada and other countries both developing and
industrialized. First, it provides an incentive for
governments to expand protected areas and for
private landowners to conserve their lands. It offers
an alternative source of income for local
communities, which can thereby diversify their
economies with minimal additional impacts on the
landscape. In these ways, ecotourism appeals to
both conservationists and community leaders.
Second, ecotourism's emphasis on local resources
and employment and its tendency to operate in
peripheral regions make it attractive to small rural
communities, where economic conditions are often
depressed and high rates of underemployment and
out-migration are chronic (Weaver et al. 1995).
Third, its emphasis on local ownership implies
fewer leakages from the economy. In contrast,
national or international companies often set up in
communities and take away a portion of the income
generated there. Fourth, it requires less
development and less investment, and involves
fewer cultural and environmental disruptions than
other forms of tourism, although services and
infrastructure are required to make it economically
beneficial (Boo 1990). Fifth, ecotourism can promote
beneficial linkages within a diverse, integrated
economy. Finally, ecotourists tend to stay longer,
spend more per day than the typical tourist, and
seek out local goods and services for consumption
(Ecotourism Society 1998). In short, ecotourism
exploits tourism's potential for conservation and
development and averts its negative impact on
ecology, culture, and aesthetics, all of which make it
appealing to various groups.

Constraints on
Ecotourism Development

Despite ecotourism's environmental, economic,
and social appeal, it can lead to problems.
Ecotourism activities take place in natural areas,
many of which are easily damaged. Therefore, if
capacity is exceeded or management of the resource
is inadequate, ecotourism may cause more harm
than good. Fennell (1999) and Cater (1994a) cited
several examples of the negative impacts of
ecotourism, such as fragile coral reefs being
threatened by the presence of too many divers and
cultural and archaeological ruins crumbling
because of excessive numbers of visitors. Such
damage often occurs when tour operators put their
own short-term interests ahead of those of the
natural environment and local communities. In
addition, some tour operators misuse the term
ecotourism to cash in on current consumer interest
in this area.

Another potential problem is that the
expectations of ecotourists may conflict with the
reality of local lifestyles and priorities, which might
include hunting or other consumptive activities not
supported by the ecotourist philosophy (Weaver et
al. 1995). For example, the great flocks of snow
geese and other migratory fowl that attract
ecotourists to the prairies are perceived as pests by
some farmers. Furthermore, what ecotourists view
as unspoiled and authentic may be seen by locals as
underdevelopment.

Objective and Outline of Report

Many researchers agree that the term
"ecotourism" has been used to mean various other
types of tourism and that it is increasingly being
used without a clear understanding of the concepts
and criteria that distinguish ecotourism from other
kinds of tourism and development (Botrill and
Pearce 1995; Scace 1992; Thomlinson and Getz
1996). Our aim in this report is to explore the
concept of ecotourism and clarify its meaning. Todo
so, we first present a brief history of ecotourism,
and then survey the various expert and academic
definitions that appear in the literature. We then
examine the difficulties in formulating a concise,
precise definition of ecotourism. The report also
presents an examination of ecotourism as a product
and market segment, including a review of the
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market profile of ecotourists. We suggest criteria for
successful ecotourism based on the definitions in
the literature and examine applications and

practices of ecotourism, with an emphasis on
Canadian ecotourism studies.

The literature on ecotourism is so dense that
several attempts have already been made to
disentangle the multitude of issues and debates into
distinct viewpoints. Botrill and Pearce (1995)
classified the literature according to perspectives
that they felt represented the three main ecotourism
players: participants, operators (or suppliers), and
resource managers (responsible for planning and
protection, i.e., conservation). In their view, the
literature focusing on the participant perspective
treats ecotourism as a product or market segment.
Consequently, it examines the motives, education,
behavior, and participation of ecotourists. The
literature that focuses on operator and resource
manager perspectives stresses guidelines, with an
emphasis on environmental impacts for the
resource manager. In contrast, Blamey (1997)
classified the literature into normative, descriptive,
and supplier-oriented perspectives. Thomlinson
and Getz (1996) discussed two general perspectives:
ecotourism as a resource management philosophy
(based on the principles of sustainable
development) and ecotourism as a marketing
strategy for developing destinations. Similarly,
Wight (1994) found two prevailing views in the
ecotourism literature: one using the public interest
in the environment to market it as a product and the
second using the same interest to conserve the
resources upon which this product is based. These
two perspectives were supported by: Ziffer (1989),
who argued that the marketing language of travel
should be disentangled from the conservation and
development concepts of ecotourism. In an attempt
to make the literature more manageable, Fennell
and Eagles (1997) put forward a conceptual
framework. They classified the literature according
to issues or concepts related to visitors (demand)
and the service industry (supply). The literature in
the first category deals with marketing, visitor
management, and visitor attitudes, whereas that in
the second category deals with tour operation,
resource ~ management, and  community
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development. These categories are not necessarily
mutually exclusive and in many cases overlap, but
they do provide a way of organizing the abundance
of literature on this topic.

