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Purpose and Goal 
 

Tourism is an important component of the Fillmore County economy and is driven by the 

region's natural assets. This project aims to assess the potential for a more sustainable type 

of ecotourism that can be replicated throughout the Driftless region of Southeastern 

Minnesota. 

 
Our joint MDP and MPP capstone team will collaborate with the Experiment in Rural 

Cooperation, Eagle Bluff, Good Earth Village, and other community stakeholders to 

develop a participatory and community-driven process to explore ecotourism models, 

assess community assets, and determine a strategic path toward a more sustainable 

ecotourism economy. 
 

Background  
 

The Root River valley is one of the most biologically diverse areas found in the continental 

United States. It is located in the Driftless Zone of southeastern Minnesota, an area that was 

bypassed by the continental glaciers. This has resulted in unique and rugged landscapes 

that are ideal for a number of outdoor activities such as fishing, biking, hiking, and a variety 

of watersports (e.g. kayaking, rafting, canoeing, etc.). Tourism has been established in the 

area that combines these outdoor activities with charming, historic Bed & Breakfasts.  There 

is, however, potential for tourism to grow using a model that incorporates natural resources 

and biodiversity. Ecotourism is defined by the World Conservation Union as 

“environmentally responsible travel to natural areas, in order to enjoy and appreciate 

nature (and accompanying cultural features, both past and present) that promote 

conservation, have a low impact and provide for beneficially active socio-economic 

involvement of local peoples.”  
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University of Minnesota Regional Sustainable Development Partnerships 

The Regional Sustainable Development Partnerships (RSDP) connect greater Minnesota 

communities to the University of Minnesota in order to help solve problems and take 

advantage of new opportunities. As a part of University of Minnesota Extension, RSDP brings 

together local talent and resources with University of Minnesota knowledge and seed 

funding to drive sustainability in four areas: agriculture and food systems, tourism and 

resilient communities, natural resources, and clean energy.  

 

Eagle Bluff 

Eagle Bluff is a private, non-profit 501(c)(3) residential environmental learning center 

located near Lanesboro, Minnesota. Eagle Bluff connects different people from greater 

Minnesota through experiential learning and outdoor experiences offering a variety of 

outdoor, hands-on and/or natural history-based programs.  

 

Good Earth Village 

Good Earth Village focuses on developing Christian leaders through summer camp, 

retreats, and hosting conferences in Southeastern Minnesota. Programming focuses on 

building leaders through caring for the  

 

Capstone Team 

Four students from the University of Minnesota Humphrey School of Public Affairs will be 

working on this project. This team brings with it a comprehensive and diverse skill sets and 

will be advised by David Wilsey, MDP coordinator.  

 

Work Plan 
 

Phase 1: Ecotourism Model Inquiry  

 

In order to accomplish this project’s overarching goal of determining a strategic path 

toward a more sustainable ecotourism economy in Southeast Minnesota it is first necessary 

to establish a consistent understanding of what ecotourism means to the stakeholders 

involved. Once a consistent definition of ecotourism in Fillmore County has been 

established, the team will be able to develop a more focused assessment of what has 

worked and not worked in other similar ecotourism ventures in similar communities.  

 

This will be done by researching and developing several models of ecotourism that Eagle 

Bluff and Fillmore County can utilize as potential models to use as a structural reference 

when developing an ecotourism plan. 

 

1. Facilitate a working definition of ecotourism among the Fillmore County 

community team.  

2. Identify models of ecotourism that could be appropriate for the context of 

Southeast Minnesota. 

3. Address certification or membership recommendations or requirements for 

providers and how they should be handled. 

4. Assess what types of market structures would need to be put into place for 

success (may outline a market assessment).   

5. Determine the best practices for utilizing ecotourism as a mechanism to 

strengthen rural communities. 

6. Identify common obstacles that are faced by ecotourism activities.  
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Phase 1 Deliverables 

 

A report of ecotourism models as well as and a brief assessment of what model Fillmore 

County is structurally close to.  

 

Phase 2: Project Assessment Meeting  

 

This project requires the utilization of a participatory and community-driven process through 

which the team will explore ecotourism models. In this sense, this community-based process 

is as important as the end result of the project as it will help assure that the project 

accurately represents the needs and priorities of community members as well as ensure 

community engagement and ownership of ecotourism activities within Fillmore County. 

Recognizing that community input is essential to the success of any project, it is important 

to actively seek out community feedback on the models of ecotourism that have been 

identified for Fillmore County. This feedback and community input will help the team 

develop a more focused and accurate assessment of the potential of ecotourism activities 

within Fillmore County.  

 

During this phase of the project the models of ecotourism and ideas for assessment of 

ecotourism potential will be shared with the community in order to gain feedback and 

insights, which will be used to alter the project and assessment tools to best fit local needs.  

 

1. Presentation of our ecotourism model inquiry.  

2. Discussion of what ecotourism model the area actively represents and what 

partners have in mind for how they wish ecotourism to expand in Fillmore 

County and the SE region. 

3. Discussion of potential target markets that Eagle Bluff sees as a positive 

ecotourism expansion for Fillmore County. This will include a discussion of the 

expansion of ecotourism activities and well as target audience. For instance, 

bikers, fisherman and people that would be willing to take advantage of the 

abundance of Bed and Breakfasts in Fillmore County.  

4. Create terms and deliverables for Phase Two.  

 

Deliverables from Phase 2 

 

A focused idea of the model of ecotourism which will be most appropriate for Fillmore 

county, a compilation of potential markets for ecotourism within the county, as well as and 

an amended proposal for moving forward with the project.  

 

Amendments and Modifications to Term of Reference  

 

This Terms of Reference may be amended or modified in writing after consultation and 

agreement by Community partner group and Capstone team.   

 

Phase 3: Finalize Assessment tool and Conduct Ecotourism Assessment 

 

With the inputs created in Phase 1 and 2 it will be possible to finalize an assessment tool, 

which can be as specific as possible to the ecotourism opportunities and markets available 

in Southeastern Minnesota. The finalized tool will be utilized to conduct an assessment of 

ecotourism potential in Fillmore County. The assessment tool and the ecotourism 
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assessment report for Fillmore County will be the final products for the project. These 

products will help the Fillmore County community team, as well as the Southeast Regional 

Sustainable Development Partnership, to determine a strategic path towards a more 

sustainable ecotourism economy in the county and region.  

 

Based upon the results of Phase 2 the following steps will be taken in order to develop the 

final project deliverables 

1. Environmental scan and analysis of the ecotourism opportunities in Fillmore 

County. The environmental scan could include current and potential 

opportunities, potential target markets and conditions for analysis.  

2. Identify potential regional partners 

3. Create a template that could be used across the Southeast region. 

 

 

Deliverables from Phase 3 

 

A complete final report that will include the deliverables outlined in Phase 2, an ecotourism 

assessment, and an environmental scan of Fillmore County.   

 

Dissemination of Findings 

 

Based on project goals and principles, the Southeast Regional Sustainable Development 

Partnership, the Fillmore County community team and the capstone team share ownership 

and access to research findings. We are proposing a model of dissemination that 

encourages the active involvement of all project actors while taking into account varying 

responsibilities and capacities. Research findings will be disseminated in various ways, 

which may include: community forums, conference presentations, workshops, newsletters, 

and educational materials. The capstone team, community partners at Eagle Bluff and 

Lanesboro, and other stakeholders are all encouraged to engage in the development of 

project deliverables and are encouraged to share information about potential 

dissemination activities. 
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Project Timeline 

 

Tasks Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May 

Initial meeting with Eagle Bluff and Fillmore County 
       

Scope of work 
       

Report on ecotourism models 
       

Facilitate meeting 
       

Develop assessment tool 
       

Conduct assessment 
       

Draft submission 
       

Final Report 
       

 

Roles and Responsibilities 
 

This project recognizes that roles and responsibilities differ among Project Team, Project 

Instructor, Community Organization, Staff and others.  To build a clear understanding of 

roles and responsibilities for shared ownership and agency over this project, roles and 

responsibilities are defined below: 

 

 Capstone Team: To prepare deliverables by pre-identified dates and maintain 

consistent communication with partner organizations about progress.  Please refer to 

Appendix A for team bios and contacts. 

 

 Capstone Advisor: To provide guidance to student team 

 

 Community Organization (SE Regional Sustainable Development Partnership): To 

provide any necessary resources, contacts and supports to allow students to 

complete project. To maintain consistent communication with student team and 

with capstone instructor. 

 

 Other relevant partners (Eagle Bluff, Good Earth Village, Fillmore Co, Minnesota 

Tourism Center, others): Provide any feedback and resources necessary for the 

completion of the project. 
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Project Deliverables 

 
Process January 1, 2015 

Report on Ecotourism Models February 5, 2015 

Facilitate Meeting February 19, 2015 

Develop Assessment Tool March 3, 2015 

Conduct Assessment April 1, 2015 

Summary Report and Recommendations April 30, 2015 

 
IN WITNESS WHEREOF, the parties hereto have caused this TOR to be effective as of the day, 

month and year first written above 

 

 

Regional Sustainable Development Partnership 

 

 

_____________________________________________       Date_________________________ 

Name:  

Title:  

 

Eagle Bluff Environmental Learning Center  

 

 

_____________________________________________       Date_________________________ 

Name: 

Title: 

 

 

ERC Capstone Team 

 

_____________________________________________       Date_________________________ 

Name: 

 

_____________________________________________       Date_________________________ 

Name: 

 

_____________________________________________       Date_________________________ 

Name: 

 

_____________________________________________       Date_________________________ 

Name: 
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Appendix I:  Capstone team bios and contact information 

 Megan Butler has worked extensively in the areas of ecological restoration and 

environmental education and initiatives in the United States and Central America.  In 

the summer of 2014, she was a part of a team of MDP students to assess payment for 

ecosystem services in Vietnam. She can be contacted at butle553@umn.edu. 

 

 

 Elizabeth Gering has experience working in local food systems, youth garden 

programs, environmental education and farm to school programs in Wisconsin and 

Nepal. She was a part of an MDP student team working in Ecuador on value chain 

analysis of non-timber forest products in the Amazon Rainforest.  She can be 

contacted at gerin004@umn.edu. 

 

 

 Chou Moua has experience working in local nonprofits focusing in youth 

development and refugee resettlement. Additionally, he has experience in local 

enterprise mapping and payment for ecosystem assessment in Vietnam. He is 

currently working with University of Minnesota Extension in a Hmong tourism project. 

He can be contacted at moua0131@umn.edu. 

 

 

 Kristina Werden has spent two years working in a remote part of Alaska developing 

an ecotourism plan focusing on sustainable sport fishing and hunting. She also has 

additional experience working with local non- profits in areas of community 

engagement and fundraising. She can be contacted at werde007@umn.edu. 

 

 

 David Wilsey, Faculty Adviser. Will be providing guidance and oversight to Capstone 

team.  He can be contacted at dwilsey@umn.edu and 612-625-7062.  

  

mailto:dwilsey@umn.edu
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Glossary  
 

Carrying Capacity - the maximum number of people that may visit a destination at the 

same time without causing the destruction of the physical, economic, and socio-cultural 

environment or an unacceptable decrease in the quality of visitor satisfaction (McCool, 

2001) 

 

Environmental Protection - Implementing management programs that outline policies and 

procedures that instruct people on the proper preservation and conservation of natural 

areas and if possible, working to reduce degradation in said areas.   

 

Global Sustainable Tourism Council: Serves as the international body for establishing and 

managing standards for sustainable tourism.  

 

Greenwashing - Disinformation disseminated by an organization so as to present an 

environmentally responsible public image. 

 —10th edition of the Concise Oxford English Dictionary 

 

Nature-Based Tourism - Implementing management programs that outline policies and 

procedures that instruct people on the proper preservation and conservation of natural 

areas and if possible, working to reduce degradation in said areas.  

 

Tourism - a social, cultural and economic phenomenon, which entails the movement of 

people to countries or places outside their usual environment for personal or 

business/professional purposes (WTTC). 

 

World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC) – a forum for business leaders in the Travel & 

Tourism industry. With Chief Executives of some one hundred of the world's leading Travel & 

Tourism companies as its Members, WTTC has a unique mandate and overview on all 

matters related to Travel & Tourism. WTTC works to raise awareness of Travel & Tourism as 

one of the world's largest industries, supporting 260 million jobs and generating 9 per cent of 

world GDP. 
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Abstract 
  

Ecotourism is unique, as it has developed out of the progression and transformation of 

tourism over the last 40 years. Ecotourism has developed from nature-based tourism, 

incorporates sustainability standards and has an added educational value in its own type 

of tourism. Ecotourism draws on many different elements of tourism and as a result often 

times people conflate the terms nature-based tourism, ethical tourism, environmentally 

friendly tourism, responsible tourism, and sustainable tourism with ecotourism. In an attempt 

to illustrate the distinct nature of ecotourism, this paper defines ecotourism by identifying 

major components of the tourism industry that, together, form ecotourism: tourism, nature-

based tourism, and sustainability principles.  
 

Introduction on Tourism 
 

Tourism has a two part definition, “the activity of traveling to a place for pleasure” and “the business 
of providing hotels, restaurants, entertainment, etc., for people who are traveling” (Merriam 
Webster). This definition encompasses both the supply and demand side of the tourism industry. The 
word ‘tourism’ originated in the nineteenth century during the Grand Tour era, when wealthy English 
scholars traveled around continental Europe to gain culture and education (Towner, 1985). It has 

roots in the Greek word for a tool that 
describes a circle, which is reflected in one 
of the most essential features of tourism, to 
return to the point of departure (Leiper, 
1979). There are numerous accounts of 
tourism throughout history dating back to 
ancient times, and today it has evolved into 
a $7 trillion industry that employs 266 
million people worldwide.  
 
The tourism industry continues to grow at a 
rate of 4 percent annually, and makes up for 
9.5 percent of the global GDP (WTTC). To 
account for this growth and increasing 
impact, the World Tourism Organization 
defines tourism as, “a social, cultural and 
economic phenomenon, which entails the 
movement of people to countries or places 
outside their usual environment for 
personal or business/professional 
purposes." Tourism's rapid growth, 
however, has not ignored the changing 
motives and interests of tourists.  
 

According to Wight (2002), with increased 
awareness of global environmental degradation, individuals tend to gain a deeper appreciation for 
nature and are increasingly likely to spend their leisure time visiting and recreating in natural areas. 
Additionally, Teigland explained, “the younger generations are replacing core values like security and 

 

Case Perspective: Tourism in Fillmore 

County 

 

Fillmore County, Minnesota currently offers 

a diverse set of tourism options that appeal 

to a wide variety of audiences. Go-

Minnesota.com describes the county as 

offering a healthy balance between 

outdoor adventures, exploring the beauty 

of the driftless area as well as 

cultural/historic tours through Amish 

communities and historic towns. Located 

close to several urban centers such as the 

Twin Cities and Rochester, Fillmore County 

is a popular weekend destination. Some 

activities that the county offers include: fly-

fishing, biking, canoeing, hiking, 

independent exploring, and 

historical/cultural tours (Go Minnesota, 

2015) 
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material prosperity for co-determination and environmental protection” (2000). The strengthening of 
environmental awareness has caused the emergence of a variety of different practices of tourism with 
exploration of the outdoors receiving the largest focus.  
 

