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'Ecotourism' plays a significant role in the economic sustainability of the Belizean economy. It is
the understanding and perceptions of the tourist and tourism service providers towards
'Ecotourism' that will facilitate the continuation of the successful expansion of this market sector.
This paper shows that there is a distinct lack of understanding regarding the definition of the
term 'Ecotourism” and the variance in perceptions between service user and service provider.
This variance and differing understanding stems from a wide range of definitions around the
term 'Ecotourism' and the 'greening' of operations that would not readily fit into the ethos of
'Ecotourism' but use its messages to help promote commercial gains. This 'greenwashing'
clouds the perceptions of the service user and fosters mistrust in operations that claim to offer
'Ecotourism' experiences. The consumer requires clear boundaries in terms of definition in order
to make decisions as to which destination and experience to choose. This paper shows the wide
range of understanding of the terminology and shows that attitudes to the sector are acceptable
but in need of development and enhancement to fully capitalise on the potential of this market.
Messages by service providers need to encourage education and awareness of the facilities and
benefits of 'Ecotourism'. This awareness promotion should be matched with a system of
independent verification of published standards. Without clearly defining the ethos of
'Ecotourism' the consumer will find it harder to accept messages that are not measurable and
independently verifiable. The research here has identified areas of harmonisation between
service users and service providers, it has also established areas for further development in
order to sustain effective management of the sectors promotion and development.

About the AuthorEd Morris is a veteran reporter for two Connecticut newspapers and was a
correspondent for the United Press International's Berlin Bureau just before the construction of
the Berlin Wall by Communist East Germany. A graduate of Wesleyan University in Middletown,
Connecticut, he has also served as a tour guide for several Newport historical organizations for
many years. --This text refers to the paperback edition.
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sector are acceptable but in need of development and enhancement to fully capitalise on the
potential of this market. Messages by service providers need to encourage education and
awareness of the facilities and benefits of 'Ecotourism'. This awareness promotion should be
matched with a system of independent verification of published standards. Without clearly
defining the ethos of 'Ecotourism' the consumer will find it harder to accept messages that are
not measurable and independently verifiable. The research here has identified areas of
harmonisation between service users and service providers, it has also established areas for
further development in order to sustain effective management of the sectors promotion and
development.*****Chapter 1- Introduction1.1 BackgroundUnderstanding the influencers of
ecotourism management and the approaches to consumers will assist ecotourism service
providers in delivering longterm sustainable projects that contribute to the social and economic
development of their immediate community, along with contributing to national development.
Although there is no enduring definition identified to encapsulate the term ecotourism, there is a
general belief of ecotourism that is summed up by Middleton & Hawkins (1998) as ' including all
forms of tourism in which the enjoyment of nature and/or culture of the area is a primary reason



for the visit.' While this loose definition may serve to assist service providers in marketing their
destination or product as 'Eco,' there remains questions as to whether the social and ecological
impact needs to be accounted for. The definition proposed by some bodies such as the
Ecotourism Society cited by Middleton & Hawkins (1998) that state visitors 'must not alter the
integrity of the ecosystem, while producing economic opportunities that make conservation of
natural resources beneficial to local people' This lack of formal definition has led to various
organisations re-packaging their products to make them seem more 'Eco' friendly. This
phenomena was pointed out by Goodwin (1996) who goes on to use a World Trade
Organisation definition derived from Australia's National Ecotourism Strategy of the industry as
'Nature-based tourism that involves education and interpretation of the natural environment and
is managed to be ecologically sustainable'In 2010 Belize launched its own Sustainable Tourism
Programme, so it is imperative to examine whether or not service providers and the
management of the tourism industry in Belize understand the concept of Ecotourism correctly
and manage the resources available to them in a ‘Ecologically’ sustainable way whilst meeting
the needs and expectations of tourists. It has been noted on the website Sustainable Tourism
Belize (2010) that ' there has been limited infrastructural planning related to the industry,
tourism investment has been largely ad hoc and where policies and frameworks have been in
place to guide the industry they have remained little known and underutilized.'According to the
Belize Tourism Board Action Plan 2010-2012 tourism represents around 22% of GDP, with one
in seven people employed in the industry. The plan recognizes that Belize is no longer a leader
in the ecotourism sector. This loss of brand identification is a challenge to the whole of the Belize
tourism industry and as ecotourism plays such a strong part in the image and promotion of the
state as a destination then recognition is critical by all stakeholders. Brand awareness by tourists
is a vital part of the future market penetration. The plan states that ' the Belize national brand is
no longer competitive with the most recognized natural and cultural destinations in the world, or
even in Central America.' The sustainability and promotion of Belize as a key ecotourism and
nature tourism destination will require the utillisation of modern communication methods and
serious 'buy in' by all stakeholders as identified within the Priorities of the Plan ' as having a
strong sustainability presence in the department assures that the BTB remains focused on
destination management issues that affect the direction marketing initiatives need to take.' This
focus on developing, managing and promoting ecotourism is seen as a key element to the future
success of the nation's tourism industry. This dissertation measures the understanding and
perception of Ecotourism from the perspective of both service users and providers.Another
aspect of attracting tourists to 'Ecotourism' destinations has been the introduction of the
Ecolodge as a venue for a full 'Ecotourism' experience. Kwan et al (2008) defined Ecolodge by
citing (Hawkins et al., 1995) and (Pigram, 2003) as 'a nature-dependent tourist lodge that
attempts to meet the philosophy and principles of ecotourism including environmentally
responsible principles of design, construction and operations'The promotion of eco-friendly
quality accommodation in harmony with the general marketing of destinations within the country