As the potential economic -benefits of
ecotourism are being realized, tour operators and
marketing officials are increasingly using the
concept of market destinations. Consequently, it can
be said that ecotourism has evolved from a set of
principles focusing on ethics and conservation to
become a product and market segment. The
literature related to this view of ecotourism is thus
more focused on demand characteristics, with
empirical modeling and ecotourist profiles gaining
increasing popularity among researchers (Palacio
and McCool 1997; Ecotourism Society 1998).

The ecotourism phenomenon has attracted
many parties: environmentalists, tour operators,
small community planners, government and aid
agencies, and tourists. This diversity has resulted in
literature addressing the issues important to these
different players. Hence, the definition of
ecotourism also differs, depending on the
perspective being taken. Therefore, a precise and
consistent definition of ecotourism is probably
unattainable.

Definitions of Ecotourism

There is a wide range of definitions of
ecotourism in the literature and, depending on
which perspective is taken, different issues and
concerns are emphasized. For example, when
ecotourism is viewed from the "product”
perspective, its sustainability aspects are not
usually addressed. More specifically, the
characteristics of ecological and sociocultural
integrity, responsibility, and sustainability may not
be associated with ecotourism as a product (Cater



1994). In the literature focusing on this perspective,
profit is often the goal, rather than protection and
conservation. Furthermore, ecotourism as product
exploits the natural environment, can lead to higher
volume of visitors and more development, and may
increase economic benefits. This definition of
ecotourism differs greatly from the definitions
based on environmental and resource management
points of view, where the issues of scale and
carrying capacity are emphasized. However, even
within one perspective, definitions differ. For
example, according to Lindberg and Hawkins
(1993), impact, not scale, is important. Thus, these
authors recommend that impact be addressed in the
definition and characterization of ecotourism. Boo
(1990) stated that ecotourism involves both small-
scale tourism development and low impact.

Table 1 presents some of the most common
definitions of ecotourism in the literature. They
vary in restrictiveness, depth, and perspective. For
example, Boo (1990) used a simple definition that
equates ecotourism with nature tourism. Similar
definitions have been used by others (Fennell and
Eagles 1990; Stewart and Sekarjakrarim 1994).
Narrower definitions include those of the
Australian  National Ecotourism  Strategy
(Commonwealth Department of Tourism 1994),
which specified that ecotourism have its basis in
nature, involve education, and be sustainably
managed, and Buckley (1994), who added an
additional dimension of support of conservation.
Less restrictive definitions typically ignore one or
more of these dimensions. The two most commonly
cited definitions are those of the Ecotourism Society
(1993), which emphasizes natural and cultural
sustainability, and Ceballos-Lascurain (1983b),
which emphasizes the tourist's learning experience
and the resulting development of a conservation
ethic. However, the original descriptive definition
of Ceballos-Lascurain (1987) appears to have
evolved into a normative concept (Blamey 1997).
Ceballos-Lascurain (1989) later defined ecotourism
as a subset of nature tourism. He distinguished
ecotourism from other types of nature tourism by its
sustainable use of natural resources and its social
elements. This approach was reinforced by Ziffer
(1989), who stated that "nature tourism is not
necessarily ecologically sound. . . . Ecotourism will
always refer to the goal of well-managed and
constructive nature-tourism." Ziffer (1989) also
believed that successful ecotourism can take place

only in protected areas. Similarly, Tisdell (1996)
distinguished between "environmentally sensitive
tourism" and ‘“environmentally dependent
tourism," the former referring to ecotourism and the
latter coming under the umbrella of "nature-based
tourism." Debates continue as to whether
ecotourism encompasses all tourism that is
environmentally friendly or whether it is limited to
activities that make a positive contribution to the
cultural or natural environment. Recently, the
Canadian Environmental Advisory Council (Scace
et al. 1992) proposed a consensus-oriented
Canadian definition that incorporates
environmental and conservation ethics. This
definition is cited in many Canadian-based
ecotourism studies and is being implemented by
local governunents.