Nature-Based Tourism 
 
Nature-based tourism is a subset of tourism that has experienced significant growth because of the 
increasing interest in the outdoors. Nature- based tourism and all its subset (e.g. geo-tourism, forest-
tourism, ecotourism, etc) rest on the fundamental premise that nature is the primary faculty to 
experience these forms of tourism. Regardless of the many types of nature-based tourism, the 
intersection of all of these types rests in a relatively simple definition:  
 

“[Nature-based tourism is] tourism in which the main motivation is the observation and 
appreciation of [relatively untouched] nature” (UNWTO) 

 

Characteristics 
Different activities and experiences can take place in nature. A model developed by Valentine & 
Cassles (1990),  argues that all nature-based tourism activities can be categorized into one of three 
categories: 
 

1.   Those activities that rely on nature; 
2.   Those actives that are enhanced by nature; or 
3.   Those actives for which the natural setting is incidental.  
                                                                               (Valentine, 1992) 

 
Examples of actives that rely on nature include bird watching, hunting, fishing, exploring wade pools, 
and directed nature tours. Experiences like camping and rock-climbing are experiences that are 
enhanced by nature. These experiences are distinct from the first type because a person does not need 
nature in order to complete the activity. For example, rock-climbing is an activity that can be 
conducted in a manmade facility and it is not necessary to be in nature to accomplish the task. If a 
person chooses to rock-climb outdoors, the environment enhances the experience but does not 
facilitate a necessity in order for rock climbing to happen. The third category can be described with an 
example such as swimming in a lake. The activity is swimming, it just happens to be nature-based if 
they are swimming in a lake. In this case the setting is incidental.  (Valentine & Cassles, 1990) 
 

 

Character Myths about Nature-Based Tourism 

 
Education: Often times there is a misconception that education in an inherent characteristic of 
nature-based tourism. Although there are several nature-based tourism sites that promote and pride 
themselves on their educational characteristics, this component is not necessary to fulfill the 
requirements of all nature-based tourist activities. For instance, if we examine the activity of wildlife 
and nature photography, this activity is dependent on nature in order to have the experience. It meets 
the basic definition of nature-based tourism, as it relies on a relatively untouched aspect of nature in 
order to have the experience. This activity does not require an educational component in order to be 
complete. The photographer need not learn anything about nature in order to fulfill the requirements 
of what it means to be a nature-tourist (Wilson & Laarman, 1988). 
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The Ethical Tourist: As the nature-based tourism industry expands it attracts many different types of 
people. As stated earlier peoples values are becoming more inclusive of environmental protection, 
however, this does not mean that the tourists that travel to natural areas are ethical travelers. It is a 
commonly made mistaken assumption that the nature tourist is different than a regular tourist.  It is 
believed that they are “ethical” or “responsible” travelers because they are more “wholesome” or 
“green,” but studies have shown that the nature tourist is not necessarily the ethical traveler 
(Valentine, 1992). 
 
Nature-based tourism faces the same types of problems that any other tourist community must face. 
Investment into security, waste management and redevelopment is extremely important in nature-
based tourism because tourists make an imprint and then leave; and the importance of understanding 
this imprint is much greater when concerning nature. Nature-based tourists are not inherently 
concerned with, or even aware of the 
footprint they leave and they damage that 
they may be taking part in. This is why 
environmental protection often becomes 
apart of the conversation when talking about 
nature- based tourism (Wilson & Laarman 
1987). 

 

Environmental Protection: Even though 
environmental protection often becomes a 
part of the nature-based tourism discussion it 
is a common misconception that that nature-
based tourism has intrinsic environmental 
protection standards, or that the tourism 
model is ecologically sound. Environmental 
protection is not a mandatory component of 
nature-based tourism and it is not required 
for this tourism model to function.  
 
For instance, reflect on the National and 
State Parks in the United States. In many 
cases there are several acres of untouched 
land that people have open access to. 
Although states are able to offer funding to 
maintain security, oversee cleanliness, and 
ensure that no major damage is being done 
to the parks, often time and budget constraints prevent large-scale tourist management projects from 
being implemented (Beamish, 2013).  
 
Land and tourist management programs are programs responsible for implementing environmental 
protection policy. (Pickering & Weaver, 2003) These measures help improve park life and ensure that 
the environmental footprint left by travelers is kept minimal in order to ensure the preservation of the 
park. Without these programs National and State parks begin to degrade; however, these parks do not 
lose their attraction to nature travelers and in many parks they do not lose their “relatively untouched 
nature” component as well. Many parks still meet requirements of the basic definition of nature-based 
tourism, without having any policies that address environmental protection. 
 

 

 

Case Perspective: Nature-Based Tourism 

Viroqua, Wisconsin 

Viroqua Wisconsin is an excellent example of a 

Midwestern town that has capitalized upon 

local natural beauty and has become known 

for nature-based tourism. Located within the 

stunning Kickapoo Valley, Viroqua has a prime 

location to offer many nature-based activities. 

The area offers several outdoor recreational 

activities including: canoeing and kayaking, 

fishing, bird watching, camping, horseback 

riding, golfing, hunting, hiking as well as winter 

activities such as snowmobiling and cross-

country skiing. In addition the area has local 

parks and nature centers and tourism operators 

offer scenic tours (Viroqua, 2015).   

 
For more information visit: : http://www.viroqua-

wisconsin.com/attractions/ 

http://www.viroqua-wisconsin.com/attractions/
http://www.viroqua-wisconsin.com/attractions/
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Impacts of Tourism 
 
The scale of tourism in an area increases, the likelihood of tourism causing more negative effects 
increases and there may be a point where tourism, especially tourism to natural areas, begins to 
degrade the resources that made the site attractive for tourism in the first place. In other words, 
tourism has a carrying capacity. A carrying capacity is the maximum number of people that may visit 
a destination at the same time without causing the destruction of the physical, economic, and socio-
cultural environment or an unacceptable decrease in the quality of visitor satisfaction (McCool, 
2001).  If well managed, tourism has the ability to raise environmental awareness, bridge cultural 
differences and contribute to world peace and understanding (Leiper, 1979). Unfortunately, if it is 
managed poorly, it can lead to the destruction of the environment, cultural loss, and unequal 
distribution of wealth. Table 1 further outlines the benefits and drawbacks of the tourism industry. 
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Table 1. Benefits and Drawbacks of Tourism (Koens, 2009, UNEP) 

 

In order for communities to embrace the benefits of tourism while minimizing the drawbacks, 
sustainability concepts can be applied. An effective tourism model must have a way to enforce 
measures of sustainability in order to ensure that the carrying capacity will not be exceeded.  A major 
goal of sustainability principles in tourism is to maximize the cultural, social and environmental 
benefits associated with the tourism industry while minimizing the negative effects. It is, however, 
very important to understanding the correct brand of tourism to avoid “greenwashing” or when a 
company or organization spends more time and money claiming to be “green” through advertising 
and marketing than actually implementing business practices that minimize environmental impact 
(Greenwashing Index). 
 

 Benefits Drawbacks 

Economic 

- Economic 

improvement 

- Increased 

infrastructure 

- Foreign exchange 

 

- Leakage of tourist 

expenditure 

- Exclave tourism 

- Cost of infrastructure and 

maintenance  

- Inflation 

- Economic dependence 

- Seasonal Employment  

Socio-Cultural 

 

- Peace building and 

cultural understanding 

- Knowledge sharing 

- Foster cultural pride 

- Reduce rural flight with 

creation of local 

employment 

- Encouragement of 

community 

organizations 

- Improved education 

- Empowerment of 

marginalized groups 

 

- Commoditization of local 

cultures 

- Creation of economic 

inequality 

- Growing crime rates, 

prostitution, drug abuse 

- Loss of community 

coherence 

Environmental 

 

- Contribute to 

environmental 

conservation 

- Tool to finance 

protection 

- Environmental 

education and 

awareness building 

 

- Natural resource 

destruction 

- Pollution 

- Biodiversity loss 

- Clearing of land 

- Erosion 

- Wildlife displacement 

- Increased human refuse 

and waste 

 

 

Case Perspective: Commoditization of Culture 

Case Perspective: Sapa, Vietnam 

Located in the mountainous North, Sapa is hailed as Vietnam’s top destination for eco- and cultural 

tourism.  Guests are led on hiking treks by local ethnic guides who are of the Black Hmong or Red Dzao 

ethnic groups. Tourism in Sapa has obvious benefits; it brings in money into the local economy and 

exposes Sapa culture to an international audience.  Drawbacks include increased trash in natural water 

systems, crowding of infrastructure, crime and a commoditization of local culture.  Although the guides 

are primarily Hmong and Dzao, most tourism agencies are ethnic Vietnamese owned and there is 

considerable economic leakage. In an effort to empower locals, a few tour agencies have sprung up 

with the goals of cutting out the middlemen as well as providing better compensation for these local 

guides.   

 
For more information: sapaochau.org, ethosspirit.com, sapasisters.com 
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Evolution of Sustainability Principles in Tourism 
 
The concept of integrating tourism with conservation was first coined by Budowski in 1976 in an 
article entitled 'Tourism and conservation: conflict, coexistence or symbiosis'. During the 1980s, there 
was a series of global conferences related to environmental and social impacts of development 
including: The World Commission on Environment and Development, the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change of 1989, the Kari-oca Declaration, and the Earth Summit. One of the influential 
results of these conferences came out of the World Commission on Environment and Development. 
The Brundtland Report, produced as a result, was the first to describe the concept of sustainable 
tourism and brought the concept of sustainable development into international spotlight. 
 
As a result is the recognition that sustainable tourism is a key component to sustainable development 
and that understanding the fastest growing characteristics of tourism is essential to improving 
sustainability efforts (Taillon, 2010). Considering the concept’s origins, it is unsurprising that the 
characteristics of sustainable tourism (discussed below) have been heavily influenced by the United 
Nations Millennium Development Goals such as: poverty alleviation, gender equity, and 
environmental Sustainability (GSTC, 2013). Sustainable tourism has been defined as any form of 
tourism (traditional, nature-based etc) that,  
 

“takes full account of its current and future economic, social and environmental impacts 
addressing the needs of visitors, the industry the environment, and host communities” 
(UNWTO, 2012). 

 

Characteristics of Sustainable Tourism: 

According to Bramwell and Lane (1993), the key principles embodied in sustainable tourism include: 
 

1. A holistic and long term planning strategy for tourism; 
2. A recognition of the important role the local environment plays on tourism experience and 

how this role is dependent upon the conservation of local natural resources; 
3. A recognition of the need to protect local culture; and 
4. the use of practices that are conducive to sustaining environmental, social, and cultural 

characteristics of the location for future generations.   
 
These sustainability ideals establish guidelines that seek to reduce environmental impacts, reduce the 
use of non-renewable resources, and to improve tourism’s contribution to sustainable development 
and environmental conservation. The idea is to provide economic and social benefits at the local level 
while strengthening environmental and cultural protection (STG, 2015).  
 
The Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTS) developed sustainable tourism destination 
assessment criteria that are understood as “minimum undertakings that any tourism management 
organization should aspire to when considering sustainability in their practices” (GSTS, 2013). 
According to the Global Sustainable Tourism Counsel, in order to be considered sustainable tourism, 
destinations must adopt holistic, interdisciplinary, integrative approaches towards: 
 

1. Demonstrating the sustainable management of the tourism destination (typically through a 
strategic plan as well as an established monitoring system); 

2. Maximizing the social and economic benefits to the local community while minimizing any 
negative social and economic impacts. This can be done by ensuring viable, long-term 
economic operations, providing socio-economic benefits to all stakeholders that are fairly 
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distributed, including stable employment and income-earning opportunities and social 
services to host communities, and contributing to poverty alleviation.  

3. Minimizing the negative impacts to communities and visitors with relationship to their social 
and cultural heritage.  This is done by respecting the socio-cultural authenticity of host 
communities, conserving their built and living cultural heritage and traditional values, and 
contributing to intercultural understanding and tolerance; 

4. Maximizing environmental benefits of tourism while minimizing negative impacts of tourism. 
This can be done by making optimal use of environmental resources that constitute a key 
element in tourism development, maintaining essential ecological processes and helping to 

conserve biodiversity. 
 
The four criteria outlined by the Global 
and Sustainable Tourism Council 
illustrate that sustainability is not a goal 
for a single tourism operator or national 
park but rather requires the informed 
participation of all relevant stakeholders, 
as well as strong political support and 
leadership to ensure wide participation 
and consensus building. In fact, 
sustainability principles often span entire 
communities, regions and countries. 
Therefore, it is crucial that sustainability 
happens at a communal level rather than 
rely solely on the actions of 
environmentally or socially minded 
organizations. 
 
Any form of tourism can adopt 
sustainability principles and work to 
reduce the negative environmental, 
economic, social and cultural effects of 
tourism (Taillon, 2010; STG 2015). 
Consequently, sustainable tourism can 
refer to visitation to natural areas, but 
also urban and populated environments 
including beaches, nightlife, local culture, 
dining, museums, etc. To apply 
sustainability principles, a suitable 
balance must be established between 
environmental, economic and socio-
cultural dimensions to guarantee long-
term viability (UNWTO, 2012).  
 

 

Case Perspective: Sustainable Tourism 

Jackson Hole and Teton/Yellowstone Parks in 

Wyoming provide a local example of 

sustainable tourism in action.  In the area, 

stakeholders throughout the region including 

local government, businesses and nonprofits 

have recognized the value of sustainable 

tourism and have come together with a 

common goal.  Stakeholders from the public, 

private, and nonprofit sectors all have shown 

their commitment to conservation, recycling, 

promoting energy efficiency by building with 

LEED certification standards and took 

advantage of opportunities to use renewable 

energy (GSTC, 2013). 
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Due to the conflation of tourism terms, communities who label themselves as ecotourism destinations 
without adhering to characteristics and standards often fall victim to greenwashing.  The negative 
effects from greenwashing may not be initially recognized; however, with substantial investment on 
branding the risk of greenwashing may label an organization negatively with cascading negative 
impacts on both the industry and tourism institution.   
 
Achieving sustainable tourism is a continuous process and it requires constant monitoring of impacts 
and the ability to implement the necessary preventive and/or corrective measures whenever 
necessary. Sustainable tourism or nature based tourism should also maintain a high level of tourist 
satisfaction and ensure a meaningful experience 
to the tourists, raising their awareness about 
sustainability issues and promoting tourism 
practices amongst them. (UNWTO, 2012). 
 
 

Ecotourism 
 
In recent years, ecotourism has received much 
attention and experienced rapid growth in the 
wake of global concern for sustainability 
(Weaver, 2001).  The concept of ecotourism has 
been used for more than two decades; concurrent 
to this, varying frameworks and nomenclature 
have been utilized appearing in literature as 
natural tourism or ecological tourism while some 
theorists argue that ecotourism is a subset of 
adventure tourism, alternative tourism, etc… (Ly & 
Bauer, 2014; Diamantis & Ladkin, 1999).  There is 
difficulty in pinpointing a commonly-accepted 
definition and practice of ecotourism due to is its 
similarities with other types of tourism; scholars 
note that it is near impossible to identify and 
disentangle linkages between these forms of 
tourism (Diamantis & Ladkin, 1999). This subset 
of tourism is still a topic of considerable debate 
over what it means and what it should mean 
(Orams, 1995; Ly & Bauer, 2014). Additionally, 
given its global use and applicability, national 
and transnational definitions have been 
developed for ecotourism outlined later in this 
study. 
 

Origins and Evolution of Ecotourism 
 
The term 'ecotourism' can be traced as far back as the late 1980s. Similar to the evolution of 
sustainability principles in tourism, Orams states that the invention of ecotourism was a result of two 
major factors; (1) the increased recognition of and (2) reaction to the negative impacts of mass 
tourism.  (Orams, 1995).  A leading interpretation of ecotourism was first conceptualized by the 
International Ecotourism Society in 1990.  They defined ecotourism as ‘responsible travel to natural 
areas that conserves the environment and improves the well-being of local people’ (TIES, 2013).  In 
Australia, the definition adopted by the Ecotourism Australia Association is ‘ecologically sustainable 

 

Case Perspective: Greenwashing 

Travel giant Orbitz launched the website Orbitz 

Eco-tourism last year, but its process for vetting 

hotels is not very rigorous. Hotels can nominate 

themselves for addition to the list—and all they 

need to do to be included is meet one of four 

environmental criteria. Therefore, a hotel that 

draws all its electricity from solar panels would 

be listed equally with a hotel that merely uses 

organic soap or linens.  

But skeptics are wary of sites like Orbitz Eco-

tourism because many other sites have more 

comprehensive qualification processes.  

 

                        

 

 

                         

 
To read more visit: 

http://www.usnews.com/science/articles/2008/05/23/dec

eptive-greenwashing-aims-to-trick-ecotourists 

http://eco.orbitz.com/
http://eco.orbitz.com/
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tourism with a primary focus on experiencing natural areas that fosters environmental and cultural 
understanding, appreciation and conservation’ (Ecotourism Australia, 2013).  Scholars note that 
despite considerable attention, the internationally agreed upon definition of ecotourism still does not 
exist. (Ly & Bauer, 2014; Deng, et al., 2002; Weaver, 2005). 
 

