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Background

As requested during the 2004 session of the Hawaii State Legislature’s Senate Committees on Tourism, and Energy, Environment and International Affairs, the Hawaii Tourism Authority (HTA) called together in a series of meetings an ad-hoc committee including the members of HTA’s Natural Resources Advisory Group (NRAG), HTA’s Hawaiian Cultural Program Advisory Council (HCPAC), and other experts in the field of ecotourism to develop a definition of “ecotourism” for Hawaii.

The full group met beginning in July 2004, and a sub-committee was formed to develop a definition based on participants’ input.  Subsequent meetings were conducted either in person or via email discussion groups.  The final version of the definition and policy issues were approved via email vote by all members in November 2004.

Membership

The participants included:

Peter Apo, Native Hawaiian Hospitality Association

Wendy Bauckham, Hawaii Ecotourism Association

Manu Boyd, State Foundation on Culture and the Arts

Nalani Brun, County of Kauai

Curt Cottrell – DLNR, Na Ala Hele Trails & Access Program

Mark Fox, The Nature Conservancy

Annette Kaohelaulii, Hawaii Ecotourism Association

Elizabeth Lindsey-Buyers, D. Buyers Enterprises, LLC

Brother Noland Conjugacion, Hawaiian Cultural Practitioner

Walter Jamieson, UH School of Travel Industry Management

Cheryl Kauhane-Lupenui, YWCA

Jeff Mikulina, Sierra Club

Debbie Nakanelua-Richards, Hawaiian Air

Clyde Namuo, Office of Hawaiian Affairs

Dan Quinn, DLNR, State Parks Division

Vincent Shigekuni, PBR Hawaii

Bob Shore, DBED&T - READ

Thomas Smyth, DBED&T

Raymond Tabata, Hawaii Watchable Wildlife

Ramsay Taum, Hawaii Nature Center and Hawaiian Hospitality Institute

Mike White, Kaanapali Beach Hotel

The Challenge

Many definitions of “ecotourism” are already in existence including those sanctioned by the Hawaii Ecotourism Association, the International Ecotourism Society, the HTA and many other tourism and environmental organizations throughout the world.  (See Appendix A.)  More recent trends have favored new names such as “nature tourism,” “adventure tourism,” or “sustainable tourism” to try to more clearly define the activities associated with this niche area.  The first part of the effort, therefore, was to agree on using the term “ecotourism” for Hawaii and determining that the existing definitions did not fully encompass what was needed for Hawaii’s definition.

For Hawaii, so many of our natural resources are connected with sites of great cultural and historic value.  Therefore, a definition of “ecotourism” had to encompass references to Hawaii’s cultural environment in addition to the natural environment.

There was also a concern that any definition developed might be misconstrued or used to the support undesirable activities in Hawaii’s natural and cultural environment.  Therefore, in addition to the “definition” which tries to encompass all of the major characteristics of “ecotourism” in Hawaii, the committee also developed a list of issues and concerns which should be considered in the discussion on “ecotourism” for Hawaii in terms of policy, or rules and regulation development.

Following are the proposed definition and issues to be considered in moving forward to develop this niche tourism product area for Hawaii.  A more detailed discussion of these concerns is captured in Appendix B – “Summary of Group Discussion” from the various committee meetings.

Proposed Definition

Ecotourism in Hawaii is an economically, socially and environmentally sustainable activity that responsibly and authentically connects visitors with Hawaii’s natural and cultural landscapes resulting in beneficial exchanges among these landscapes, the host community, and the visitor.

Possible Policy Issues and Clarification of Parameters for Ecotourism Activity

1. Address the need for a public policy of “balanced” growth in relation to the host, visitor and “place.”

2. Continue to refer to the activity as “ecotourism” versus “nature tourism” or other similar terms to reduce confusion.

3. Consider the need for and parameters of certification, licensing and/or permitting systems of sorts for operators and guides to:

a. Define “appropriately-sized” groups by site and experience to minimize negative impacts on the resource.

b. Ensure “knowledgeable” hosts and interpreters; and the provision of “authentic, educational, cultural, historic and environmentally friendly visitor experiences.”

c. Establish guidelines to protect and conserve our unique island environment and natural and cultural landscapes for future generations.

d. Include requirement to “give back” volunteer service to fix and/or maintain the resource used in commercial operations.