Problems in Defining Ecotourism

Several factors make it difficult to identify the
best definition of ecotourism for research purposes.
The difficulties arise primarily because of the
multidimensional nature of the existing definitions
and the fact that each dimension (e.g., sustainability
or education) represents a continuum of possibilities
(Blamey 1997). For example, in considering the
nature component of ecotourism (Commonwealth
Department of Tourism 1994), questions arise as to
what constitutes a nature experience. Could a drive
through a forested area or a tour of a reclaimed mine
site be considered a nature experience? On a bus
tour, must the driver pull over for the trip to count
as a nature experience? Does walking through a
regenerated forest qualify? Difficulty also arises in
establishing whether a particular nature-based
activity involves significant "education." Is
education defined to occur only if there is a trained
guide, or can tourists educate themselves? Does
education have to be intentional? Finally, with
respect to ecological sustainability, how is low
environmental impact defined?

As discussed earlier, the literature is replete
with a multitude of definitions (Table 1). Difficulty
in precisely defining ecotourism has been further
exacerbated by the fact that this term has been
linked to many others. For example, Scace et al.
(1992) cited 37 terms from the literature that have
been linked to ecotourism, ranging from "adventure
tourism" to "green tourism."
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Table 1. Definitions of ecotourism in the literature

Reference

Definition

Kutay 1989

Ceballos-Lascurain
19892

Fennel and Eagles
1990

Ziffer 1990

Boo 19912

Boeger 1991

Ecotourism
Association of
Australia 1992

Norris 1994

Scace et al. 1992

Ecotourism Society
19932

Commonwealth
Department of
Tourism 1994
Buckley 1994

Eagles 1994

Tickell 1994

Blamey 1997

"Ecotourism is now seen as a model of development in which natural areas are planned as
part of the tourism base and biological resources are clearly linked to social economic
sectors.” (This definition focuses on the vital role of the host country or community.)

"Travelling to relatively undisturbed or uncontaminated natural areas with the specific
objective of studying, admiring and enjoying the scenery and its wild plants and animals as
well as any existing cultural manifestations found in these areas.”

Local community, resource management, and tour operators are necessary components of
an ecotourism development model. (This perspective is most explicit about the merger
between conservation and tourism.)

"Goal of ecotourism development would be to attract visitors to natural areas and use the
revenue to fund local conservation and economic development.”

"Ecotourism is synonymous with nature tourism. It is nonconsumptive recreation (bird
watching, whale watching, wildflower photography).”

"... environmentally sound tourism which respects the dignity and diversity of other
cultures as well as the earth's renewable resources.”

"Ecologically sustainable tourism that fosters environmental and cultural understanding,
appreciation and conservation."

Tourism is not ecotourism unless it "clearly integrates both protection of resources with
provision of local economic benefits."

An enlightening nature travel experience that contributes to conservation of the ecosystem
while respecting the integrity of host communities.

". .. purposeful travel to natural areas to understand the culture and natural history of the
environment, taking care not to alter the integrity of the ecosystem, while producing
economic opportunities that make conservation of natural resources beneficial to local
people” (later shortened to "responsible travel to natural areas which conserves the
environment and sustains the well-being of local people").

"Ecotourism is nature based tourism that involves education, interpretation of the natural
environment and is managed to be ecologically sustainable.”

Ecotourism is nature-based, involves education, is managed sustainably and supports
conservation.

A niche market of sustainable tourism. One of four nonconsumptive forms of sustainable
tourism. Involves travel to discover and learn about wild natural environments. Has a strong
focus on learning and discovering nature.

"Travel to enjoy the world's amazing diversity of natural life and human culture without
causing damage to either."

"An ecotourism experience is one in which an individual travels to what he/she considers to
be relatively undisturbed natural area and is more than 40 km from home, the primary
intention being to study, admire or appreciate the scenery and wild plants and animals as
well as existing cultural manifestations found in the area.”

@ Most commonly cited definitions.
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Further definitional difficulties can be
attributed to the sustainability criteria
(environmental, educational, and cultural) that
characterize ecotourism. The concept of
sustainability remains unclear among researchers
and  planners, although  environmental
sustainability within the context of ecotourism can
be assumed to refer to issues of carrying capacity
and scale. Carrying capacity has been defined as "a
way to conceptualize the relationship between
intensity of use and the management objectives for
aresource area” (Farrell and Runyan 1991).