Given the economic value of ecotourism, the organization, regulation, and certification of ecotourism 
has gained increasing global attention.  As natural resources become recognized as assets to 
communities and nations, governments and interest groups are becoming increasingly interested in 
the organization and regulation of their own ecotourism industries.  The Tourism Authority of 
Thailand, for example, has developed a framework of promoting ecotourism as a tool to conserve 
biodiversity and for rural development (Hvenegaard & Dearden, 1998).  Large international interest 
groups such as the Rainforest Alliance, International Ecotourism Society, and the Nature Conservancy 
have issued their own working definition and incorporated ecotourism into their programs. According 
to the International Ecotourism Society (TIES, 2013), “Ecotourism has become a powerful market 
force, ranging from 5% to 10% of the global travel market place”. Ecotourism is one of the fastest-
growing sectors in the tourism industry, with an annual growth rate of 5% worldwide, representing 
6% of the world gross domestic product and 11% of all consumer spending (Honey & Krantz, 2007). 
 

Characteristics of Ecotourism 

 
As a subset of sustainable tourism and often used interchangeably with nature-based tourism, 
ecotourism, conceptually is aimed to generate both economic returns and employment for recipient 
country [and communities] while ensuring the protection of local environments and cultures (Ly & 
Bauer, 2014).  
 
Despite the lack of an internationally agreed upon definition of ecotourism, scholars have arrived at a 
near-consensus of three criteria that satisfies what ecotourism is.  These are:  
 

1. that attractions should be primarily nature-based;  
2. tourist interaction with these attractions should focus on learning and education; and 
3. the experience and product management should follow principles and practices associated 

with environmental, sociocultural, and economic sustainability ideas (Ly & Bauer, 2014).  
 

Each of these criterion leaves sufficient space for interpretation and for appropriate application by the 
industry (Weaver & Lawton, 2007).  This use of these three broad standards can be seen in variation 
among interest groups.  The principles of ecotourism according to TIES all fall within these standards. 
The TIES (2013) principles of ecotourism are:   
 

 minimizing impact, 
 building environmental and cultural awareness and respect,   
 providing positive experiences for both visitors and hosts,   
 providing direct financial benefits for conservation, 
 providing financial benefits and empowerment for local people, and 
 raising sensitivity to host countries' political, environmental, and social climate 

 

Character Myths of Ecotourism 
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Ecotourism as the only means to conservation of nature 
 

A common misconception in ecotourism is the assumption that it is the main or only driver in the 
conservation of nature.  The very act of bringing humans into a natural setting may cause 
disturbances (Eraqi, 2007). Because any level of use leads to some negative effects, this paradoxical 
situation should be considered and 
weighed by stakeholders. Moreover, 
scholars have noted that it is 
necessary to approach each scenario 
according to its characteristics and 
the social and cultural conditions 
and the importance of 
environmental education to foster 
positive nature conservation and 
sustainable regional development 
(Eraqi, 2007; Machnik, A. 
2006).  Effective management is key 
to sustainability of the program, and 
the success of ecotourism resources 
pivots on the extent of how resource 
management manage the 
undesirable environmental effects of 
tourism and activities (Eraqi, 2007). 
 

Sustainable Tourism and 

Ecotourism are not synonyms 
 
Ecotourism and sustainable tourism 
are often referenced as synonyms. 
While the two concepts share 
common roots based upon the desire 
to maximize positive effects of 
tourism and minimize negative 
impacts, the ideas of sustainable 
tourism and ecotourism are split 
into two separate understandings 
and practices. The main difference 
between ecotourism and sustainable 
tourism is that ecotourism is specific 
to the visitation to natural areas 
whereas sustainable tourism does 
not necessarily solely indicate 
visitation to natural areas but rather 
can encompass any form of tourism that seeks to reduce environmental degradation and otherwise 
inhibit its negative social and environmental impact (Taillon, 2010). In this sense, Ecotourism is more 
focused upon ecological conservation and educating travelers on local environments and natural 
surroundings, whereas sustainable tourism focuses on travel that has minimal negative impact on the 
environment and local communities (STG, 2015). 
 

 

 

Case Perspective: Ecotourism 

Hamanasi Eco-resort located in Belize is seen as an 

example of best practice in ecotourism by following 

guidelines and practices of sustainability.  Besides 

following green practices of reduce, reuse, and 

recycling, a top priority for this establishment is to 

encourage employees and guests to learn about the 

environment as well as incorporate local values. 

Hamanasi resort is also certified by internationally 

recognized organizations for their eco-certification 

programs. 

 

            

 

               

 
For a detailed case study on Hamanasi Eco-resort, please use following 

resource:  

http://scholars.unh.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1042&context=ho

nors 
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Concluding Remarks 

 

This paper outlined the definition, interrelatedness, and conceptual differences in tourism concepts 
with aims to disentangle conflation of tourism practices and understandings.  Arguably, it is 
important to understand the evolution of ecotourism when applied as a primary rationale for 
destination traveling and recreational opportunities. Concurrent to this, when ecotourism is used 
correctly, it can have a beneficial impact on local economies as well as provide a means to preserve 
nature- and community-based assets. Developing an understanding on what is ecotourism beyond the 
label is important to avoid potentially disingenuous labeling such as greenwashing. Thus, to create a 
community wide brand and marketing plan that is grounded in ecotourism, there needs to be a 
comprehensive discussion about the strict standards that adhere to it.  
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Introduction 

Tourism in Fillmore County is driven by the region's unique natural assets and friendly, small town 
atmosphere. However, as the tourism industry grows in the area the need to protect these social and 
natural assets also increases. Ecotourism is a form of tourism that has been lauded for its ability to 
preserve natural resources and promote sustainable livelihoods while also providing valuable 
environmental education to visitors and promoting natural area conservation. Since January the 
capstone team from the Humphrey School of Public Affairs has been working with the U of MN 
Southeast Regional Sustainable Development (SE RSDP) Partnership program, Eagle Bluff 
Environmental Learning Center (ELC), Good Earth Village, and other community stakeholders as 
part of a process to develop a regional ecotourism model. The project consists of three distinct phases 
involving the development of a framework for understanding ecotourism within the broader context 
of the tourism industry, the assessment of the current ecotourism situation within Fillmore County, 
and the development of a tool which will aid local operators interested in ecotourism to assess, align 
and coordinate their efforts within the region. 
 

Methodology 

 

Phase I: Ecotourism Framework 

The first phase of the progress involved an in-depth literature review of the evolution of ecotourism 
within the broader tourism industry. The literature review resulted in the development of a 
framework which was utilized to illustrate the distinct characteristics of ecotourism in relation to 
other common forms of tourism. The forms of tourism that were identified and utilized within the 
framework are: tourism, nature based tourism, sustainable tourism, sustainable nature based 
tourism, and finally ecotourism 
 
As Figure 2 below illustrates, within this framework the identified forms of tourism are understood as 
follows: 

• Tourism: produces economic gain and is a social, cultural and economic phenomenon which 
entails the movement of people to countries or places outside their usual environment for 
personal or business/professional purposes (WTTO, 2015). 

• Nature Based Tourism: tourism in which the main motivation is the observation and 
appreciation of nature (UNWTO) and includes activities that rely on natural areas, activities 
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that are enhanced by natural areas and activities for which the natural setting is completely 
incidental (Valentine, 1992) 

• Sustainable Tourism: is tourism which attempts to minimize its negative socio-cultural and 
environmental impacts by developing a holistic sustainability strategy and utilizing practices 
that are conducive to sustaining the environmental, social and cultural characteristics of the 
region (GSTS, 2013). 

• Sustainable Nature Based Tourism: Is tourism in nature which attempts to minimize its 
negative socio-cultural and environmental impacts by developing a holistic sustainability 
strategy and utilizing practices that are conducive to sustaining the environmental, social and 
cultural characteristics of the region (GSTS, 2013). 

• Ecotourism: is nature-based tourism that utilizes practices that are conducive to sustaining 
the environmental, social and cultural characteristics of the region and also has a focus upon 
education and conservation (Ly & Bauer, 2014). 

Figure 2: Five Tourism Types & their Components 

 
Phase 2: Community Meeting 

On Thursday, February 19th the capstone team conducted two tourism assessment activities with a 
group of approximately 30 stakeholders involved in tourism in Fillmore County to assess the 
community assets and tourism products. There were two goals of the assessment activities. The first 
goal was to facilitate a better understanding of the tourism products that Fillmore Country has to 
offer. This was completed through a discussion of how current tourism activities in the county fit 
into the framework developed in phase I of the project which segmented the tourism in the area 
into five different categories: tourism, sustainable tourism, nature based tourism, sustainable nature 
based tourism and ecotourism. The second goal was to strategically assess the county's strengths 
and weaknesses as an ecotourism destination. The results of these activities were then utilized to 
produce a recommendation for the final stage of the product: to build a tool which businesses and 
organizations looking to move toward ecotourism can utilize to help them transition their tourism 
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product toward ecotourism. 
 
During the community meeting the capstone team provided 
a presentation on five the distinct types of tourism that are 
happening in the region: tourism, sustainable tourism, 
nature based tourism, sustainable nature based tourism and 
ecotourism. Participants were then split into smaller groups 
where they participated in a "Tourism-Type" assessment 
activity as well as a SWOT analysis. During the tourism-type 
activity participants were asked to list tourism activities 
currently occurring in the county and then to categorize 
these activities or products as being tourism, nature based 
tourism, sustainable tourism, sustainable nature based 
tourism, and ecotourism. Once everyone was able to 
categorize their tourism activities and products a facilitated 
discussion took place that helped the participants figure out 
how they could move their products toward ecotourism. 
After the participants listed the tourism assets of in the 
region through the Tourism Type activity, the groups then 
completed a SWOT analysis where they listed and discussed 
the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Challenges 
toward ecotourism in the region. For more details on these activities, a full write-up can be found in 
the appendix of this document.  
 

Results 
 

The Tourism Type Activity Results 

 
The tourism type activity revealed that the majority of the current tourism products in Fillmore 
County were listed by participants as being nature based tourism or tourism. The ecotourism 
activities that were identified were all provided by the same two operators. However, each group was 
able to identify many opportunities for converting current tourism activities into ecotourism activities 
by implementing sustainability principles (cultural, social and environmental sustainability) and/or 
educational opportunities. The tourism type activity results can be seen in the chart below. 
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Figure 4: Tourism-Type Activity Results 
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SWOT Analysis Results 

Figure 5: SWOT Results 

 
 

Strengths 

The natural scenic beauty of the area was the most common strength that participants cited. The 
driftless area's unique and beautiful geology provides a dramatic backdrop for the state parks/forests 
and rivers running through the county and aids in a wonderful opportunity to capitalize on nature-
based tourism. These unique natural features complement the region's friendly small town 
atmosphere and contribute to Fillmore County's tourism draw. 

Proximity to several large population centers and accessibility to transportation options was also seen 
as a major strength for tourism in the county. Another major strength of the county, which was also 
reflected in the tourism activity, is the fact that the area already has a diverse set of existing tourism 
opportunities and infrastructure which provides tourism opportunities for a wide variety of 
audiences, interests and ages. In addition, participants mentioned festivals, local foods, and local 
historical societies as existing resources that help support tourism in the county. The positive attitude 
and innovative leadership was listed as another important community asset. These leaders of tourism 
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in the region were recognized for being essential members for engagement in community decisions 
and advancement of regional cooperation. The analysis highlighted the energy of community 
members, the creativity of local leaders, experts and artists currently involved with tourism. 

Opportunities 

An opportunity that was consistently referenced was attracting new residents to invest in the 
community including educated young people and more diverse populations. In addition to attracting 
new residents, attracting new investments in the region and encouraging small business creation was 
seen as an opportunity. Legacy funds were also referenced as an opportunity for investments in the 
preservation of community historical resources which could be a tourism draw. In addition, the 
projected Destination Medical Center development was seen as an opportunity. Another opportunity 
cited by participants was the ability to utilize and build upon existing tourism infrastructure and 
activities in the county. Several participants recognized the opportunity to turn existing tourism 
activities into ecotourism by adding educational and sustainability components. Specifically, some 
ideas for expanding upon existing tourism infrastructure and activities included: connecting local 
bike trails to regional bike trails, utilizing websites and social media to promote existing activities, 
harnessing opportunities for deer hunting, improving transportation, and embracing winter tourism 
opportunities. Finally, taking advantage of opportunities for regional collaboration was cited as an 
opportunity by many participants. 

Weaknesses 

The most commonly referenced weaknesses involved barriers to achieving the environmental, social 
and economic sustainability principles that are required in order to practice ecotourism. Lack of 
public sustainability education, pollution, and inadequate conservation practices were identified as 
barriers to environmental sustainability. Lack of funding and support for public investments as well 
as seasonal fluctuations in tourism were cited as economic weaknesses. The most common 
weaknesses mentioned involved barriers to the sociocultural sustainability of tourism. These 
weaknesses included: lack of stable economic opportunities and employment options for local 
families resulting in difficulty retaining community members, anti-tourism sentiment found in part 
of the county, lack of economic and demographic diversity within the community, and lack of 
collaboration for events and resources. 

The second most predominate weakness that was outlined in the SWOT analysis was that 
participants saw lack of marketing and online presence as being a major contributor to Fillmore 
County's lack of recognition as a tourism/ecotourism destination. This was mentioned several times 
throughout the evening and cited heavily within the SWOT analysis. The analysis pointed out that 
Fillmore County has a lot of competition from other tourism destinations within the state and that 
locations "up north" within the state were more often recognized for their tourism potential. Some 
participants also cited the location as a small rural town with lack of recognizable and trusted brand 
names as a barrier to attracting new tourists. Community members attributed much of this missing 
recognition to the lack of a marketing campaign. 

Challenges/Threats 

Many of the challenges cited by participants were related to the county's ability to sustainably 
accommodate a higher number of tourists. Concerns about infrastructure capacity involved concerns 
with accommodations, waste management, as well as qualified staffing. Additional concerns related to 
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the growth in tourism were related to: landscape development, population growth, environmental 
depletion, and economic leakage. In addition, inertia and resistance to change as well as difficulties 
reaching the broader population within the community and lack of collaboration due to autonomy of, 
and competition between, individual entrepreneurs, were all cited as potential threats. Finally, other 
threats mentioned by the participants were nature deficit disorder and environmental hazards that 
could affect the natural beauty that draws tourism to the area such as: frack sand mining, 
monoculture farming, river pollution and dam funding. 
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Discussion of Results 

The results of both activities reveal several strategic issues related to ecotourism that should be 
addressed. These issues include: very few ecotourism operators in the region, aligning product with 
marketing, and long-term collaborative planning for environmental, social and economic 
sustainability. The following section provides a discussion of each of these issues and describes why 
they must be addressed. 

I. Few Ecotourism Operators in the Region  

 

What is the Issue? 

 

Fillmore County's ecotourism opportunities are dependent on only one or two operators. 
From the SWOT analysis and tourism type activity it is apparent that the region is not fully 
represented when we discuss Fillmore County as an ecotourism destination. In fact the region is far 
more diverse in terms of tourism opportunities. During the tourism-type activity almost no 
ecotourism opportunities were listed and the few that were listed fell under only two operators. 
Although there are many different types of tourism occurring in the county, most of the tourism 
opportunities listed during the activity were nature-based tourism. However, many tourism operators 
could easily take steps towards sustainability or are currently in the process of embracing 
sustainability and ecotourism standards. 

Why is this an Issue? 

The region lacks a holistic vision of how the product of ecotourism fits into the county's 

current tourism offerings. A holistic vision for ecotourism in the county will allow tourism operators 
to assess the tourism product that they are currently providing and identify how this product relates 
to ecotourism. Clarifying the types of tourism that currently exist in the county will allow interested 
tourism operators and businesses to better identify what more needs to be done to focus their efforts 
on moving their businesses towards ecotourism. This will provide clearer opportunities for long term 
strategic planning and collaboration between interested parties. By reassessing and categorizing their 
tourism product in terms of the framework that was outlined during the capstone team's 
presentation, tourism operators will be able to align their product with the most effective marketing 
message, to strategically plan the future of their operation, and to better coordinate with other 
tourism operators pursuing similar goals. 

What will occur if this strategic issue is not addressed? 

Tourism products that are not clearly assessed within the framework provided will likely have 
difficulties with strategic planning and in identifying opportunities to collaborate with other tourism 
operators and local businesses. In addition, by not addressing this issue tourism operators risk falling 
victim to unclear or inaccurate marketing that may even cause them to lose potential clients if 
marketing does not align with the products it is set to advertise. Ultimately, ignoring this issue will 
threaten the long-term sustainability and success of ecotourism within the county. 
 