4. As guides/interpreters are more apt to apply to “group” experiences, ensure that individual experiences also respect the environment and culture.

5. Ensure that local and host cultural practices, customs and protocols are acknowledged, observed and respected.

6. Protect and preserve the cultural, historic and sacred sites that make Hawaii a unique visitor destination.

7. Recognize the economic implications of ecotourism for the tour operator and on the local host communities.

8. Ensure coordination between various government agencies to better manage ecotourism activities and minimize negative impacts on the resources.

9. Build environmental and cultural awareness and respect.

10. Provide direct financial benefits for conservation.

APPENDIX A.

Definitions of Eco-Tourism

"Responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment and improves the well-being of local people."

This means that those who implement and participate in ecotourism activities should follow the following principles:

· Minimize impact;

· Build environmental and cultural awareness and respect;

· Provide positive experiences for both visitors and hosts;

· Provide direct financial benefits for conservation;

· Provide financial benefits and empowerment for local people;

· Raise sensitivity to host countries' political, environmental, and social climate; and

· Support international human rights and labor agreements.

[The International Ecotourism Society]

"Responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment and sustains the well-being of local people."

A shared conservation ethic includes the following components:

· Increased awareness of nature;

· Maximized economic benefits for local people;

· Cultural sensitivity;

· Minimized negative impacts on the environment;

· Local participation in decision making process; and

· Careful and clear definition of the market.

[The Ecotourism Society cited by DBED&T in December 1994 study]

“Nature-based travel to Hawaii’s natural attractions to experience and study Hawaii’s unique flora, fauna, and culture in a manner which is ecologically responsible, economically sustainable, encourages the well-being of the local community, and is infused with the spirit of aloha aina.”

[2002 Ke Kumu - Hawaii Tourism Authority]

“Nature- and culture-based tourism that is ecologically sustainable and supports the well-being of local communities.”

This means it:

· Appeals to visitors who want contact with nature, local communities and indigenous cultures;

· Targets travelers with special interests who are looking for unique and authentic experiences;

· Takes into account the impacts of the visitor industry upon the environmental, social, cultural and economic fabrics of the local community; and

· Strives to conduct its activities in harmony with nature.

[Hawaii Ecotourism Association]

“Ecologically sustainable tourism with a primary focus on experiencing natural areas that fosters environmental and cultural understanding, appreciation and conservation.”

[Ecotourism Association of Australia]

Nature tourism is travel and recreation for the appreciation of nature and the outdoors

[Office of Sustainable Ecosystems and Communities, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency]

“Often called ecotourism, nature tourism is defined as ‘tourism to natural areas that promotes understanding of the environment, appreciation and conservation of the cultures and lifestyle of the local population.’” (Young, 1992)

[Nature Tourism in Northwest Pennsylvania – http://naturetourism.allegheny.edu]

“Responsible tourism focused on the natural world”

[Heather E. Lindsay, Cambridge Scientific Abstracts, February 2003]

APPENDIX B.

Hawaii Tourism Authority

Ad-Hoc Committee on Ecotourism

Summary of Group Discussion

General comments including identifying traits that distinguish ecotourism from other forms of tourism:

· Concerned about the impact of increasing numbers of visitors entering areas that may be sensitive.

· Distinction should be made between ecotourism activities and eco-tourists and visitors.

· There are a lot of self proclaimed eco-tours entering parks to see natural and cultural elements. Visitors may be more sensitive to these resources, in some cases, than the operators. It’s a challenge to manage the resource with the increasing numbers of people participating. The connection of resources with “culture” is not a consistent phenomenon.