Hawkins (1993) and Thomlinson and Getz
(1996) believed that ecotourism involves minimum
visitor density and low-impact activities, although
they left the definition and measurement of low
impact unclarified. In its publication Sustainable
Development: Guide for Local Planners, the WTO
(1993) stated that ecotourism activities are "small
scale and do not require high capital investment but
must be carefully controlled and fit well into the
environment." For purists, only environmentally
conscious tourism at low visitor volume is true
ecotourism. According to this strict definition, visits
to Amboseli National Park in Kenya, which receives
approximately 250 000 tourists per year, do not
constitute ecotourism. According to the Ecotourism
Society (1998), consideration of ecotourism in
management terms rather than rigid terms of scale
has led to a shift from a definition that specifies
small-scale nature tourism to a set of principles
applicable to any nature-related tourism. The
current philosophy, then, is to look at environmental
and cultural impacts rather than scale.

In short, there appears to be no quick fix to the
problem of identifying an operational definition of
ecotourism. Different definitions will be suited to
different circumstances, and compromises will have
to be made. The choice of definition is hence
inherently subjective (Blamey 1997). In our attempt
to define the term, we identified a range of criteria
and characteristics of ecotourism, as well as
associated activities (Tables 2 and 3). The

characteristics in Table 2 are based upon existing
definitions, and the activities presented in Table 3
are classified in three categories: activities that
constitute a form of ecotourism or closely
associated activities, activities not usually
associated with ecotourism, and neutral activities,
that is, activities that could be associated with a
variety of tourism types (Weaver et al. 1995).

In the literature, ecotourism activities are
usually characterized by their nonconsumptive
nature, whereas consumptive activities (e.g.,
hunting and fishing) are classified as unrelated to
ecotourism. However, this distinction has fueled
much debate. For example, it is not clear whether
catch-and-release fishing should be classified as
ecotourism. Snowmobiling is usually not classified
as ecotourism, because it involves motorized
vehicles, which disturb the environment.
Maclntosh et al. (1995) cited the following as
examples of ecotourism: adventure travel that uses
the body and environmental or ecological travel
that focuses on environmental awareness,
protection, and recovery, such as trail cleanup and
rain forest tours. The question of whether these
activities constitute ecotourism has been debated
because the criteria and characteristics of
ecotourism are variable. Classification of activities
depends largely on what definition is being used, it
relative breadth, and the relative weight or
emphasis of various criteria. For example, from a
conservation or protection perspective, the impact
criterion may be more important than the learning
component. Thus, even though an activity may be
appropriate and may have a high educational
component, if it is deemed to generate an
unacceptable level of environmental impact, it may
be disqualified as an ecotourism activity. This
example clearly illustrates the difficulties in
defining ecotourism and raises the question of what
defines acceptability. What may be an acceptable
impact within one definition or for one interest
group may be deemed unacceptable by another.
Defining ecotourism and associated activities thus
becomes highly subjective.
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Table 2. Characteristics of ecotourism (Ceballos-Lascurain 1989)

Requires a unique, accessible natural environment (protected or nonprotected)
Promotes positive environmental ethics and fosters "preferred” behavior in its participants

Does not degrade the resource and does not involve consumptive erosion of the natural environment (by this definition,
hunting and fishing would be classified as adventure tourism and not ecotourism); ensures long-term security of the
land base

Concentrates on intrinsic rather than extrinsic values; facilities and services may facilitate the tourist's encounter with
the intrinsic resource but never become attractions in their own right and do not detract from the resource

Is oriented around the environment in question and not around people

Benefits the wildlife and the environment

Provides first-hand encounter with natural environment and with any cultural elements found in the undeveloped areas
Actively involves local communities in tourism

Level of gratification is measured in terms of education and appreciation rather than thrill-seeking or physical
achievement

Involves considerable preparation and demands in-depth knowledge on the part of both leaders and participants
Requires training of tour operators, field guides, and other operators

Provides employment and entrepreneurial opportunities for local people

Table 3. Vacation and leisure activities and their relation to ecotourism

Related to ecotourism Not related to ecotourism Neutral
Wildlife viewing Fishing Touring
Canoeing Hunting Boating
Hiking Snowmobiling Camping
Cross-country skiing Ice fishing Horseback riding
Cultural activities (e.g., Aboriginal) Cycling
Study or research (e.g., whale watching) Vacation farm
Viewing northern lights Rafting
Covered wagon tours Dog sledding
Historic tours Swimming
Photography Fossil hunting
Botanical study Catch-and-release fishing
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In this section, we discuss another important,
yet contested, aspect of ecotourism, namely, the
market for this type of tourism and the profile of the
ecotourist. A market segment consists of consumers
who respond in a similar way to a given set of
marketing stimuli (Kotler et al. 1994). It has been
claimed that ecotourism can be considered a
segment of the nature-based tourism market,
offering high growth and being more
environmentally responsible than other forms of
nature-based tourism. The current consensus is that
ecotourism has become a market segment and a
product because of the demand for vacationing in
unspoiled areas and the increased desire to learn
more about different cultures and environments.
When ecotourism is considered as a market
segment and product, the goal is profit, in contrast
to the more traditional goal of protection.