will help establish Ecotourism as a viable alternative to mainstream tourism destinations. When
examining the facilities on offer from some of the leading Ecolodge resorts in Belize it appears
that in terms of natural, environmental and to a lesser extent the expectation of tourists in
relation to Ecotourism are being met. However, the concept of the Ecolodge within its own eco
reserve may deliver on some of the tourist expectations, it does raise issues around local social
and cultural integration. If 'Ecotourism' is to fully involve the surrounding communities and
people then the establishment of 'gated communities' and labeling them as 'Ecotourism'
establishments may prove counter productive to the concept of an integrated national plan. This
ecolodge approach runs the risk of isolating the tourist from the real world environment of Belize
by offering sanitized luxury separate from the communities that surround it.1.2 Aims and
ObjectivesThe successful development of a sustainable ecotourism industry the world over
should rely on all stakeholders cooperating and integrating marketing and management
activities to achieve maximum impact and establish a competitive advantage over other
destination choices. This is expected only when the managements deliver on the ‘promise of
eco-tourism’ not only as it is understood by the tourists but also as enshrined in the different
definitions of ‘Ecotourism’.
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is a vital part of the future market penetration. The plan states that ' the Belize national brand is



no longer competitive with the most recognized natural and cultural destinations in the world, or
even in Central America.' The sustainability and promotion of Belize as a key ecotourism and
nature tourism destination will require the utillisation of modern communication methods and
serious 'buy in' by all stakeholders as identified within the Priorities of the Plan ' as having a
strong sustainability presence in the department assures that the BTB remains focused on
destination management issues that affect the direction marketing initiatives need to take.' This
focus on developing, managing and promoting ecotourism is seen as a key element to the future
success of the nation's tourism industry. This dissertation measures the understanding and
perception of Ecotourism from the perspective of both service users and providers.Another
aspect of attracting tourists to 'Ecotourism' destinations has been the introduction of the
Ecolodge as a venue for a full 'Ecotourism' experience. Kwan et al (2008) defined Ecolodge by
citing (Hawkins et al., 1995) and (Pigram, 2003) as 'a nature-dependent tourist lodge that
attempts to meet the philosophy and principles of ecotourism including environmentally
responsible principles of design, construction and operations'The promotion of eco-friendly
quality accommodation in harmony with the general marketing of destinations within the country
will help establish Ecotourism as a viable alternative to mainstream tourism destinations. When
examining the facilities on offer from some of the leading Ecolodge resorts in Belize it appears
that in terms of natural, environmental and to a lesser extent the expectation of tourists in
relation to Ecotourism are being met. However, the concept of the Ecolodge within its own eco
reserve may deliver on some of the tourist expectations, it does raise issues around local social
and cultural integration. If 'Ecotourism' is to fully involve the surrounding communities and
people then the establishment of 'gated communities' and labeling them as 'Ecotourism'
establishments may prove counter productive to the concept of an integrated national plan. This
ecolodge approach runs the risk of isolating the tourist from the real world environment of Belize
by offering sanitized luxury separate from the communities that surround it.1.2 Aims and
ObjectivesThe successful development of a sustainable ecotourism industry the world over
should rely on all stakeholders cooperating and integrating marketing and management
activities to achieve maximum impact and establish a competitive advantage over other
destination choices. This is expected only when the managements deliver on the ‘promise of
eco-tourism’ not only as it is understood by the tourists but also as enshrined in the different
definitions of ‘Ecotourism’.Approaches to constructing management activities within the
ecotourism markets can be developed from two perspectives, firstly a top down approach, in this
case the Belize Governments Sustainable Tourism Plan and secondly from the bottom up
involving individual service providers and local communities. How these two approaches best
serve the industry has been examined in this dissertation with the objective of evaluating the
messages and understanding of ecotourism from the perspective of the major stakeholders. The
examination of how the business plans and activities of independent venues within the tourism
industry can be managed, to deliver a common benefit for a sustainable ‘Eco’ tourism
experience in Belize.Finding a position of common understanding would assist future managers