II. Marketing  

 

What is the Issue? 

 
The region's tourism products must be aligned with its marketing message. The second most 
predominate weakness that was outlined in the SWOT analysis was recognition. Participants saw lack 
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of marketing and online presence as a major contributor to Fillmore County's lack of recognition as a 
tourism/ecotourism destination. Obtaining recognition for tourism activities currently occurring in 
the county is a goal of many of the stakeholders involved Fillmore County tourism. Specifically, 
tourism operators within the county are hoping to attract a target audience that will be responsive to 
ecotourism. However, because of the low supply of ecotourism within the county, there appears to be 
a current misalignment between the ecotourism marketing message and the type of tourism products 
being offered in Fillmore County. It is important that tourism operators who are not currently 
involved in ecotourism align their marketing message with their product. This means that it is 
necessary to either change the products that are being offered to match the desired market, or 
change the marketing message to match the products currently being offered. 

Why is this an issue? 

Misalignment of a product with its marketing message undermines the long term 

sustainability of individual and community marketing strategies. Clarifying what is going to be 
marketed and what types of tourism activities will be included in the region's marketing strategy is 
extremely important in order to assure that marketing efforts are well-aligned with the tourism 
products that are currently being offered by the county. 

In sales and marketing research there is essentially a two-step process when creating a successful 
marketing campaign. The steps are to: (1) create a sales plan, and (2) build a market. When creating a 
sales plan research shows that a strong analysis that examines the product from many different 
angles will help develop a definition of the product and is the start to a successful marketing strategy. 
A clear product definition allows businesses to develop a clear understanding of what the product's 

target audience/market will look like. Having a clear understanding of the target market allows 
businesses to align their products with the appropriate marketing campaign and in turn, avoid 
wasting limited resources creating a marketing strategy for audiences that will not be responsive to 
the product. 

The second step in creating a successful marketing campaign involves building the market and is 
essentially what tourism operators in Fillmore County are currently working towards. Tourism 
operators within the county have already developed a successful tourism product and are hoping to 
expand the base market to a target audience that will be responsive to ecotourism. In order to 
accomplish this goal, it is necessary to align the county's current tourism offerings with the region's 
marketing strategy (Monosoff, 200). Marketing which is aligned with the tourism product being 
offered will allow tourism providers in Fillmore County to best connect with the largest range of 
potential tourists and gain greatest recognition for the product that they provide. 
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What will occur if it is not addressed? 

A misaligned marketing strategy will result in wasted resources and an unsuccessful 

marketing campaign which can ultimately alienate the group of consumers that the 

business was attempting to attract in the first place. Marketing non-ecotourism activities as 
ecotourism can result in negative publicity or even tourism in Fillmore County being labeled as 
"greenwashing" if tourism in the county does not reflect what is being marketed. Greenwashing 
occurs when a company or group promotes environmentally sustainable products or initiatives but 
operates in a way that is damaging to the environment. If a tourism business markets itself as 
ecotourism but does not fulfill the sustainability principles and commitment to environmental 
education and conservation characteristic of ecotourism, then that operator risks being labeled as 
greenwashing and losing the same clientele that it was attempting to attract in the first place. 

III. Holistic Sustainability Planning 

What is the Issue? 

The SWOT analysis revealed several weaknesses that threaten the long-term sustainability 

of tourism in the county. These threats can be separated into three categories: threats to social and 
cultural sustainability, threats to environmental sustainability, and threats to economic sustainability. 
In addition, while attempts to achieve regional collaboration were identified as an opportunity in the 
SWOT analysis, the willingness of different tourism operators to collaborate was also identified as a 
significant weakness for tourism within the county. Coordination between tourism operators is an 
essential component of a holistic and sustainable approach to ecotourism within the region. 

 

Why is this an Issue? 

The sustainability of tourism in the county is essential to ensuring that tourism continues to 

generate benefits for local communities and ecosystems. An unsustainable tourism model 

can lead to negative impacts on the local community as well as environmental 

destruction. The threat posed by the weaknesses in adhering to principles of economic, 
environmental and socio-cultural sustainability is unsustainable growth in which the drawbacks of 
tourism begin to outweigh the benefits. As the scale of tourism in an area increases, the likelihood of 
tourism causing negative effects increases and there may be a point where tourism, especially tourism 
to natural areas, begins to degrade the natural resources that made the site attractive for tourism in 

Figure 6: Product/Marketing Alignment 
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the first place. 

In order to be sustainable, an ecotourism operation requires holistic planning and integration of 
efforts. An effective ecotourism model must have a way to enforce measures of sustainability in order 
to maximize the cultural, social and environmental benefits associated with the tourism industry 
while minimizing the negative effects. Degradation of the environment is not the fault of a single 
tourism operator. It is caused by the collective exploitation of resources in the community. Each 
business or organization in a community must understand the bigger collective action to help protect 
the environment and create a suitable future. This means that communication and collaboration 
between stakeholders in the county is a key component of the sustainability of any ecotourism model. 

What will occur if it is not addressed? 

The county risks the degradation of the beautiful environment that draws tourists to the area 

in the first place, as well as the economic and social benefits that it hoped to gain from 

tourism in the first place. An important aspect of ecotourism and sustainable tourism is the 
demonstrated efforts to acknowledge, addresses, monitor, and prevent these threats to socio-cultural, 
economic and environmental sustainability. If well managed, tourism has the ability to raise 
environmental awareness, bridge cultural differences and provide sustainable livelihoods for local 
communities. Unfortunately, if it is managed poorly, it can lead to the destruction of the 
environment, cultural loss, and unequal distribution of wealth. The very things that ecotourism aims 
to prevent in the first place.
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Appendix I: Tourism Activity Write-Up 

Ecotourism in Fillmore County 

Meeting: February 19, 2015 

Total Materials 

• Flip Chart 

• Markers 

• Pens 

• Handout with Conceptual Road Map, Tourism Component Chart, Tourism Diagram 

• Post-it-Notes 

• Nametags 

• Write-ups with basic instructions for SWOT Analysis 

Facilitators 

• Megan Butler has worked extensively in the areas of ecological restoration and 

environmental education and initiatives in the United States and Central America. In 

the summer of 2014, she was a part of a team of MDP students to assess payment for 

ecosystem services in Vietnam. 

• Elizabeth Gering has experience working in local food systems, youth garden programs, 

environmental education and farm to school programs in Wisconsin and Nepal. She 

was a part of an MDP student team working in Ecuador on value chain analysis of non-

timber forest products in the Amazon Rainforest. 

• Chou Moua has experience working in local nonprofits focusing in youth development 

and refugee resettlement. Additionally, he has experience in local enterprise mapping 

and payment for ecosystem assessment in Vietnam. He is currently working with 

University of Minnesota Extension in a Hmong tourism project. 

• Kristina Werden has spent two years working in a remote part of Alaska developing an 

ecotourism plan focusing on sustainable sport fishing and hunting. She also has 

additional experience working with local non- profits in areas of community 

engagement and fundraising. 

Step 1: Tourism Presentation. 20 minutes 

The facilitators will provide a short presentation about the common forms of environmentally 

friendly tourism (nature-based tourism, ecotourism, and sustainable tourism). The presentation 

will include: 

• A description of the common social, economic and environmental problems 

associated with tourism 

• How different forms of tourism (nature-based, eco, and sustainable) evolved to address 

these issues 

• A detailed description of nature-based, eco, and sustainable tourism detailing the 

distinctive characteristics of each and how they differ. 
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Tourism Activity. 30 minutes 

Objective: Participants will strategically assess tourism within their communities in order to 

identify what type of tourism the community is structurally closed to, what type of tourism they 

hope to practice, and some of the steps that must be taken in order to reach those goals. 

Questions Answered: 

1. What type of tourism is occurring in our community now? 

2. How do we move toward ecotourism in our community? 

3. What is missing? 

Materials: 

• Flip Chart 

• Markers 

• Pens 

• Handout with Conceptual Road Map, Tourism Component Chart, Tourism Diagram 

• Post-it-Notes 

Step 1: Breakout groups. 

The large group will be broken into smaller groups for a participatory activity (based on the 

color dot on their name tag). A facilitator will also be assigned to each group to help facilitate 

the activity. 

• Each group receive pens, post it notes, a set of 3 colored markers and a pre-prepared 

poster which will follow the same format as the Conceptual Road Map handout. 

• Each participant will be given the tourism table handout for reference. 

• Once in small groups, spend time re-introducing one another. Ask people their names, 

the organization that they represent or their relationship with tourism, as well as why 

they wanted to come to this meeting tonight. 

Step 2: Examples of tourism currently occurring in the community. 

Give each participant yellow post-it notes and instruct them to brainstorm/write down the 

tourism activities currently occurring in the community. The group can use the tourism table for 

reference. 

• Give participants 5-10 minutes to write down their examples on post-it notes. 

• Once the examples are written ask the participants to put the type of tourism activity 

on the poster board in the section where you think the activity represents (tourism, 

nature based tourism, ecotourism, sustainable tourism etc...). 

• Once all examples are put on the board randomly pick a few examples and ask 

participants to explain why they put their examples there. Evaluate whether or not the 

example should remain in that box or if it should be moved. 

• Once you have gone through a few examples allow people time to return to the poster 

and move around their examples if they think they are more appropriate in a different 

place. 

• Step 3: How do we move examples towards ecotourism? 

 

Choose 5-10 examples from the chart and talk about how to move them into ecotourism. 
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• What would have to be added? 

• Can it continue as a standalone tourism opportunity or would it have to be a part of a 

larger package? 

SWOT Analysis Activity. 30 minutes. 

Objectives: 

1. To facilitate the use of a helpful strategic planning tool for participants. 

2. To provide insights from stakeholders about the current context of ecotourism in 

Southeast Minnesota. 

3. To provide insights about how the community can utilize its strengths to take 

advantage of its opportunities related to ecotourism while minimizing its weaknesses 

and outside threats related to ecotourism. 

4. To allow an organization that is deeply immersed in day-to-day management and 

problem- solving to elevate to the 30,000 foot level and take stock of its current internal 

and external conditions to leverage those to best effect for the long term. 

Questions answered by the activity: 

1. What are the strengths of our community currently in terms of tourism? (What resources 

and talents, and activities do we currently have?) 

2. What are the weaknesses of our community in term of tourism? (What resources, 

talents, or abilities are we lacking or do we have anything in the community that is 

negatively affecting tourism?) 

3. What opportunities do we see for tourism that may come up from outside in our 

community in the future (this can be resources, ideas, or other inputs)? 

4. What threats may affect our community in the future related to tourism? 

Materials: 

• Flip Chart 

• Markers 

• Pens 

• Handouts of SWOT Analysis Directions 

Step 1: Activity explanation. Explain the SWOT analysis process and the differences between 

Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats to the group. 

Step 2: List Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats. 

• Strengths: Take 5 minutes for each group member to list at least 3-5 strengths related to 

tourism on post it notes and put them on the poster. Remind them that these are: 

internal/current within the community. They can be tangible or intangible and can 

include resources, knowledge, people, facilities, objects etc. 

• Weaknesses: Take 5 minutes for each group member to list 3-5 current weaknesses 

related to tourism and post them on the poster. Facilitate this by reminding them that 

Strengths Weaknesses 

Opportunities Threats 
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this is internal to the community. Weaknesses might include something that is lacking, 

something that can be stronger or better etc. 

• Opportunities: Take 5 minutes for each group member to list current opportunities 

related to tourism. 

• Threats: Take 5 minutes for each group member to list threats. 

Step 3: Discuss moving forward. 
With remaining time discuss insights from the analysis. 

• How we will move forward? What are the next steps? 

END: Return to large group for closing.  
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Appendix II: Product Development 

The product is a good or service provided by the region such as dining, hotels and 

accommodations, and activities. There are several factors that must be considered when a 

tourism operator is in the process of identifying the product that it offers. Product 

identification is an essential step which is sometimes overlooked, and neglecting to define 

your product can result in problems that will ultimately affect the long-term sustainability of 

the enterprise. These problems include lack of market or product sustainability, economic 

dependence on one product, unreliable supply or low quality products, insufficient income 

generation, non-compliance with rules and regulations regarding the products, ignorance 

of sources of assistance, and environmental destruction (Lecup, 2011). 

• Local market/economy: The local market and economy refers to the opportunities 

that exist for selling the tourism products within the region. This includes: 

o The pre-existing market for tourism within the region such as the activities and 

qualities that are already drawing tourists to the region. 

o Competition from other locations offering similar tourism opportunities. 

o The local supply of the product. For example, if the product that the region 

would like to sell is ecotourism, there must be a sufficient supply of ecotourism 

opportunities within the region. 

o Product quality. This includes consistency in the quality and characteristics of 

the product being offered. For a regional ecotourism enterprise this means 

that tourism suppliers share a common idea of what ecotourism entails. 

o Potential profitability of tourism enterprise. 

o Costs of establishing the tourism enterprise which in the case of ecotourism 

including what further investments in time and resources in order to fulfill the 

educational, conservation, community collaboration and sustainability 

components of the tourism enterprise. 

o Financing opportunities and access to the capital necessary to meet the costs 

of the regional tourism enterprise. 

• Natural resources and environmental factors: This refers to both the impact of 

ecotourism on the local environment and natural resources as well as the availability 

of the local natural resources that are necessary for the ecotourism activities to take 

place. Environmental factors that must be considered related to the tourism product 

include: 

o The spatial distribution and quality of the natural assets that draw tourists to the 

region. One of the major components of ecotourism, is that it involves 

activities within, and appreciation of, nature. Hence the quality and 

availability of local natural features is a limiting factor in the ability to establish 

a regional ecotourism enterprise. 

o The potential impact of tourism on the region's natural assets. As the ecotourism 

product is dependent upon activities within nature, tourism activities must carefully 

plan and monitor impacts in order to assure that these activities do not result in 

natural resource degradation. 

• Socio-cultural factors: Which include regional tourism's direct and indirect impact on the 



 44 

local community as well as social and cultural characteristics of the community that could 

potentially affect the success of a regional ecotourism enterprise. 

o Tourism's contribution to local incomes and job creation. The benefits of the tourism 

enterprise should be harnessed by the region itself and avoid economic leakage of 

benefits. 

o The regional tourism's ability to provide equal opportunities to become involved 

regardless of demographic factors. Capacity of community members to become 

involved in the enterprise will contribute to the overall sustainability of the tourism 

operation and help assure local ownership and equal distribution of ecotourism 

benefits. 

o Community's previous experience with tourism. Past experience and expertise with 

the tourism product will help indicate potential willingness to contribute to the 

regional tourism enterprise. 

o Willingness to participate in the regional tourism enterprise. There must be tourism 

operators that are willing to participate collaboratively with the regional ecotourism 

initiative as economically and environmentally responsible actors and not just as 

indirect beneficiaries of the regional effort. 

• Local infrastructure and expertise which includes existing infrastructure as well as human 

resource capacity to provide the tourism product. This includes: 

o Expertise: including the existing knowledge of ecotourism business operation as well 

as access to resources to increase expertise on the subject. 

o Existing Tourism Infrastructure: including existing transportation, waste- management, 

dining, housing, and tourism attractions within the region that can be utilized in the 

regional tourism enterprise. 

• Local policy environment which includes factors that would both restrict and support the 

regional tourism enterprise. This includes local, state and federal policies affecting: 

o Environmental protection and the conservation of local natural resources. 

Because activities within, and appreciation of, nature is a key component of 

ecotourism any policies that affect the conservation of local natural resources 

would directly affect the ecotourism product. 

o Access to natural areas: Policies that restrict or provide access to natural areas for 

tourism activities also would directly affect ecotourism activities. 

o Policy enforcement measures: If pre-existing policies protecting local natural areas, 

enforcement of these policies will affect the extent to which the natural resources 

essential to the ecotourism product are protected. 

o Local policies and attitudes towards collaborative initiatives: Policies that favor regional 

cooperation will positively affect the success of a regional tourism enterprise (Lecup, 2011). 
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The aforementioned factors must be carefully considered when the regional tourism enterprise 

is in the process of identifying the product that it offers. However, product identification and 

definition is an essential step which can sometimes be overlooked and without a commonly 

understood product definition it is impossible to develop a holistic plan for the enterprise 

(Lecup, 2011). Insufficient time spent on product definition can result in several problems that 

will ultimately affect the long-term sustainability of the enterprise. These problems include lack 

of market or product sustainability, economic dependence on one product, unreliable supply 

or low quality products, insufficient income generation, non-compliance with rules and 

regulations regarding the products, ignorance of sources of assistance, and environmental 

destruction (Lecup, 2011). 