The Ecotourism Market

Estimating the size of the ecotourism market is
not easy because of the lack of a precise definition of
this type of tourism. Furthermore, few countries
collect adequate statistics to determine the size of
the ecotourism industry, and there are no reliable
statistics for the magnitude or growth of the global
ecotourism industry. This lack of data can be
attributed both to the lack of a universally accepted
definition and to the frequent inclusion of
ecotourism under more comprehensive labels such
as "nature tourism" or "adventure tourism" (Weaver
et al. 1995). According to the Ecotourism Society
(1998), ecotourism should be considered a specialty
segment of the larger nature tourism market. As a
result, ecotourism statistics are often based on
nature tourism.

Ceballos-Lascurain (1983b) reported a WTO
estimate that nature tourism generates 7% of all
international travel expenditure. Applying this
proportion to the 1994 gross output sales of US$3.4
trillion reported by the WTO yields US$238 billion
in "nature tourism" (Lindberg 1994). The World
Resources Institute reported that nature travel was
increasing at an annual rate between 10% and 30%
(Reingold 1993), and the Ecotourism Society (1998)

ECOTOURISM AS A PRODUCT
AND MARKET SEGMENT

estimated that nature travel would increase
annually by 20% to 25% between 1990 and 1995. The
proportion of nature tourism revenues accounted
for by ecotourism depends largely on how strictly
the concept is defined. Filion (1994) and others have
attempted to estimate the size of the ecotourism
market by using general tourism statistics. For his
study, Filion defined ecotourism as "travel to enjoy
and appreciate nature." Filion then used data for
nature tourists and wildlife-related tourists to
estimate the size of the ecotourism market (Tables 4
and 5). The Ecotourism Society (1998) has argued
that such data represent nature tourism more than
ecotourism. However, these statistics provide a
rough indication of the size of this specialty market,
even though they may not be completely accurate.
According to Filion (1994), 40% to 60% of all
international tourists are nature tourists, and 20% to
40% are wildlife-related tourists. These figures are
based on an analysis of the motivations of inbound
tourists to different worldwide destinations.

Using a very conservative definition, the World
Heritage Travel Group estimated the value of
ecotourism for European and North American
travelers at US$3 billion for 1990. This is triple the
1985 value (Hilderman Witty Crosby Hanna and
Associates 1992). Ziffer (1989) supported a 20%
annual growth rate for the late 1980s, but estimated
that Americans were spending at least US$12 billion
per year on international travel for ecotourism. The
size of this estimate implies that a more liberal
definition of ecotourism was used.

HLA Consultants and ALA Consulting Group
(1995) studied tourism market demand in selected
Canadian and US markets. In that study, ecotourism
was defined as "vacations where the traveler would
experience nature, adventure or cultural
experiences in the countryside." The ecotourism
market in only seven major cities was estimated at
13.2 million travelers. The report suggested that
British Columbia and Alberta might have 1.6-3.2
million visitors from these markets. The report also
stated that if only 5% of the potential market were
to visit British Columbia and Alberta over the next
5 years, the additional revenue would be in the
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order of $176 million to $352 million for the two
destinations combined.

According to Weaver et al. (1995), anecdotal
statistics provide a more reliable, though less
comprehensive, indication of growth in the
ecotourism sector. The study by Hvengaard et al.
(1989) at Point Pelee National Park in Ontario is a
worthy example. The authors stated that bird-
watching (a nonconsumptive ecotourist activity)
involved between 20 and 30 million active
participants at that time, generating more than
US$20 billion in annual expenditures.