to develop multi organisational strategies that enhance and develop ecotourism in a diverse
range of projects and venues. The aim of this dissertation was to ascertain the level of
cooperation and understanding between individual and national ecotourism developers.It is with
this background that this dissertation places in context the views from all sides, Government,
Service Providers and Service Users within Belize and the methods engagedto maximise the
impact of management practices and messages in understanding, describing and fulfilling the
expectations of true 'Ecotourism' experience.1.3 Research QuestionsIn the context of what has
been stated above, the research addressed the following questions.1. Is the term ‘Ecotourism’
correctly understood by the service providers related to the tourism industry?2. Are those
service providers who are related to the ‘Ecotourism’ actually offering ‘Eco’ /sustainable
products?3. How can the plans, products and activities of tourism service providers, who are
related to a destination, be all aligned to be ‘Eco'/sustainable?4. Is the term ‘Ecotourism’
correctly understood by the tourists?5. What are the expectations of tourists from Ecotourism?6.
What is the attitude of tourists towards ‘Ecotourism’?Understanding the alignment of
stakeholders and measuring the level of perception around the promotion, management and
social / economic impacts of all sites in Belize gives a better understanding of the current
position and highlights areas for further research and development.*****Chapter 2 Review of
Literature2.1 IntroductionWith the increasing growth in independent travel, the internet and
themed holidaying, the development of 'Eco' tourism continues to grow. Self et al (2010)
identified this trend when they quoted recent research. 'A 2008 survey found that four in ten
British online adults say the Internet has changed their traveling behavior.' The growing rate of
information availability and the ability of consumers to make informed choices with regard to
their holiday destination and activities means that from a consumer perspective a clear level
playing field of definitions and practices would aid informed decisions. By using a definition of
Eco tourism in a loose way the general tourist industry is keen to exploit the positive image
associated with 'eco' activities and venues which can sometimes lead to conflicting interests
and messages. This is supported by Goodwln (1996) who argues that the mix of commercial
interests, area protection and imperatives of development can, and does, create conflict. Self et
al (2010) highlight the issue of 'greenwashing' (or the dressing up of venues or projects to
appear to be 'eco') as real risk to the ecotourism market. The whole concept of ecotourism
management and promotion is open to exploitation and as a result may not achieve the levels of
sustainability aimed for in the Belize Sustainable Tourism Programme. Goodwln (1996)
suggests that 'eco' managers should take control of tourism to benefit conservation and promote
local growth. If this is the case, then how does the current positioning and management of the
Belize ecotourism industry fit the concept of bottom up control and development?This literature
review examined the current available work on ecotourism in Belize and other developing
regions around the world in order to gain an overview of prevalent trends, views and approaches
towards ecotourism management and promotions along with perceived views and
understanding of the subject. The review focused on the key research questions and places the



findings within the key areas of the ecotourism perception examined in this dissertation.2.2
Understanding of EcotourismFennell (2001) cited by Krider et al (2010) in identifying '85
definitions of ecotourism, with five dominant themes: natural setting, conservation, culture,
benefits to locals, and education.'They also point out that ecotourists are attracted to
destinations because of the pre-existing positive attitude towards the concept. The wide ranging
definition of ecotourism means that organisations can develop strategies that allow for the
maximum use of the term in order to further their objectives. Wells and Lyon (2010) point this out
with regard to Belize when they identify that 'governmental and nongovernmental groups in
Belize have strategically deployed particular definitions of ecotourism to advance agendas in
three rural communities.'During their content analysis on ecotourism definitions Sirakaya et al
(1999) identified 13 underlying themes. The top five themes that appeared were Environmental-
friendly tourism, Responsible travel, Educational travel, Low-impact travel, Recreational and
romantic trips to natural sites. At the bottom of the scale were such themes as:Responsible
business approach to travel, Community involvement, Tourist involvement in preservation and
contribution to conservation. If ecotourism is to be used to promote local social and economic
development it appears a low level theme in the eyes of service providers and users. It may be
that because of the wide ranging definitions and a marketing trends towards promoting
consumers enjoyment and 'Eco' travel needs, the lower level themes are not emphasized or
promoted significantly, resulting in the maintenance of simplistic and undefined image of
ecotourism. Targeting new users will involve understanding the perceptions and expectations of
those users and managing products to meet those expectations. Research shows that the
marketing of ecotourism is focused on the 'nature' element of service providers and that once
the audience has been captured, service providers can then embark on educating participants
in the value of projects as identified by Juric et al (2002) 'that the majority of tourists will initially
follow their interest and eventually evolve an ecotourist worldview' This evolution of viewpoint
will allow for the increase in the understanding of the potential positive social and environmental
impact for the area. This need to educate, not only about the environment but also about the
deeper social, community and local economic development benefits is identified by Juric et al
(2002) when they conclude that education will play a great part in furthering ecotourism.To
ensure a clear process of management within the Ecotourism industry, the defining of
ecotourism in the eyes of the tourist will help service providers define and design the activities in
such a way that they meet the expectations created by the use of the term ‘Ecotourism’ in
promotional communication and that they use to achieve competitive advantage in this sector.
Vaughn (2000) states that “Nature tourism is different to some other types of ecotourism, in that
the emphasis is on people wishing to see wildlife or plants in their natural surroundings.” Placing
definitions of ecotourism and nature tourism will help target potential consumers expectations
and attitudes. Self et al (2000) highlights the issue by saying that even though these two terms
are used “interchangeably, differences exist between these two segments of the industry.”
Managing the activities of these two areas in relation to tourist development and promotion is a



critical process for successful growth and it has been noted by Lai & Shafer (2005) that
“ecotourism products contained not only the benefits frequently used to identify ecotourists but
also those used to attract most other vacationers.”
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