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Ecotourism: Issues and prospects in China
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T wo decades have passed since the term ecotourism en-
tered our vocabulary. A Mexican architect, Hector Ceballos-
Lasurain, is credited with coming up with the term back in 1983
when he defined it as “ . . travelling to relatively undisturbed or
uncontaminated areas with the specific object of studying and
enjoying the scenery, its wild plants and animals, as well as any
existing cultural manifestations found in these areas”. Over the
years many other definitions of the term have emerged and
one of the latest is the one provided in 1999 by Martha Honey
that describes ecotourism as travel to areas that are fragile,
pristine and usually protected, that strives to be low impact
and is usually on a small scale. Under her definition ecotourism
also helps to educate the traveller; provides funds for conservation;
directly benefits the economic development and political em-
powerment of local communities; and fosters respect for dif-
ferent cultures and for human rights. Ecotourism can be seen
as the merger of environmental and cultural protection (an agenda
largely driven by environmental protection groups) with tour-
ism and it advocates a gentler approach and an alternative to
mass tourism.

Increasing popularity

Over the years ecotourism has gained popularity in many
destinations around the world (the United Nations declared 2002
as the International Year of Ecotourism) and the application of
the concept is now also emerging in the development of tour-
ism in mainland China and in Hong Kong.

In the past nature was seen only as “good” if it could be
tamed and made to serve humans. Likewise, the tourism indus-
try often viewed natural areas as free public goods that could
be exploited for commercial gains. Ecotourism takes a differ-
ent approach by promoting the idea that nature should be ap-
preciated for its own sake and that it deserves to be protected
from overuse by visiting humans.

Today’s most desirable ecotourist destinations are located
in the last “wild” places of our planet. These include the rainforests
of Costa Rica, the Amazon and Far North Queensland, the Po-
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lar Regions of the Arctic and Antarctic, deserts such as the
Sahara and Gobi as well as High Mountain peaks in the Euro-
pean Alps, the Andes, Rocky Mountains and Himalayas. At the
same time, ecotourism can also have a cultural component. If
ecotours involve visits to local communities, special care has
to be taken not to alter or destroy the lifestyle of the people
that are visited and that communities are not swamped by a
huge influx of outsiders who may have only a limited under-
standing of local conditions. Sound ecotourism management
depends on respect for the environment and the local people
that live in it.

As Honey has noted, ecotourism also depends very heavily
on protected areas such as national parks, forest parks, scenic
reserves, marine parks and world heritage listed areas. China
established its first protected area - Dinghushan Nature Re-
serve - in 1956. In 2003, mainland China reportedly had 1,757
protected natural reserves covering 13.2% of the land area and
there are plans to develop 43 more reserves by 2010 and 743
more by 2050. Hong Kong also has an extensive network of
protected areas with 40% of the territory designated as coun-
try parks. Currently 19 nature reserves in China are included in
the list of UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific, and
Cultural Organisation) Biosphere Reserves, contributing signifi-
cantly to the conservation of biological diversity worldwide. In
addition, China has 28 World Heritage sites including seven natural
and mixed sites. Many of these protected areas are already
attracting tourists while others have the potential to do so in
the future. Mainland China is already making considerable ef-
forts in promoting ecotourism to its protected areas and Hong
Kong has also recently started debate about developing coun-
try parks as sites for international tourists.

Careful planning

Promoting tourist visits to such areas requires careful planning
if the destruction of the resource is to be avoided. Too many tourists
visiting a site can have severely negative impacts on the flora and
fauna. Thus, it becomes important that a thorough assessment of the
carrying capacity of sites (broadly, the number of people a site can
sustain before damage is done to its environment) is carried out prior
to their promotion for tourism purposes. After the assessment has
been carried out site management plans that allow the locations to be
managed in a sustainable way have to be developed. Preparing natural
areas for an influx of visitors may, for example, include the establish-
ment of interpretive visitor centres, the training of guides, the provi-
sion of interpretive maps and guide books, and the development of
hardened walking trails, raised boardwalks or viewing platforms.
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has recently reconfirmed the mainland will be the world’s most
popular tourist destination by the year 2020, attracting some
130 million international travellers annually. Many of these tourists
will want to visit protected areas but their presence, superim-
posed on the already high volume of domestic tourist numbers,
will significantly add to the pressures the sites will experience.
Some sites may have to resort to financial measures to control
visitor numbers by raising entrance charges to very high levels
while others may have to follow the example of locations in
places like New Zealand, where reservation systems that only
allow people entry to the site (or onto a hiking trail) if they
have made a prior reservation are in place.

Given the volume of tourists that visit natural areas in
China, it has to be questioned whether the concept of ecotourism
can or should be applied to all of them or whether what we are
experiencing in the majority of cases is simply nature-based
tourism on a massive scale.

Future prospects

Authorities, destination marketers and individual site managers
are cautioned to apply the label of “ecotourism” only to prod-
ucts and destinations that meet acceptable standards. There is
no doubt that China has many outstanding locations for ectourism
but if the label is attached to products that do not meet inter-
nationally acceptable standards, international tourists will not
be satisfied with their experiences. Staying in a locally owned
and operated accommodation facility and going on hikes to observe
pandas in the wild under the guidance of a qualified local wild-
life guide clearly is an ecotourism product, while sitting in the
stands of a poorly constructed aquatic centre on Hainan Island
and watching a display of crocodile wrestling followed by the
catching of turtles from a pond so tourists can touch them,
clearly does not deserve the same label.

As tourism in China expands it is important that all desti-
nations aim to develop their tourism so it can be sustained in
the long term. If destination managers are inspired by the con-
cept of ecotourism and work towards a more sustainable form
of all tourism, especially mass tourism, the concept will have
served its purpose. China and Hong Kong are encouraged to
heed this advice and to make tourism a sustainable develop-
ment alternative for the 21st century. {Ie
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