Market Profile of Ecotourists

Laarman (1987) distinguished between two
types of ecotourists: dedicated and casual. The
dedicated ecotourist is typically a scientist or
professional specialist primarily interested in
nature, and the casual ecotourist combines the
nature experience with other attractions not related
to the enjoyment and educational benefits of natural
areas. Other studies have distinguished ecotourists
from other types of tourists on the basis of

Table 4. Estimates of international tourist activity

demographic profile (sex, age, and income), as well
as spending and accommodation patterns (Tourism
Research Group 1988, Hvengaard et al. 1989;
Wiliacy and Eagles 1990; Fennell and Smale 1992;
Ballantine and Eagles 1994; Eagles and Cascagnette
1995; Saleh and Karwacki 1996). Table 6
surrunarizes the profile of ecotourists on the basis of
data collected in a survey of North American travel
consumers (HLA Consultants and ALA Consulting
Group 1994). This profile is supported by the
Hvengaard et al. (1989) study at Point Pelee
National Park in Ontario and Social Change Media
(1995).

Several studies have found that Canadian
ecotourists tend to have higher incomes than typical
Canadians. Average annual earnings for an
ecotourist were between $52 000 and $70 000
(Tourism Research Group 1988; Hvengaard et al.
1989; Wiliacy and Eagles 1990; Fennell and Smale
1992; Ballantine and Eagles 1994; Eagles and
Cascagnette 1995). In 1990 Canadians earned on
average $24 000 (Statistics Canada 1991). Bird-
watchers at Point Pelee National Park reported an
average gross household income of $57 000
(Hvengaard et al. 1989). In her study of 62

Year Total no. of arrivals No. of nature tourists? No. of wildlife-related touristsP
1988 393 million 157-236 million 79-157 million
1994 528 million 211-317 million 106-211 million

2 “Tourists visiting a destination to experience and enjoy nature” (Filion 1994).
b Tourists visiting a destination to observe wildlife (e.g., bird-watchers).

Table 5. Estimated economic impact of international tourists

International direct economic impact? (US$)

Year All tourists Nature tourists Wildlife-related tourists
1988 388 billion 155-223 billion 77-155 billion
1994 416 billion 166-250 billion 83-166 billion

2Money spent on travel by tourists traveling abroad.
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ecotourists in Ecuador, Wilson (1987) found that
27% had a family income of $37 500 to $75 000
(median $56 250). The overall income of individuals
in these two studies was similar and well above
average.

There is a general consensus that the ecotourist
is older than the typical traveler. Statistics Canada
(1994) reported that the typical Canadian traveler
was between 25 and 44 years old. Most studies have
placed the ecotourist between the ages of 35 and 55
years, with the majority between 45 and 55 years of
age (Tourism Research Group 1988; Hvengaard et
al. 1989; Boo 1990; Kenchington and Eagles 1990a;
Wiliacy and Eagles 1990; Fennell and Smale 1992;
Ballantine and Eagles 1994; Canadian Heritage et al.
1995; Eagles and Cascagnette 1995). However,
recent studies have shown that ecotourism is
starting to appeal to younger people, probably
because more affordable destinations are becoming
available (Crossley and Lee 1994). Senior citizens
are also becoming interested in this type of tourism
(Canadian Heritage et al. 1995).

Reports of the male-female ratio of ecotourists
are mixed. Some studies have found more male
than female ecotourists (Fennell and Smale 1992),
whereas others have reported females
outnumbering males (Wiliacy and Eagles 1990;
Ballantine and Eagles 1994; Eagles and Cascagnette
1995). Yet others, such as Boo (1990) and Canadian
Heritage et al. (1995), found an even ratio.

In general, ecotourists tend to be well educated.
Most studies have reported that at least 60% of
respondents had at least a bachelor's degree
(Tourism Research Group 1988; Hvengaard et al.
1989; Wiliacy and Eagles 1990; Fennell and Smale
1992; Ballantine and Eagles 1994; Eagles and

Table 6. Profile of the ecotourist

Cascagnette 1995). In contrast, in 1991 only 7.4% of
the Canadian population held a bachelor's degree,
and only 2.2% held a postgraduate degree (Statistics
Canada 1991). Wilson (1987) found that more than
40% of Ecuadorian tourists had university degrees,
and more than 10% had doctoral degrees.

According to Blamey (1995), "although
interpretation was identified as an important
element in a satisfying ecotour, [formal] education
was not itself seen as a major motivation in the
decision to take an ecotour." This finding can be
contrasted with that of Eagles (1994), who suggested
that "learning about nature is an important
ecotourism motive, but that minimizing negative
impacts may not be so." Ecotourists also have a
common preference for small groups and a desire to
experience something different (Social Change
Media 1995). The sustainability component of
ecotourism was not found to be a primary motivator
for ecotourists. However, that does not necessarily
mean that sustainability issues are not important to
them. More detailed research pertaining to the
motivations and purchasing patterns of ecotourists
can be found in Blamey (1995).