  

Figure 9: Major Factors that Effect Product Design 
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Appendix III: Considerations for Marketing Design 

The second component of this framework step is the region's to urism marketing plan. 

Marketing plans typically involve components which have been described as the 

"marketing mix" or five P's of marketing: 

• Product Branding: In relation to marketing, the product can be understood as the 

"brand-name" of the tourism services and goods being offered. The "brand-name" is 

the label which is recognized by tourism customers and identified with certain 

characteristics and unique qualities. Within tourism, some "brand-names" include 

nature-based tourism, sustainable tourism, and ecotourism. Each tourism "brand-

name" is identified with different characteristics as illustrated by the image below: 

• Pricing Strategy: Pricing balances competitiveness with similar activities in the region 

with the ability of tourism operators to make a profit. In the case of ecotourism and 

sustainable tourism increases in pricing are often accepted by consumers in return 

for the beneficial environmental and social returns assumed to associated with the 

product 

• Target Audience: Different types of tourism can attract different consumers. Some 

common characteristics of ecotourism consumers include interest in nature, concern 

for environmental issues and interest in social equity. 

• Place: Considerations of place involve the ability to connect tourists with the tourism 

product being offered by the regional enterprise. This involves factors such as access 

and transportation opportunities (Lecoup, 2011). 

Promotion: Finally, promotion represents the various aspects of marketing communication 

including advertising, publicity and public relations, outreach, and a promotional strategy. 

 
Figure 10: Five Factors that Effect Marketing Design 
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Facilitator Guide to the Ecotourism Accessibility Tool: 

Assess/Align/Coordinate 
 

University of Minnesota Southeast Regional Sustainable Development Partnership Capstone 
Megan Butler, Elizabeth Gering, Chou Moua, Kristina Werden 

 

May, 2015 

 
This tool developed by the University of Minnesota Southeast Regional Sustainable Development 
Partnership Capstone team is meant to be a facilitation instrument for current ecotourism leaders within 
Fillmore County who are currently acting as ecotourism/sustainable tourism models within the 
community such as Eagle Bluff Environmental Learning Center. This tool is intended to help these 
leaders in facilitating the transformation of other businesses and tourism operators in the region that are 
interested in becoming involved with ecotourism. The goal is that ecotourism leaders will be able to 
provide this tool to all interested parties within the community in order to best allow them to assess their 
current tourism products and activities, align the operators with the optimal marketing strategy and then 
help the operators coordinate their approaches toward ecotourism if they are interested in moving in that 
direction. 
 
This guide is meant to be used by ecotourism leaders and facilitators within the community and provides 
an overview of the tool, then provides a breakdown of the three main components, and then details how 
they are meant to be used to facilitate the continued development of ecotourism within Fillmore County.  

 

Tool Overview 

 

Intended Audience: 
 
This tool is intended to cater to direct tourism operators ranging from career-ecotourism opportunity 
providers, to small shop owners and their employees. Due to the wide range of audience, the tool is 
geared towards participants with varying knowledge of ecotourism. In order to maximize ease of use and 
approachability for a varied audience, the tool utilizes non-technical language whenever possible and 
provides supplemental background information and examples as needed. Indirect tourism operators can 
also benefit from the use of the tool, although be it to a lesser extent. The coordinate step is relevant to 
all tourism stakeholders and stresses the importance of community conversation and collaboration for all 
parties.  
 

Intended Timeframe:  
 
It is estimated that it will take participants between 10-30 minutes to complete this tool. 
The tool has three sections: assess, align and coordinate. However, participants will likely spend a varied 
amount of time in each section of this tool depending upon the amount of background knowledge that 
they have related to ecotourism as well as their overall interest in practicing ecotourism. While the tool is 
designed to pass through three steps, the progression through the tool is individualized based upon 
answers to assessment questions. 
 

Goals and objectives of this tool 
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This tool that the capstone team proposes has three main goals:  

 To help tourism operators assess the products and services that they currently offer. 
 

 To help tourism operators to align the tourism product that they are currently offering with the 
optimal marketing strategy. 
 

 To encourage tourism operators interested in ecotourism to strategically coordinate their 
approaches. 

 

Tool Breakdown 
 
As the image below demonstrates, when using the tool participants will pass through three steps: assess, 
align and coordinate.  

 
Figure 1: Tool Breakdown  

 
 

 
Step 1: Assess 
 

Objective: To allow local businesses and tourism organizations to determine which type of tourism they 
are currently practicing. 
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Rationale: The assess tool utilizes the tourism framework developed by the SE RSDP capstone team 
(below). For a more detailed description of this framework and associated tourism indicators please 
review appendix 1 & 2 at the back of this document 

Figure 2: Tourism Framework

 

Based on the information gathered at the February 19th meeting, the team determined that there are four 
types of tourism that are happening across Fillmore County: Tourism, Nature-based Tourism, Sustainable 
Nature-based Tourism, and Ecotourism.  Using indicators or characteristics of each form of tourism, the 
team created a series of questions to help businesses and organizations label their products and services 
under the ecotourism framework outlined.  Table 1 outlines each of these key questions, the concepts or 
criteria behind them, and the cited source.  
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Table 1: Key Questions, Concepts, and Citations to Determine Tourism Type 

Key Questions Key Concepts Citation 

Tourism 
Does your business or 
organization directly provide 
products or services to tourists? 

Indicators for measuring tourism 
include: 
 
 

UNEP & WTO, 2005 

Is your business open all year? 1. Percent of business establishments 
open all year 

UNEP & WTO, 2005 

Do you have seasonal sale 
increases? 

 UNEP & WTO, 2005 

Does 90-100% of your business 
or organization’s revenue come 
from local dollars? 

3. Revenues generated by tourism as 
a % of total revenues generated in 
the community 

UNEP & WTO, 2005 

Nature-based Tourism 
Do you consider nature to be an 
important component of the 
products or services that your 
business or organization 
provides? 

[Nature-based tourism is] tourism in 
which the main motivation is the 
observation and appreciation of 
[relatively untouched] nature 

 

United Nations World 
Tourism Organization, 2015 

 

Do the products or services you 
provide depending on the 
natural attractions of the area? 

All nature-based tourism activities 
can be categorized into one of three 
categories: 
1. Those activities that rely on nature 

Valentine, 1992 

Are the products or services you 
provide enhanced by the natural 
attractions of the area? 

2. Those activities that are enhanced 
by nature 

Valentine, 1992 

Is the natural setting of the area 
incidental for the products and 
services you provide? 

3. Those activities for which the 
natural setting is incidental 

Valentine, 1992 

Sustainable Nature-based Tourism 
Has your business or 
organization completed a 
strategic planning process? 

A holistic and long term planning 
strategy 

 

Bramwell and Lane, 1993 
 

Does your business or 
organization recognize the 
importance of cultural heritage 
in the area and incorporate it 
into your planning process? 

A recognition of the need to protect 
local culture 

 

Bramwell and Lane, 1993 
 

Does your business or 
organization strive to reduce 
your environmental impacts? 

A recognition of the important role 
that the local environment plays and 
how this role is dependent on 
conservation of natural resources 

Bramwell and Lane, 1993 
 

Does your business or 
organization offers stable 
employment opportunities for 
members of the community? 

Maximizing the social and economic 
benefits to the local community 
while minimizing any negative social 
and economic impacts. This can be 
done by ensuring viable, long-term 

The Global Sustainable 
Tourism Council (GSTS), 
2013 
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economic operations, providing 
socio-economic benefits to all 
stakeholders that are fairly 
distributed, including stable 
employment and income-earning 
opportunities and social services to 
host communities, and contributing 
to poverty alleviation.  

Is there a monitoring system in 
place that addresses natural 
resource carrying capacity? 

Demonstrating the sustainable 
management of the tourism 
destination (typically through a 
strategic plan as well as an 
established monitoring system) 

The Global Sustainable 
Tourism Council (GSTS), 
2013 
 

Ecotourism 
Does your business or 
organization offer educational 
opportunities? 

Tourist interaction with natural 
attractions should focus on learning 
and education 

Ly & Bauer, 2014 

Are a portion of the funds 
generated from tourism being 
reinvested back into the 
conservation of natural areas? 

Recognition of the need to invest 
into preservation and conservation 
of natural resources. 

The Global Sustainable 
Tourism Council (GSTS), 
2013 
 

 
The questions were incorporated into the tool which allows participants to assess themselves based upon 
the current characteristics of their business or tourism operations. A detailed breakdown of the 
assessment tool can be seen in figure 3. It is important to note that the assessment questions start with 
Tourism and build up to Ecotourism, as presented above in Figure 3. 
 
Tourism and Nature-based Tourism are more lenient on requirements because there are a variety of ways 
that businesses and organizations can practice both forms of tourism. In addition, a business or 
organization does not need to fulfill all of the criteria in order to qualify for Tourism or Nature-based 
Tourism. However, in order to be categorized as Sustainable Nature-based Tourism or Ecotourism, there 
are specific criteria that must be met. For Sustainable Nature-based Tourism, operators must abide by all 
sustainability principles which includes administering a monitoring process in order to qualify. For 
Ecotourism, operators must abide by all of the sustainability principles, and have an educational 
component to their practices. Using either of these labels without fulfilling all of the criteria puts 
operators at risk of being labeled as “green washing,” which may have negative impacts on reputation and 
future business. 
 
After the business or organization has completed the assess portion of the tool to the best of their ability, 
they will be directed to a page that includes information about the type of tourism that they are 
practicing, and directs them to the next step in the tool: align.  
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Step 2: Align 

 

Objective: To give local business and tourism operators additional information regarding two things: (1) 
aligns the tourism operator with the current type of tourism that they are practicing (e.g. nature-based 
tourism, sustainable nature-based tourism, or ecotourism) through a tourism snapshot and case studies, 
and (2) to guide the interested participant in how to take steps toward ecotourism.  
 
First, this step of the tool will provide and explanation for why they were placed in this form of tourism; 
this will be given in the form of a snapshot nature-based tourism, sustainable nature-based tourism or 
ecotourism. This part of the tool will then provide examples, in the form of case studies, of the type of 
tourism products that they were identified to be offering to help participants align themselves with the 
most effective marketing message. This will allow tourism operators to ensure that the tourism product 
that they offer adheres to uniform standards in order to best reach their target audience.  
 
Second, the align tool will provide guidance to interested participants as to how they can alter their 
current operations to move towards ecotourism. Interested participants will be able to review 
supplemental information developed through a review of commonly accepted ecotourism certification 
programs in North America so they can self-identify what more they would need to do in order to convert 
their current practices into ecotourism. Certification requirements for Rainforest Alliance and The Global 
Sustainable Tourism Council were utilized in the development of this section of the tool.  
 

Rationale 
 
Case examples provided by this step of the tool are meant to give the participant a brief explanation of 
the type of tourism they are currently practicing (tourism, nature-based-tourism, sustainable nature 
based tourism or ecotourism) and to provide examples of activities, lodging, and dining experiences that 
are examples of that form of tourism.  Because of the nature of this learning opportunity, providing 
exemplar cases is meant to solidify the participants understanding of “what is tourism and how does it 
look like with this activity?” In addition, ecotourism and its stakeholders can be extremely permissive due 
to many factors; individuals and organizations may not understand the theories and practices of 
ecotourism, some may have mistaken ecotourism for other types of tourism, and/or lack access to 
learning or educational tools about ecotourism. Presenting a brief case example has the benefits of 
identifying specific tourism components and narrowing the participant’s focus to individual components 
within case scenarios.   
 
For participants that are interested in pursuing ecotourism, the assess step of the tool also provides 
supplementary information about the unique characteristics that a business or tourism operation must 
fulfill to adhere to the standards of ecotourism. This section of the tool is meant to be a self-assessment 
that allows individuals to identify how well they adhere to criteria necessary for the practice of 
ecotourism such as:  
 

 The use of strategic planning and monitoring 

 Promotion of local socio-economic sustainability, 

 Promotion of local environmental sustainability 

 Preservation of cultural heritage 

 Provision of education on local natural areas and culture 

 Contribution to the conservation of local natural areas.  
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A copy of this supplemental information can be found in appendix 3 of this document.  
 

 

Step 3: Coordinate 
 

 
 “The solution to society’s most pressing problems lie in the collective, not in any single institution.”1 

 

Objectives: This final stage encourages collaboration among tourism operators by reinforcing the 
importance of community coordination, and outlining four steps that regional stakeholders can utilize 
moving forward.  

 

Rationale: Coordination of local community members is an essential component of the long-term 
sustainability of the ecotourism enterprise. The ecotourism movement is a single step in a bigger 
collective action to help protect the environment and create a sustainable future. Each business or 
organization that works in the tourism industry must realize that their actions alone have the ability to 
add to the degradation of natural resources or contribute to the preservation of natural areas. 
Degradation of the environment is not the fault of a single tourism operator, it is caused by the collective 
exploitation of natural areas in the community. Ecotourism will truly become impactful and sustainable 
only when the community comes together to coordinate their actions. 
 
All stakeholders should be involved in this conversation: this incudes operators that interact directly with 
tourists (“direct actors” and the targeted audience for first portion of this tool), and stakeholders that do 
not interact with tourists but in some way support the tourism industry indirectly (these stakeholders are 
“indirect actors” and can include individuals or businesses that provide tourism operators with goods and 
services). This collaboration is important for the success of ecotourism because many of the sustainability 
principals require collective community action in order to effectively meet the requirements.  
 
Outlined below are the four coordination steps that ecotourism stakeholders can work on in moving 
toward better. The steps are meant to be non-prescriptive guidelines to allow for stakeholders anywhere 
in the process participate in the ecotourism vision. The steps are as follows2: 

  
 Step 1: Networking. Getting to know others that are in the same industry is the first step in the 

coordination process. Networking can be formal such as seminars, conferences or even 
community meetings  (similar to the ecotourism meetings that Eagle Bluff Environmental 
Learning Center has been hosting), or can be informal and just be a relatively small action such as 
lunches, joining the same email network or even contributing to the same community blog or 
social forum. These relationships are the first step to a building a cross- organizational dialogue.  

 

 Step 2: Collective Vision. After beginning a dialogue businesses and originations can then begin 
to come together with a common agenda or collective vision. The collective vision is the long 

                                                
1 Cruchfield, Leslie R. 2002. "Putting it into Practice." In Forces for the Good: The 6 Practices of High Impact Non- Profts, 233-251. 

San Fransico: Jossey- Bass. 
2 Work Group for Community Health and Development "Promoting Coordination, Cooperative Agreements, and Collaborative 
Agreements Among Agencies." Community Toolbox. . University of Kansas. 2014 http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-
contents/implement/improving-services/coordination-cooperation-collaboration/main 

http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/implement/improving-services/coordination-cooperation-collaboration/main
http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/implement/improving-services/coordination-cooperation-collaboration/main
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term objectives that can be agreed upon by all the organizations involved. In this case the 
collective vision is ecotourism. Ecotourism in the end goal for the community and the collective 
vision that all involved regional stakeholders hope to meet.  

 

 Step 3: Modify Strategy. Community members that wish to participate in the collective vision 
must look practically at the steps that they need to take to make the vision happen. For each 
business and organization this may be different. For example, a hotel owner may have to make 
different changes than agri-business in the region. Understanding that all people are going to be 
at different levels of the process in key. This gives people the opportunity to honestly understand 
where their starting point is and what opportunities they have to change their business and 
organizational strategy in order to meet their goals. In this step businesses and organizations 
should take the opportunity to outline how other community stakeholders can help them move 
forward in reaching the unified vision.  

 

 Step 4: Collaboration. This step is pivotal. Collaboration requires organizations to meet 
regularity to help keep growing partnerships and the collective vision intact. Through 
collaboration, tourism organizations and businesses have the power to help one another enhance 
their capacity to meet a collective vision.  Communities also have the ability to meet their 
collective goals faster, and more effectivity through collaborative partnerships. Collaboration also 
has the power to hold other organizations accountable to make sure that their overall strategies 
are still in alignment. However, a collective long-term, meaningful vision requires a holistic 
process and will not happen without a coordinated effort. 
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Appendix I:  Five Tourism Types: Components and Definitions 
 
Tourism: produces economic gain and is a social, cultural and economic 
phenomenon which entails the movement of people to countries or places 
outside their usual environment for personal or business/professional purposes 
(WTTO, 2015).  
 