Blamey (1997) went further, suggesting that
there may be different segments within the loosely
defined ecotourism market and hence a need for
profiles of the different segments. Blamey and
Braithwaite (1997) used social values to segment
the potential ecotourism market. Results from
their study of the Australian market indicated
that most potential ecotourists do not have
particularly "green" values, and those with
"greener" values tend to be least in favor of park
entrance fees. This finding was partly attributed to
the tourists' sense of equality and shared
responsibility through income taxes.

High income level
Middle aged (3445 years old)

Evenly split between males and females, but historically mainly male

Well educated

Takes relatively long trips

Willing to spend more on local goods

Tolerant of primary facilities

Important elements: wilderness setting, wildlife viewing

Motivations for taking trips: to enjoy the scenery, nature, and new experiences
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Ecotourism means different things to different
people. It fits a range of definitions and agendas.
The variations have yielded widely differing results
in the experiences of consumers, in the effects of
operators' practices on host environments and
communities, and in the consequences for heritage
conservation (Scace. et al. 1992). This section
illustrates some of the ways in which ecotourism, as
a practice, is being applied internationally and, in
greater detail, in Canada.

International Ecotourism

Ecotourism can be applied to almost any
natural setting: coastal, marine, rain forests, and
farmland. It has been associated primarily with
developing countries. Notable examples include
Costa Rica, with its rain forests, Belize and Koh Phi
Phi National Park of Phuket, Thailand, with their
coral reefs, the Galapagos Islands with their unique
animals, and Kenya with its wildlife. Furthermore,
in the less developed countries, ecotourism has
usually been applied in protected areas such as
national parks. The literature focusing on less
developed countries as ecotourism destinations is
plentiful (Singh et al. 1989; Boo 1990; Goriup 1991;
Sherman and Dixon 1991; Weaver et al. 1995; Scace
1993; Fennell 1999; Cater 1994a).

Costa Rica is perhaps one of the best known
ecotourism destinations in the world, with about 10
ecotourism sites. Ecotourism development projects
are based on its rain forests, which are all in
protected national parks. All of the sites make use of
the country's unique fauna and flora. One of the
most successful privately operated nature sites is
the Monteverde Cloud Forest Reserve of Costa Rica
(Boo 1990; Steele 1995), which is owned by the
Tropical Science Centre. Ecotourism in Costa Rica is
a prime example illustrating the benefits of this type
of development. It provides local employment in
terms of guiding, food production, lodging, crafts
(as souvenirs), and transportation. It also
demonstrates how the private sector can work with
government: the state provides the resource base
through the parks and the private sector meets
visitors' needs. In 1986, Costa Rica attracted 261 552
foreign tourists, generating much-needed income
for the country. Donations to help protect the area
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have accounted for more than $500 000. Rain forests
are being protected while generating income. Few
tour operators are licensed, to minimize the effect
on social carrying capacity. Temporal restrictions
are also in place to minimize the impact on wildlife.
Informative and knowledgeable guides are
important.

Ecotourism is also being practiced by the
governments of Australia and New Zealand
(Richardson 1993; Hall 1994), and small-scale rural
tourism strategies are being implemented in the
United Kingdom and other parts of Europe (Lane
1988, 1991).

Ecotourism in Caﬁada

According to a 1991 survey, 19% of Canadians
took trips to engage in nonconsumptive wildlife-
related pursuits such as viewing and studying
wildlife and photography (Weaver et al. 1995).
According to Filion et al. (1993), participants, who
are better educated and wealthier than the typical
Canadian, had an annual total of 84.3 million
activity days, with expenditures of $2.4 billion a
year. Filion et al. (1993) also stated that bird-
watching and pleasure walking were expected to
experience rapid growth between 1986 and 2001, a
trend mirroring the situation in the United States.
Canada's undisturbed natural environments are
conducive to ecotourism. As a result, it has become
an important regional economic activity, although
at the national level, it is relatively small. In this
section we briefly review Canada's contribution to
the ecotourism phenomenon.

Bird-watchers in Point Pelee National Park
generate up to $6 million annually (Hvengaard et al.
1989). Whale watchers off Vancouver Island
generated expenditures estimated at $4.2 million in
1988 (Duffus and Dearden 1990). In 1986, revenues
in British Columbia for outdoor adventure tourism,
of which nature tourism is a significant part, were
about $133.7 million, and over a million visitor-days
of service were provided. According to Duffus and
Dearden (1990), about 22% of Canadians undertake
trips with wildlife viewing as the main goal.
Another 45.5% take part in nonhunting, wildlife-
oriented activities during trips taken for other
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reasons. The economic value of this activity is
significant, about $1.0 billion in expenditures from
recreational use in 1987. Another report estimated a
total of 10.7 million visitor-days per year (by both
residents and nonresidents) spent viewing wildlife
(Ethos Consulting 1988). Ecotourism in Churchill,
Manitoba, is based on polar bears whereas on the
Gulf of St. Lawrence it is based on seal pup
observation (McArthur 1992; Lenton 1993). It is
estimated that $1 million to $1.5 million was
generated by the approximately 700 tourists who
viewed pups in 1991-1992. After cutbacks and out-
migration in the 1960s, ecotourism has helped
revive the community. In fact, ecotourism in
Churchill occurs throughout the year, with visitors
arriving in three seasons: June to early July for bird-
watching, July to August for photo safaris, and
October to November for polar bear viewing
(Weaver et al. 1995). More recently, Churchill and
Yellowknife, Northwest Territories, have started to
attract tourists coming to view the northern lights
(aurora borealis).

Canadian examples of community-based
ecotourism initiatives include Haida Gwaii (Queen
Charlotte Islands) of British Columbia (Williams
1992), the Inuit community in Baker Lake, Nunavut
(Woodley 1993), and the nonprofit Redberry Lake
Pelican Project at Hafford, Saskatchewan (Hawkes
and Williams 1993). The latter was conceived in
1989. Since then, the project has gained an
international reputation as a successful ecotourism
prototype, which includes an interpretative center,
a network of hiking trails, research activity,
ecosystem restoration, and an innovative television
monitoring system appropriate for remote colonial
nesting sites (Hawkes and Williams 1993; Weaver et
al. 1995). Other significant ecotourism enterprises
include the guided "buffalo creeps" in Wood Buffalo
National Park and the Bathurst Inlet Lodge (in the
Northwest Territories), which since the early 1970s
has provided opportunities to experience Inuit
culture and Arctic natural history (Scace 1993).

12

Grasslands National Park in Saskatchewan is
also a well-known ecotourist destination in Canada
(Saleh and Karwacki 1996). This park contains the
most extensive prairie vegetation association in
western Canada. It acts as a sanctuary for numerous
vulnerable, threatened, and endangered species. It
also contains important archaeological resources
such as dinosaur fossils. The park's infrastructure
consists of only visitor facilities and an
interpretative center. Other examples of ecotourism
in Canada include the Quebec City to Edmundston
ecotour and the Rideau Canal in Ontario. In these
cases, travelers receive a description of the
geological composition of the ecoregion, along with
information about bird life (Fennell and Eagles
1997). Rural areas such as farmland are also being
used in ecotourism development (Kenchington and
Eagles 1990a).

The prairie provinces are gaining a reputation
for offering significant ecotourism opportunities.
For example, they offer excellent venues for
viewing migratory waterfowl. In Alberta,
ecotourism has been associated for many decades
with Banff and Jasper national parks and with the
mountain region in general. Recently, the private
sector has been taking advantage of ecotourism
opportunities, in the form of farm and ranch
ecotourism. This is an entirely new form of
ecotourism that has emerged in the past 5 years and
has quickly become significant, particularly in the
foothills region. Farms and ranches are diversifying
their operations to include ecotourism-related
activities such as wildlife viewing. The owners of
these operations are real farmers who supplement
their income with money from visitors who are
interested in experiencing life on a working farm or
ranch, observing wildlife, and hunting and fishing
on private lands (Bryan 1991).
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In this report, we have presented an overview
of ecotourism, its definitions, and the issues
surrounding the phenomenon. As worldwide
interest in conservation and the protection of
natural values has grown, so too has research into
ecotourism. A set of criteria for ecotourism
development has been outlined. We have also
presented the difficulties in precisely defining
ecotourism. Among experts and academics, much
of the debate about ecotourism occurs at the
conceptual and semanticlevel. We conclude that the
definition differs according to perspective. The
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CONCLUSION

appeal of ecotourism to planners and governments
has been outlined. We have also shown that
ecotourism is not restricted to less developed
countries. It is a thriving industry in Canada, with
much economic and conservation potential. This
potential is now being assessed for the Foothills
Model Forest, in west-central Alberta. In the next
stage of this research, we are examining the
differing perspectives of local stakeholders in the
Foothills Model Forest who are most affected by
ecotourism activity and comparing them with the
expert definitions discussed here.
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