Nature Based Tourism: tourism in which the main 
motivation is the observation and appreciation of nature 
(UNWTO) and includes activities that rely on natural 
areas, activities that are enhanced by natural areas and 
activities for which the natural setting is completely 
incidental (Valentine, 1992) 
 
Sustainable Tourism: is tourism which attempts to 
minimize its negative socio-cultural and environmental 
impacts by developing a holistic sustainability strategy 
and utilizing practices that are conducive to sustaining 
the environmental, social and cultural characteristics of 
the region (GSTS, 2013).  
 
Sustainable Nature Based Tourism: Is tourism in nature 
which attempts to minimize its negative socio-cultural and 
environmental impacts by developing a holistic sustainability 
strategy and utilizing practices that are conducive to sustaining 
the environmental, social and cultural characteristics of the 
region (GSTS, 2013). 
 
Ecotourism: is nature-based tourism that utilizes practices that 
are conducive to sustaining the environmental, social and 
cultural characteristics of the region and also has a focus upon 
education and conservation (Ly & Bauer, 2014).  
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Appendix II:  Tourism Type Indicators 
 
The following indicators were identified and used in the development of questions for step 1 of this tool: 
assess 
 

Tourism Indicators 
• % of business establishments open all year 
• Number of local people employed in tourism (also ratio of tourism employment to total 

employment) 
• Number and % of tourist industry jobs which are permanent of full-year 
• Revenues generated by tourism as % of total revenues generated in the community 

                   UNEP & WTO, 2005  

Nature Based Tourism Indicators 
• Relies on experiences directly related to natural attractions 
• Goods and services enhanced by the natural setting of the area 
• Nature is incidental in activities 

          Valentine, 1992  

Sustainable Nature Based Tourism Indicators 
• A holistic and long term planning strategy 
• A recognition of the need to protect local culture 
• A recognition of the important role that the local environment plays and how this role is 

dependent on conservation of natural resources 
• Maximizing the social and economic benefits to the local community while minimizing any 

negative social and economic impacts. This can be done by ensuring viable, long-term economic 
operations, providing socio-economic benefits to all stakeholders that are fairly distributed, 
including stable employment and income-earning opportunities and social services to host 
communities, and contributing to poverty alleviation.  

• Demonstrating the sustainable management of the tourism destination (typically through a 
strategic plan as well as an established monitoring system)  

Bramwell and Lane, 1993, The Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTS), 2013 
 

Ecotourism Indicators 
• Environmental, social, cultural and/or economic sustainability education   
• Coordination between local or regional partners to ensure that everyone is on the same page 

                     Ly & Bauer, 2014  
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Appendix III: Ecotourism Self-Assessment  
 
This document is designed to be a tool for current tourism operators who are hoping to incorporate 
sustainability into their practice or wishing to practice ecotourism. It is meant to be a self-assessment 
that allows individuals to self-assess how well they adhere to criteria necessary for the practice of 
ecotourism such as:  
 

 The use of strategic planning and monitoring 

 Promotion of local socio-economic sustainability, 

 Promotion of local environmental sustainability 

 Preservation of cultural heritage 

 Provision of education on local natural areas and culture 

 Contribution to the conservation of local natural areas.  
 
It was developed utilizing certification requirements for the two most commonly accepted ecotourism 
certification programs in North America: Rainforest Alliance and The Global Sustainable Tourism 
Council.  
 

Objectives:  
 To provide clarification for tourism operators wondering why there were classified as either 

nature-based tourism, sustainable nature-based tourism or ecotourism by the assessment tool 
developed by the SE RSDP Capstone Team.  

 To provide guidance as to how tourism operators can alter their current operations to move 
towards ecotourism.  

 

How to Use this Tool: 
 
In order to complete this self-assessment tool, operators will be able to assess how closely their business 
currently adheres to indicators developed by ecotourism certification programs. Each indicator is under a 
heading describing which component of ecotourism it fulfills: strategic planning and monitoring, socio-
economic sustainability, environmental sustainability, cultural heritage, education, and conservation.  
 
Tourism operators have the option to assess how well their operation adheres to each indicator by 
selecting: 

Yes. Definitely Indicates that the operator is already fulfilling the criteria 

I don’t know Indicates that the operator is unsure of whether he fulfills the criteria 

No. Definitely not. Indicates that the operator is not currently fulfilling the criteria 

Using this supplemental tool the tourism operator will be able to identify specific areas of improvement 
for his operation to move towards ecotourism based upon where he/she has checked off the most red 
boxes. This will best allow the operator to identify where to strategically focus his efforts.  
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Ecotourism Self-Assessment  
Yes. 
Definitely 

I don’t 
know 

No. 
Definitely 
not 

 

Strategic Planning and Monitoring 

Does your business have a strategic plan that relates to 
sustainability? 

   

Does your business have a marketing plan which 
highlights the specific type of tourism that you are 
offering? 

   

Are you aware of a management organization or group in 
the area that is responsible for coordinating the approach 
to sustainable tourism? 

   

Do you collaborate with regional collaboration efforts 
focusing upon promoting sustainable tourism and 
community development? 

   

Are you aware of, and in communication with, other 
businesses and assets in the community related to 
tourism? 

   

Does your organization have a system in place to monitor 
and address any potential or current negative impacts on 
local environment or community caused or exacerbated by 
your business?  

   

Does your business have a system in place to monitor, and 
take actions to improve visitor satisfaction? 

   

 

Cultural Heritage 

If your business deals with cultural heritage, does it have a 
system to protect the cultural authenticity of the 
community? 

   

If applicable, does your organization follow policy or a 
code of behavior when visiting culturally or historically 

sensitive sites? 
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Local Socio-economic Sustainability 

This business provides members of the local community 
with employment and training opportunities. 

   

Are you aware of laws related to the prevention of 
commercial, sexual, or any other form of exploitation and 
harassment of anyone particularly children adolescents, 
women or minorities?  

   

Are you aware of what to do if you see or suspect 
commercial sexual or any other form of exploitation? 

   

Does the local community have access to natural and 
cultural sites? 

   

Do you participate in programs in local community to 
enhance understanding of the opportunities and 
challenges related to tourism and the importance of 
sustainability? 

   

Are you able to speak about the opportunities and 
challenges related to tourism and the importance of 
sustainability with interested community members? 

   

Do you have opportunities to participate in a system that 
encourages businesses, visitors and the public to 
contribute to community and sustainability initiatives? 

   

If you are a small or medium size business, do you feel like 
you have sufficient sources of support? 

   

Does your business strive to provide equal access to 
tourism opportunities to visitors regardless of race, 
ethnicity, gender, sexual preference or disability?  

   

Are most of the inputs for your business (food, materials    

Does your business follow a policy that ensures that no 
archaeological artifacts are sold, traded or displayed? 

   

Does your organization incorporate elements in local art, 
architecture, or cultural heritage into tourism respectfully? 

   

If your business’ advertising is related to local cultural 
heritage, does it accurately and justly portray that culture? 

   



 61 

etc.) are purchased locally? 

Environmental Sustainability 

Does your business contribute to the evaluation, 
conservation and rehabilitation to natural resources in 
your local community? 

   

Does your business provide a set of rules for promoting 
proper visitor behavior at environmental sites? 

   

Does your business have policies that favor purchasing 
sustainable products?   

   

Does your business work to reduce the use of disposable 
goods? 

   

Does your business measure its energy consumption, know 
its sources, and are steps being taken to reduce energy use 
and encourage the use to renewable energy forms?  

   

Does your business measure its water consumption, know 
its sources, and are steps being taken to reduce its overall 
consumption by reducing waste? 

   

Is your business aware of the greenhouse gas emissions it 
may produce and are there procedures implemented to 
minimize them and offset emissions?  

   

Does your organization encourage its staff, suppliers and 
customers to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions? 

   

Does your business promote and make initiatives (when 
possible) to ensure that wastewater is properly treated, 
released safely or reused? 

   

Does your business attempt to reduce its waste? If 
reduction is not possible, do you take steps to reuse or 
recycle such waste? 

   

If applicable, does your business make an attempt to 
reduce the use of harmful substances such as pesticides, 
paints, swimming pool disinfectants, and cleaning 
materials? 

   

If applicable, does your businesses ensure proper storage    
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and handling for all harmful substances? 

Does your business implement practices to minimize 
pollution? This includes noise light, runoff, erosion, 
ozone-depleting compounds, air contaminants, soil 
contaminants, and water contaminants? 

   

Does your business have policies in place that ensures that 
wildlife is not harvested, displayed, sold, traded, except as 
part of a regulated activity that ensures that their 
utilization is sustainable and in compliance with local and 
international laws? 

   

If applicable, does your business ensure that no captive 
wildlife is held? 

   

If applicable, does your organization have policies that 
prevent the introduction of invasive alien species?  

   

If your business interacts with wildlife, does your business 
take into account collective impacts, and your business 
does not produce adverse effects on the viability and 
behavior of populations in the wild? 

   

 

Education (Ecotourism) 

Does your business specifically provide education 
opportunities related to local natural areas and culture to 
tourists? 

   

Does your business provide accurate interpretive 
information and educational experience related to local 
natural areas and/or culture? 

   

 

Conservation (Ecotourism) 

Does your business contribute either directly or indirectly 
to the conservation of local natural areas? 

   

Is there a system in place to evaluate, conserve and 
rehabilitate natural areas? 
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Individual PowerPoint Slides of the Assessment Tool 
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Ecotourism Self-Assessment  
 
This document is designed to be a tool for current tourism operators who are hoping to incorporate 
sustainability into their practice or wishing to practice ecotourism. It is meant to be a self-assessment 
that allows individuals to self-assess how well they adhere to criteria necessary for the practice of 
ecotourism such as:  
 

 The use of strategic planning and monitoring 

 Promotion of local socio-economic sustainability, 

 Promotion of local environmental sustainability 

 Preservation of cultural heritage 

 Provision of education on local natural areas and culture 

 Contribution to the conservation of local natural areas.  
 
It was developed utilizing certification requirements for the two most commonly accepted ecotourism 
certification programs in North America: Rainforest Alliance and The Global Sustainable Tourism 
Council.  
 

Objectives:  

 To provide clarification for tourism operators wondering why there were classified as either 
nature-based tourism, sustainable nature-based tourism or ecotourism by the assessment tool 
developed by the SE RSDP Capstone Team.  

 To provide guidance as to how tourism operators can alter their current operations to move 
towards ecotourism.  
 

How to Use this Tool: 
 
In order to complete this self-assessment tool, operators will be able to assess how closely their business 
currently adheres to indicators developed by ecotourism certification programs. Each indicator is under a 
heading describing which component of ecotourism it fulfills: strategic planning and monitoring, socio-
economic sustainability, environmental sustainability, cultural heritage, education, and conservation.  
 
Tourism operators have the option to assess how well their operation adheres to each indicator by 
selecting: 

 Yes Definitely       Which indicates that the operator is already fulfilling the criteria 

 I don’t Know          Which indicates that the operator is unsure of whether he fulfills the criteria 

 No, Definitely Not. Which indicates that the operator is not currently fulfilling the criteria 
 
After fulfilling this tool the tourism operator will be able to identify specific areas of improvement for his 
operation to move towards ecotourism based upon where he/she has checked off the most red boxes. 
This will best allow the operator to identify where to strategically focus his efforts.  
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Ecotourism Self-Assessment  

Yes 

Definitely 
I don’t 

Know 
No, 

Definitely 

not 

 

Strategic Planning and Monitoring 

Does your business have a strategic plan that relates to 

sustainability? 

   

Does your business have a marketing plan which highlights the 

specific type of tourism that you are offering? 

   

Are you aware of a management organization or group in the 

area that is responsible for coordinating the approach to 

sustainable tourism? 

   

Do you collaborate with regional collaboration efforts focusing 

upon promoting sustainable tourism and community 

development? 

   

Are you aware of, and in communication with, other businesses 

and assets in the community related to tourism? 

   

Does your organization have a system in place to monitor and 

address any potential or current negative impacts on local 

environment or community caused or exacerbated by your 

business?  

   

Does your business have a system in place to monitor, and take 

actions to improve visitor satisfaction? 

   

 

Cultural Heritage 

If your business deals with cultural heritage, does it have a 

system to protect the cultural authenticity of the community? 

   

If applicable, does your organization follow policy or a code of 

behavior when visiting culturally or historically sensitive sites? 

   

Does your business follow a policy that ensures that no 

archaeological artifacts are sold, traded or displayed? 

   

Does your organization incorporate elements in local art, 

architecture, or cultural heritage into tourism respectfully? 

   

If your business’ advertising is related to local cultural heritage, 

does it accurately and justly portray that culture? 
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Local Socio-economic Sustainability 

This business provides members of the local community with 

employment and training opportunities. 

   

Are you aware of laws related to the prevention of commercial, 

sexual, or any other form of exploitation and harassment of 

anyone particularly children adolescents, women or minorities?  

   

Are you aware of what to do if you see or suspect commercial 

sexual or any other form of exploitation? 

   

Does the local community have access to natural and cultural 

sites? 

   

Do you participate in programs in local community to enhance 

understanding of the opportunities and challenges related to 

tourism and the importance of sustainability? 

   

Are you able to speak about the opportunities and challenges 

related to tourism and the importance of sustainability with 

interested community members? 

   

Do you have opportunities to participate in a system that 

encourages businesses, visitors and the public to contribute to 

community and sustainability initiatives? 

   

If you are a small or medium size business, do you feel like you 

have sufficient sources of support? 

   

Does your business strive to provide equal access to tourism 

opportunities to visitors regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, 

sexual preference or disability?  

   

Are most of the inputs for your business (food, materials etc.) 

are purchased locally? 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please continue on the next page 
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Environmental Sustainability 

Does your business contribute to the evaluation, conservation 

and rehabilitation to natural resources in your local 

community? 

   

Does your business provide a set of rules for promoting proper 

visitor behavior at environmental sites? 

   

Does your business have policies that favor purchasing 

sustainable products?   

   

Does your business work to reduce the use of disposable 

goods? 

   

Does your business measure its energy consumption, know its 

sources, and are steps being taken to reduce energy use and 

encourage the use to renewable energy forms?  

   

Does your business measure its water consumption, know its 

sources, and are steps being taken to reduce its overall 

consumption by reducing waste? 

   

Is your business aware of the greenhouse gas emissions it may 

produce and are there procedures implemented to minimize 

them and offset emissions?  

   

Does your organization encourage its staff, suppliers and 

customers to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions? 

   

Does your business promote and make initiatives (when 

possible) to ensure that wastewater is properly treated, released 

safely or reused? 

   

Does your business attempt to reduce its waste? If reduction is 

not possible, do you take steps to reuse or recycle such waste? 

   

If applicable, does your business make an attempt to reduce the 

use of harmful substances such as pesticides, paints, swimming 

pool disinfectants, and cleaning materials? 

   

If applicable, does your businesses ensure proper storage and 

handling for all harmful substances? 

   

Does your business implement practices to minimize pollution? 

This includes noise light, runoff, erosion, ozone-depleting 

compounds, air contaminants, soil contaminants, and water 
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contaminants? 

Does your business have policies in place that ensures that 

wildlife is not harvested, displayed, sold, traded, except as part 

of a regulated activity that ensures that their utilization is 

sustainable and in compliance with local and international 

laws? 

   

If applicable, does your business ensure that no captive wildlife 

is held? 

   

If applicable, does your organization have policies that prevent 

the introduction of invasive alien species?  

   

If your business interacts with wildlife, does your business take 

into account collective impacts, and your business does not 

produce adverse effects on the viability and behavior of 

populations in the wild? 

   

 

Education (Ecotourism) 

Does your business specifically provide education 

opportunities related to local natural areas and culture to 

tourists? 

   

Does your business provide accurate interpretive information 

and educational experience related to local natural areas and/or 

culture? 

   

 

Conservation (Ecotourism) 

Does your business contribute either directly or indirectly to the 

conservation of local natural areas? 

   

Is there a system in place to evaluate, conserve and rehabilitate 

natural areas? 
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Framework for Designing Coordination Goals (Optional) 

 
Outlined below are the four coordination steps that ecotourism stakeholders can work on in 

moving toward ecotourism. The steps are meant to be non-prescriptive guidelines to allow for 

stakeholders anywhere in the process participate in the ecotourism vision. The steps are as 

follows: 

  

 Step 1: Networking. Getting to know others that are in the same industry is the first step 

in the coordination process. Networking can be formal such as seminars, conferences 

or even community meetings  (similar to the ecotourism meetings that Eagle Bluff 

Environmental Learning Center has been hosting), or can be informal and just be a 

relatively small action such as lunches, joining the same email network or even 

contributing to the same community blog or social forum. These relationships is the first 

step to a building a cross- organizational dialogue. Early steps in the coordination 

process could be simply exchanging contact information.  

 

 Step 2: Collective Vision. After beginning a dialogue businesses and originations can 

then begin to come together with a common agenda or collective vision. The 

collective vision is the long term goal of all the organizations involved.   

 

 Step 3: Modify Strategy. Community members that now own the collective vision must 

look practically at the steps that they need to take to make the vision happen. For 

each business and organization this may be different. In this step businesses and 

organizations should take the opportunity to outline how other community stakeholders 

can help them move forward in reaching the unified vision.  

 

 Step 4: Collaboration. Collaboration requires organizations to meet regularity to help 

keep that growing partnerships and the collective vision intact. Organizations have the 

power to help other organizations and businesses enhance their capacity to meet the 

collective vision.  Communities also have the ability to meet their collective goals faster, 

and more effectivity through collaborative partnerships. Collaboration also has the 

power to hold other organizations accountable in to make sure that their overall 

strategies are still in alignment. A collective long-term, meaningful vision will not happen 

without the help of everyone. 
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In pursuit of the path toward ecotourism, what goals can I set for myself, 

my business, or my place of employment to reach… 

…today? 

 

…in three weeks? 

 

…in three months?  

 

…in a year? 

 

…in three years?  

 

…in five years? 

 

 

 

Singature____________________________________________________Date_____________ 
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Tourism Conceptual Map 
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Experiment in Rural 
Cooperation Ecotourism 

Assess- Align- Coordinate Tool

NEXT



Introduction & Purpose

This self-guided assessment tool was developed by the 
University of Minnesota Southeast Regional Sustainable 
Development Capstone to be used by business owners, 
tourism operators and community members interested in 
becoming involved in ecotourism. Whether you, your 
place of employment, or business has an existing 
relationship with ecotourism or not, we recommend using 
this tool to assess your current status and potential role in 
ecotourism.  

This tool is not intended to impose a rigid definition of 
ecotourism stakeholders, but rather to give participants a 
clear understanding of the tourism products that they are 
currently offering and how to align themselves with the 
ecotourism movement.  Upon completion, results will 
indicate the participant’s proximity to ecotourism and 
provide additional information and examples.  

We hope that this process also serves as a catalyst for 
collaboration between stakeholders and encourages rich 
dialogue about ecotourism and its role in the community. 
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This Tool Will Help Participants to: 

Assess

Align

Coordinate

NEXT

…the products and 
services that they 
currently offer.

…their tourism product 
with the ecotourism 
movement. 

…community 
collaboration. 



Assessment Tool Instructions 

This assessment tool will prompt you to answer a series of 
questions related to different types of tourism. Your 
answers to these questions will help you navigate through 
the tool and will ultimately help you determine which type 
of tourism your business, place of employment or 
organization is practicing. 

Upon completing the questions you will be directed to an 
interactive landing page that includes a snapshot of the 
type of tourism, three case examples of that type of 
tourism and a tool that helps you to align your business 
with ecotourism. 

Please follow the instructions and answer the questions to 
the best of your ability to ensure that your assessment 
results are as close as possible to your current relationship 
with tourism. 
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BEGIN TOOL



Please click on the answer that best fits your business or organization.

Question 1 

My business or organization directly provides services or products to 
tourists.

YES

NO

I Don’t Know

TOURISM NBT SNBT ET

A direct actor in the tourism industry is a 
business or organization that personally 
interacts with tourists as their primary 
consumers. For example, tourists shop at 
your store, the eat at your bed and 
breakfast, they take your tours, they stay at 
your bed and breakfast, etc.

BACK



You picked “I don’t know”

Don’t worry, this is a part of the process.  To better 
assess your role in tourism, we will ask you three 
additional clarifying questions.  Based off of your 
responses to these questions, we will direct you to 
additional prompts and resources.  

Question 1a.

My business is open all year. 

YES

NO

TOURISM NBT SNBT ET

BACK



Question 1b. 

My business has seasonal sale increases.

YES

NO

TOURISM NBT SNBT ET

BACK



Question 1c.

90-100% of my business or organization’s revenue comes 
from local dollars.

YES

NO

TOURISM NBT SNBT ET

BACK



Question 2

Do you consider nature to be an important component of the 
products or services your business offers? 

YES

NO

I Don’t Know

SNBT ETT
NATURE-
BASED 

TOURISM

BACK



You picked “I don’t know”

Don’t worry, this is a part of the 
process.  To better assess your role in 
nature-based tourism, we will ask you 
three additional clarifying questions.  
Based off of your responses to these 
questions, we will direct you to 
additional prompts and resources. 

Click here to continue  

w
w

w
.alaska-in

-p
ictu

res.co
m

SNBT ETT
NATURE-
BASED 

TOURISM

BACK



Question 2a.

Select the statement that best describes your business or 
organization: 

The products or services we provide depend on the natural attractions of 
the area (e.g. bird watching, hunting, fishing)

The products or services we provide are enhanced by the natural 
attractions of the area (e.g. camping, kayaking, rock climbing)

Our business is located in a setting appreciated for its natural beauty (the 
natural setting is incidental for the products and services we provide. (e.g. 
swimming in a river, hiking)

None of the above

SNBT ETT
NATURE-
BASED 

TOURISM

BACK



Question 2b.

Would a reduction in the natural beauty of the area 
negatively affect the success of your business?

YES

NO

SNBT ETT
NATURE-
BASED 

TOURISM

BACK



Are you sure? 

If your business or organization is located in a setting that is 
appreciated for its natural beauty, then you are likely involved in 

nature-based tourism. 

Fillmore County, located in the Root River Valley, is one of the most biologically diverse areas in 
the continental United States. It is located in the driftless zone of southeastern Minnesota, an area 
that was bypassed by the continental glaciers. This has resulted in unique and rugged landscapes 
that are ideal for a number of outdoor activities. Thus, tourism in the area is driven by, but not 
limited to, these important natural assets. 

Question 2c. 

Do tourists come to visit Fillmore County that are not interested in the natural 
surroundings?

YES NO

SNBT ETT
NATURE-
BASED 

TOURISM

BACK



Question 3

My business or organization actively strives to reduce our 
environmental impact through initiatives such as: energy 
conservation, wildlife protection, use of sustainably 
produced products, pollution control and/or greenhouse gas 
reduction. 

YES

NO

T
Sustainable 

Nature-
based 
Tourism

T NBT ET

BACK



Question 4

My business or organization recognizes and incorporates 
cultural heritage into our planning process.

YES

NO

T
Sustainable 

Nature-
based 
Tourism

T NBT ET

BACK



Question 5

My business or organization strives to retain economic 
and social benefits of tourism within the community. 

YES

NO

T
Sustainable 

Nature-
based 
Tourism

T NBT ET

BACK



Question 6

My business or organization has completed a strategic 
planning process.

YES

NO

T
Sustainable 

Nature-
based 
Tourism

T NBT ET

BACK



Question 7

My business implements of a system to monitor our impact 
on local community and that makes sure the area’s natural 
resources are not overused.

YES

NO

T
Sustainable 

Nature-
based 
Tourism

T NBT ET

BACK



Question 8

My business or organization offers educational opportunities 
related to local environment and/or culture to clients who 
use our products or services. 

YES

NO

T NBT
ECOTOURISMT

T NBT SNBT

BACK



Question 9

Does your business or organization contribute directly or 
indirectly to the conservation of natural areas?

YES

NO

T NBT
ECOTOURISMT

T NBT SNBT

BACK



You are currently in Tourism.
Based off of the questions you answered, we 
assess that you, your place of employment, or 
businesses qualifies as tourism.  

Please click icons below to learn more about tourism 
and how to coordinate with others to develop a shared 
vision.
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Snapshot of 
Tourism

Tourism & 
Dining

Case Example

Tourism & 
Lodging

Case Example

Tourism & 
Activities

Case Example

ALIGN

Ecotourism Self 
Assessment

BACK



You are currently in Nature-Based Tourism
Based off of the questions you answered, we assess that you, 
your place of employment, or businesses qualifies as 
Nature-Based tourism.  

Please click icons below to learn more about nature-based tourism 
and how to coordinate with others to develop a shared vision.
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Snapshot of 
Nature-based 

Tourism

Why am I not 
in Sustainable 
Nature-based 

Tourism?

Nature-based 
Tourism & 

Dining

Case Example

Nature-based 
Tourism & 

Hotels

Case Example

Nature-based 
Tourism & 
Activities

Case Example

ALIGN

Ecotourism Self 
Assessment

BACK



You are currently in Sustainable Nature-Based Tourism
Based off of the questions you answered, we assess that 
you, your place of employment, or businesses qualifies as 
Sustainable Nature-Based Tourism.  

Please click images below to learn more about sustainable nature-
based tourism and how to coordinate with others to develop a 
shared vision.
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Tourism
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You are currently in Ecotourism.

Based off of the questions you answered, we assess 
that you, your place of employment, or businesses 
qualifies as Ecotourism.  

Please click icons below to learn more about ecotourism and 
how to coordinate with others to develop a shared vision.
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Snapshot of 
Ecotourism

Ecotourism & 
Dining

Case Example

Ecotourism & 
Hotels

Case Example

Ecotourism & 
Activities

Case Example

BACK



Snapshot: Tourism

Definition: Tourism produces 
economic gain and is a social, 
cultural and economic 
phenomenon which entails the 
movement of people to countries 
or places outside their usual 
environment for personal or 
business/professional purposes 
(WTTO, 2015). 

Go Back



Snapshot: Nature-based Tourism
Definition: tourism in which the main 
motivation is the observation and 
appreciation of nature (UNWTO) and 
includes activities that rely on natural areas, 
activities that are enhanced by natural areas 
and activities for which the natural setting is 
completely incidental (Valentine, 1992) 

Characteristics:

1. Tourism activities that rely on nature;
2. Tourism activities that are enhanced by 
nature; or
3. Tourism actives for which the natural 
setting is incidental. 

(Valentine, 1992)
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Snapshot: Sustainable Nature-based Tourism

Definition: Tourism in nature which attempts to 
minimize its negative socio-cultural and 
environmental impacts by developing a holistic 
sustainability strategy and utilizing practices that 
are conducive to sustaining the environmental, 
social and cultural characteristics of the region 
(GSTS, 2013). 

Characteristics:

1. Demonstrating the sustainable 
management of the tourism destination

2. Maximizing the social and economic 
benefits to the local community while 
minimizing any negative social and 
economic impacts. 

3. Minimizing the negative impacts to 
communities and visitors with relationship 
to their social and cultural heritage.

4. Maximizing environmental benefits of 
tourism while minimizing negative impacts 
of tourism. 
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Snapshot: Ecotourism
Definition: Ecotourism is nature-based tourism 
that utilizes practices that are conducive to 
sustaining the environmental, social and cultural 
characteristics of the region and also has a focus 
upon education and conservation (Ly & Bauer, 
2014). 

Characteristics:
1. Attractions should be primarily nature-

based; 
2. Tourist interaction with these attractions 

should focus on learning and education; and
3. The experience and product management 

should follow principles and practices 
associated with environmental, 
sociocultural, and economic sustainability 
ideas (Ly & Bauer, 2014). 
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Tourism and Dining
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Dining experiences may vary depending on the venue.  Large cities like 
the Twin Cities, for example, have many dining experiences which may 
or may not be tourist related.  “Eat Street” in Minneapolis is an 
example of dining options which cater to tourists and locals alike.  In 
smaller towns like Stillwater, MN there may be smaller restaurants that 
aim to provide a more intimate and local atmosphere.  These are just a 
few of the examples of how dining in tourism can be diverse.  
Additionally, if tourist venues do not offer dining options, they may 
provide dining recommendations as well as for lodging, and activities.  
A common example of this practice occurs when cities bid to host 
conferences or when local chambers of commerce promote their city. 
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Tourism and Lodging
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Accommodations for lodging can be varied.  Depending on budget and 
their activities planned, tourists can choose to stay at many places.  The 
Twin Cities, for example, has lodging options that vary from budget 
hotels to high end boutique hotels such as The Foshay.  Lodging options 
can even cater to other anchors in tourism, a prime example of this are 
hotels located close to the Mall of America or in Downtown 
Minneapolis.  The Las Vegas Strip is an example of tourist attractions 
being the accommodations themselves. 
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Tourism and Activities

Activities for general tourism can range from nightlife, shopping, to 
local points of interests.  As long as there is an attraction and visitors 
are willing to travel to see these attractions, this fits into the 
definition of tourism activity.  Tourists will spend money, which is 
economic gain for those who are working in the industry.  An example 
of this is the Mall of America in Bloomington, MN where tourists 
from across the nation and abroad come to shop thus injecting the 
local economy with income.  Not only does the mall benefit from 
tourists and economic gain, but this boost to the local economy also 
generates jobs.
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Nature-Based Tourism 
and Dining
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A defining element of nature-based tourism (NBT) and dining consists of 
eating in a natural environment and is inclusive of picnics, patio dining, or 
cooking at a campfire. Although many people would associate NBT and the 
dining experience to be limited to campfire cookouts and picnics, it is also 
inclusive to foraging for mushrooms and other edibles, as well as organized 
trips which can be included as “dining” in nature.  Nature-based tourism 
dining also offers opportunities for tourists to try local specialties.  The 
Pacific Northwest, for example, provides opportunities for both seafood as 
well as forest edibles.  Sportfishing tours where tourists can eat their catch 
on-site can also be considered a NBT dining experience.  In Minnesota 
where outdoor recreational opportunities are abundant, seasonal hunting, 
fishing, and foraging are practiced. Examples of these practices include 
harvesting wild rice from wetlands, morel mushroom hunting, and fishing 
in the Boundary Waters. 

Go Back



Nature-Based Tourism 
and Lodging
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Lodging in nature-based recreational activities are varied and can be inclusive 
of camping and pitching tents, group lodges, bed and breakfasts and resorts.  
Although lodging can be as simple as pitching a tent, some tourists may choose 
to customize their tourism in nature with their choice of lodging.  Bed and 
breakfasts, for example provide an intimate lodging experience for tourists 
where they can meet locals as well as enjoy local foods.  Nature lodges along 
Lake Superior, for example, can serve larger crowds who are looking for a 
different experience.  Many organizations and groups seek these larger capacity 
places for different reasons, some tourists may want to have a more communal 
experience, they may want to hold nature and leadership retreats, or have 
weddings.  Cruise ships are also included into this category, as they provide 
lodging with an experience reliant on nature, which is the ocean. 

Go Back



Nature-Based Tourism Activities
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Nature-Based Tourism (NBT), by definition, is any type of tourism that occurs in 
nature.  Examples of this activity include the use of national parks such as 
Yellowstone and Denali National Parks as well as local places such as Minnehaha 
Falls. Activities for NBT are usually limited to nature based attractions such as 
photography, hiking, fishing, bird watching and others.  Unlike touring urban 
centers like New York City, most nature based tourists are seeking recreational 
experiences that can include solitude, relaxation, sports and athletic activities 
within nature and others.  Although most NBT activities happen in rural and 
wilderness areas, urban NBT can also include touring community gardens and 
parks.  Central Park in New York City, is a famous example of urban NBT.  Closer 
to home, Rice Park in downtown Saint Paul, although smaller, has a long history 
and strong presence of dedicated users and Minnehaha Falls provides locals and 
tourists opportunities to enjoy nature-based attractions.  Economic gains from 
these activities may not be apparent at first, but economic benefits from tourism 
can be direct and indirect.  Direct and apparent economic benefits can be seen in 
admissions fees as well as supporting local businesses where indirect economic 
benefits can include reinvestment of city funds into attracting tourists which 
benefit neighborhoods and businesses.
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Sustainable Nature-Based 
Tourism and Dining 
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Examples of sustainable nature-based dining can be when a nature 
lodge promotes sustainable practices by only serving locally organic 
produce, or if a fishing lodge provides a low impact fishing experience 
by complying with state fishing limits in addition to providing 
cooking class where tourists can cook their catch. Other sustainable 
dining practices can include portion control, proper oil disposal, 
trayless dining, pre- and post-consumer waste management, and food 
recovery. 

Dining options can be reliant on user experience and capacity. Some 
lodges provide kitchens others have communal dining, while other 
establishments may influence or promote tourist behavior to be 
sustainable.  Examples of this include the Boundary Waters where 
campers are responsible for their own meal preparation and waste 
disposal. 

Composting is a very commonly 
practiced sustainable way to handle food 
waste, but there are some lesser known 
practices that may seem difficult, 
unfamiliar and perhaps even unclean, 
but if practiced properly, it can save not 
only on money but also become 
sustainable.  Food recovery, for example 
can include reusing salads into soups, 
making leftovers into casseroles, using 
herb stalks in vegetable soups and so 
forth.  
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Sustainable Nature-Based 
Tourism and Lodging
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Earthship travel lodges located in the American Southwest are a prime 
examples of combining Nature-Based Tourism  (NBT) with sustainable 
principles where visitors can stay overnight.  These structures are built from 
natural and/or recycled materials with the goal of generating little to no energy 
costs and are completely self sufficient existing off the grid.  There are other 
examples of sustainable NBT as well, campers and organized nature lodges 
themselves can set mandates and goals to emit little to no waste and strive to be 
off grid.  Closer to home, Minnesota bed and breakfasts can have sustainable 
practices such as recycling bar soap into laundry detergent, compost leftover 
foods, use water conserving practices, partner with other local businesses who 
practice sustainable practices among other things.  

Lodging can be varied depending on tourism venue and user experience, but an 
essential component to sustainable nature-based tourism lodging is that the 
facilities adhere to the strict principles of sustainability.  A hotel can practice 
minimizing its water use, but utilizing one practice of sustainability does not 
equate to being green.   

Adhering to sustainable 
practices is a very complex and 
multifaceted processes.  Each 
business has to assess what 
works for them.  Despite the 
varied nature of hotels and 
lodging, sustainability 
principles hold true across the 
board for operators. 
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Sustainable Nature-Based 
Tourism and Activities
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Many people who utilize sustainable nature-based tourism (SNBT) 
opportunities want to have little to no impact on nature.  Activities in 
SNBT can include birdwatching, as long as tourist presence does not 
disturb natural activity.  Birdwatching not only keeps tourists at a 
distance from animals but its premise is to not take anything away from 
the natural environment.  Sustainability principles can be added to 
regular nature-based activities.  For example, tourism agencies can 
promote hiking only on designated trails to minimize erosion and 
promote native ecology.  Fishermen, hunters and foragers can practice 
not over-harvesting nature’s bounty.  

Another practice in SNBT is using the least amount of non-renewable 
resources such as gas for transportation, food packaging, promoting 
local businesses that use sustainable practices.  An example of this can 
be tourism agencies that pick up tourists on buses instead of having 
individual parties drive to their destination.  If tourists are unable to 
prepare sustainably sourced food and package it themselves, then a 
tourist agency can have it prepared ahead of time.  Not only do these 
practices promote minimal impact on the environment on-site, but 
there are secondary benefits as well.  Tourism destinations may be 
sustainable themselves, but the methods and means in which tourists 
get to these destinations may not be so.  Therefore, providing options 
for tourists in take part in sustainable activities not only has effects on-
site but also surrounding areas.
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Ecotourism and Dining
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In Sapa, Vietnam, many nature trekkers may choose to stay with local tribes 
and participate in the preparation of their own meals.  For an intimate, 
educational, and sustainable experience, guests can take part in cooking 
classes or help their hosts prepare a home-cooked meal.  There is little to no 
food waste because all leftovers are fed to the pigs or used as fertilizer in the 
fields.   These are examples of how tourists can learn from local hosts not only 
about their cuisine but also local practices of avoiding waste.  Although some 
destinations promote ecotourism, dining establishments may not be 
ecotourism friendly.  An example of this would be a restaurant that sources 
ingredients from outside the country, is owned by someone outside of the 
community, and economic benefits leave the community. 
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Ecotourism and Lodging
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Nature trekkers in Sapa have a variety of options for lodging.  Some choose to stay 
in hotels or hostels while others may choose to camp or do a homestay.  
Homestays in Sapa can be ecotourism friendly if they adhere to sustainability 
practices such as little to no food waste, respecting and appreciating local people 
and culture, and not damaging the environment.  Tourism agencies who promote 
sustainability principles would encourage tour guides to pick up any litter they 
find on nature treks as well as encourage hosts to source local building materials 
for their establishments.  In Sapa, some local hosts have built retreats with natural 
materials.  Besides enjoying the aesthetic beauty of their surroundings, guests 
have the opportunity to work the rice paddies alongside their hosts.
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Ecotourism Activities
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Although varied, activities in Ecotourism follow very strict criteria to ensure the visitor 
and host experiences are sustainable and mutually benefiting.  In this case example, we 
turn to Sapa, Vietnam which is renowned for its natural aesthetics, cultural diversity, and 
history and is a popular tourist destination for many backpackers. Because of its 
popularity, tourist agencies have sprung up to capture this market as well as provide 
meaningful sustainable tourism experiences.  Tourists have the opportunity to experience 
many experiences depending on their preferences.  Although these tourist agencies vary 
in sustainability, for the purpose of this case example we will focus on organizations that 
incorporate and practice ecotourism according to the sustainability principles. Sapa
O’Chau, is a locally-run ecotourism agency that focuses on guest experiences with a 
strong emphasis on ensuring economic benefits to locals. They employ local ethnic 
groups as tour guides as well as provide homestays with locals as a package for the tourism 
experience. Besides being in a natural environment, activities provided to tourists include 
learning about about the ecology as well as the livelihoods and culture of their hosts.  This 
is the educational component in ecotoruism that ensures guests learn and appreciate 
local culture, ecology, history, and other attributes while funds earned from ecotourism is 
directly benefiting local communities.  Revenue through ecotourism from Sapa O’Chau is 
reinvested in the business and educating the local guides.  Income not only provides 
stability for the hosts but has household and community impacts as well.  In a developing 
country where education can be expensive, local hosts who earn more money are then 
able to send their children to school, provide safer food for their families, and gain self-
sufficiency. 
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Tourists

Distributors & 
Producers

Retailers & 
Service 

Providers

THERE IS A DIRECT
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
RETAILERS & SERVICE 
PROVIDERS AND TOURISTS. 
THIS MAKES THESE RETAILERS 
& SERVICE PROVIDERS “DIRECT 
ACTORS.”

THERE IS AN INDIRECT
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
TOURISTS AND 
DISTRIBUTORS & PRODUCERS. 
THIS MAKES DISTRIBUTORS 
& PRODUCERS “INDIRECT 
ACTORS.”

You are not a direct actor in the tourism industry.

However, you still may be affected or affect the tourism industry. Indirect actors are just as 
important in the ecotourism conversation as direct actors. Indirect actors create supply, and 
in ecotourism indirect actors need to be local, and also use sustainable practices. 

Indirect actors belong in the ecotourism conversation. 

Please do not discount your importance in the ecotourism efforts. Coordination is still 
important for all members of the community that are willing to contribute to the work toward 
sustainable natural areas in your region. If you believe that you are (or have the potential to 
be) an indirect actor  in the tourism industry talk with local retails & service providers about 
ways that you may affect the tourism industry. In takes a village for ecotourism to successful. 

Please visit: [Southern MN Ecotourism Website] for more information.
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Why am I not involved in
Sustainable Nature-based 
Tourism?
Based off of the questions you answered, we assess that you, 
your place of employment, or businesses does not meet all of 
the requirements for sustainability.  

A key component in sustainability are the Sustainability 
Principles, which ALL need to be met in order to fully 
practice Sustainable Nature-based Tourism. They are:
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1. To employ holistic long-term strategic 
planning and monitoring of the cultural, 
economic, social and environmental impacts 
of tourism. 

2. To encourage public participation in tourism 
planning and decision-making, and to respect 
and conserve the sociocultural authenticity of 
host communities and visitors. 

3. To ensure viable long-term economic 
operations which provide fairly distributed 
access to benefits within the host 
community. 

4. To mitigate environmental risks and make 
optimal use of natural resources.
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Why am I not involved in
involved in Ecotourism?

Based off of the questions you answered, we assess that you, 
your place of employment, or businesses does not meet the 
requirements for ecotourism.  

Key components in ecotourism include a visitor educational 
experience, conservation efforts, monitoring, evaluation and 
all sustainability principles. 

For more information, click here.
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Ecotourism Self Assessment

This document is designed to be a tool for current tourism operators who are hoping to incorporate 
sustainability into their practice or wishing to practice ecotourism. It is meant to be a self-
assessment that allows individuals to self-assess how well they adhere to criteria necessary for the 
practice of ecotourism such as: 

• The use of strategic planning and monitoring
• Promotion of local socio-economic sustainability,
• Promotion of local environmental sustainability
• Preservation of cultural heritage
• Provision of education on local natural areas and culture
• Contribution to the conservation of local natural areas. 

It was developed utilizing certification requirements for the two most commonly accepted 
ecotourism certification programs in North America: Rainforest Alliance and The Global 
Sustainable Tourism Council. 

TO REACH THE SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS SELECT A LINK BELOW:

Self-Assessment Questions (PDF)

Self-Assessment Questions (online)

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1_AHUssIxF3hD07riiQasTO0UvDc2BbYvabPE__rreOY/edit?usp=sharing


Ecotourism Self-Assessment  
 
This document is designed to be a tool for current tourism operators who are hoping to 
incorporate sustainability into their practice or wishing to practice ecotourism. It is meant to be a 
self-assessment that allows individuals to self-assess how well they adhere to criteria necessary for 
the practice of ecotourism such as:  
 

 The use of strategic planning and monitoring 

 Promotion of local socio-economic sustainability, 

 Promotion of local environmental sustainability 

 Preservation of cultural heritage 

 Provision of education on local natural areas and culture 

 Contribution to the conservation of local natural areas.  
 
It was developed utilizing certification requirements for the two most commonly accepted 
ecotourism certification programs in North America: Rainforest Alliance and The Global 
Sustainable Tourism Council.  
 

Objectives:  
 To provide clarification for tourism operators wondering why there were classified as 

either nature-based tourism, sustainable nature-based tourism or ecotourism by the 
assessment tool developed by the SE RSDP Capstone Team.  

 To provide guidance as to how tourism operators can alter their current operations to 
move towards ecotourism.  
 

How to Use this Tool: 
 
In order to complete this self-assessment tool, operators will be able to assess how closely their 
business currently adheres to indicators developed by ecotourism certification programs. Each 
indicator is under a heading describing which component of ecotourism it fulfills: strategic 
planning and monitoring, socio-economic sustainability, environmental sustainability, cultural 
heritage, education, and conservation.  
 
Tourism operators have the option to assess how well their operation adheres to each indicator by 
selecting: 

 Yes Definitely       Which indicates that the operator is already fulfilling the criteria 

 I don’t Know          Which indicates that the operator is unsure of whether he fulfills the 
criteria 

 No, Definitely Not. Which indicates that the operator is not currently fulfilling the criteria 
 
After fulfilling this tool the tourism operator will be able to identify specific areas of improvement 
for his operation to move towards ecotourism based upon where he/she has checked off the most 
red boxes. This will best allow the operator to identify where to strategically focus his efforts.  
 
 
 



Ecotourism Self-Assessment  
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Strategic Planning and Monitoring 

Does your business have a strategic plan that relates to 
sustainability? 

   

Does your business have a marketing plan which highlights the 
specific type of tourism that you are offering? 

   

Are you aware of a management organization or group in the 
area that is responsible for coordinating the approach to 
sustainable tourism? 

   

Do you collaborate with regional collaboration efforts focusing 
upon promoting sustainable tourism and community 
development? 

   

Are you aware of, and in communication with, other businesses 
and assets in the community related to tourism? 

   

Does your organization have a system in place to monitor and 
address any potential or current negative impacts on local 
environment or community caused or exacerbated by your 
business?  

   

Does your business have a system in place to monitor, and take 
actions to improve visitor satisfaction? 

   

 

Cultural Heritage 

If your business deals with cultural heritage, does it have a 
system to protect the cultural authenticity of the community? 

   

If applicable, does your organization follow policy or a code of 
behavior when visiting culturally or historically sensitive sites? 

   

Does your business follow a policy that ensures that no 
archaeological artifacts are sold, traded or displayed? 

   

Does your organization incorporate elements in local art, 
architecture, or cultural heritage into tourism respectfully? 

   

If your business’ advertising is related to local cultural heritage, 
does it accurately and justly portray that culture? 

   



Local Socio-economic Sustainability 

This business provides members of the local community with 

employment and training opportunities. 

   

Are you aware of laws related to the prevention of commercial, 

sexual, or any other form of exploitation and harassment of 

anyone particularly children adolescents, women or minorities?  

   

Are you aware of what to do if you see or suspect commercial 

sexual or any other form of exploitation? 

   

Does the local community have access to natural and cultural 
sites? 

   

Do you participate in programs in local community to enhance 
understanding of the opportunities and challenges related to 
tourism and the importance of sustainability? 

   

Are you able to speak about the opportunities and challenges 
related to tourism and the importance of sustainability with 
interested community members? 

   

Do you have opportunities to participate in a system that 
encourages businesses, visitors and the public to contribute to 
community and sustainability initiatives? 

   

If you are a small or medium size business, do you feel like you 
have sufficient sources of support? 

   

Does your business strive to provide equal access to tourism 
opportunities to visitors regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, 
sexual preference or disability?  

   

Are most of the inputs for your business (food, materials etc.) 
are purchased locally? 

   

 

Environmental Sustainability 

Does your business contribute to the evaluation, conservation 
and rehabilitation to natural resources in your local 
community? 

   

Does your business provide a set of rules for promoting proper 
visitor behavior at environmental sites? 

   



Does your business have policies that favor purchasing 
sustainable products?   

   

Does your business work to reduce the use of disposable 
goods? 

   

Does your business measure its energy consumption, know its 
sources, and are steps being taken to reduce energy use and 
encourage the use to renewable energy forms?  

   

Does your business measure its water consumption, know its 
sources, and are steps being taken to reduce its overall 
consumption by reducing waste? 

   

Is your business aware of the greenhouse gas emissions it may 
produce and are there procedures implemented to minimize 
them and offset emissions?  

   

Does your organization encourage its staff, suppliers and 
customers to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions? 

   

Does your business promote and make initiatives (when 
possible) to ensure that wastewater is properly treated, released 
safely or reused? 

   

Does your business attempt to reduce its waste? If reduction is 
not possible, do you take steps to reuse or recycle such waste? 

   

If applicable, does your business make an attempt to reduce the 
use of harmful substances such as pesticides, paints, swimming 
pool disinfectants, and cleaning materials? 

   

If applicable, does your businesses ensure proper storage and 
handling for all harmful substances? 

   

Does your business implement practices to minimize pollution? 
This includes noise light, runoff, erosion, ozone-depleting 
compounds, air contaminants, soil contaminants, and water 
contaminants? 

   

Does your business have policies in place that ensures that 
wildlife is not harvested, displayed, sold, traded, except as part 
of a regulated activity that ensures that their utilization is 
sustainable and in compliance with local and international 
laws? 

   

If applicable, does your business ensure that no captive wildlife 
is held? 

   



If applicable, does your organization have policies that prevent 
the introduction of invasive alien species?  

   

If your business interacts with wildlife, does your business take 
into account collective impacts, and your business does not 
produce adverse effects on the viability and behavior of 
populations in the wild? 

   

 

Education (Ecotourism) 

Does your business specifically provide education 
opportunities related to local natural areas and culture to 
tourists? 

   

Does your business provide accurate interpretive information 
and educational experience related to local natural areas and/or 
culture? 

   

 

Conservation (Ecotourism) 

Does your business contribute either directly or indirectly to the 
conservation of local natural areas? 

   

Is there a system in place to evaluate, conserve and rehabilitate 

natural areas? 
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