· Characteristics of eco-tourists: these visitors tend to attach importance to “learning and personal growth.” Kapalua stewardship and resulting portrayal of the area noted as an example. Culture and tourism, properly linked, can yield a powerful impact/connection.

· Ecotourism is nature/culture based experience that supports the community. Responsible people in this field “give back” to support conservation.

· Many travelers are looking for this “special” experience. Some travelers are completely unaware of this dynamic.

· Note carrying capacity in relation to peoples’ increasing interest in seeking sites “off the beaten path.” An eco-tourist may bring special sensitivity to visiting by exhibiting the “leave no footprint behind…” outlook.

· These richer experiences can be distinguished from a snorkel tour or walking tour that doesn’t offer emphasis on culture, an educational component or “giving back” to the community. 

· There are regulatory aspects to dealing with ecotourism providers. Trails, for example, are an increasingly popular venue for the ecotourism industry. Regulators can ignore these activities, enforce “kapus,” or try to find the middle ground as the basis for a meaningful regulatory platform.

· There has been growth from 13 permitted trail tour operators to 35. Now the infrastructure exists to support some aspects of regulation. Fees have increased from $13K to over $60K annually. Generally, there has been good compliance, although initially, there was begrudging tolerance. It has become more of a symbiotic relationship.

· Activities were cited that were based on values and principles. There is a continuum of ecotourism providers from the “good ones” to the “shysters.” Hawaii needs to get the “shysters” out. Good compliance can, eventually, reduce the necessity for a stricter regulatory regime.

· Ecotourism is an oxymoron. The mere presence of a visitor changes the place visited. Some have become resigned to the fact that Hawaii’s natural resources/landscape will be “invaded.”

·  The challenge is to increase the number of “good” practitioners and reduce the number of “bad” practitioners.

· Consider moving away from a “visitor-centered” model. The approach needs to be more “place-centered.” If there is any doubt, the benefit needs to go to the “place.”

· Consider establishing certification and licensing requirements that are value-based (local and Hawaiian values).

· In academia there are 7 definitions for ecotourism.

· Niche-based tourism…Increasing numbers of visitors want ecotourism experiences. If the definition is broad enough, adventure tourism could be allowed (off-road bikes, etc.) as well as others that operate without regard to culture and which result in negative environmental impact.

· In Hawaii, cultural aspects are tied inseparably to the land. Responsible providers should exhibit a symbol of certification or compliance with adopted standards.

· Nature, culture-based tourism with a high quality educational experience usually sustains resources, benefits communities and protects resources.

· FITs and group tours both need to be addressed in this regard.

· Ecotourism “the greening of tourism” movement is based on values and principles – like the 10 commandments. The Hawaii Ecotourism Association has identified principles, but monitoring activities of its members and others to insure compliance has been challenging.

· It would be strategic to educate tourists and visitors to be more discerning.

· There are concerns about the “who” and the “what” that is dispensed. How can we involve Native Hawaiians in this practice/field?

· Look at the motivation of the service provider. The YWCA has acreage at Kokokahi with lots of natural resources. They are interested in providing eco/cultural experiences – not necessarily to tourists. We need to be cognizant of sustainability issues.

· Nature based tourism – nature based experience with various degrees of interest regarding learning about the resource.

· Activity with natural resources, but without the educational component should be distinguished from “adrenaline generator” products.

· Sustainable/responsible tourism – is another aspect of ecotourism.

· Nature-based product with cultural component needs to be considered in light of the impact on indigenous groups reliant upon that natural area.

· What levels of intervention are appropriate to consider? Closures, setting areas off limits, or restricting access for periods of time?

· Sensitivity – theme. “Community” music is communication. There are lots of communities to bring up to speed. What values would we choose to emphasize? Where Hawaiians “sit” is an issue here. Natural resources are part of dance, music, culture, and spirituality! Values and spirituality are integrally linked. Visitors should be educated about these principles and specific protocols (e.g., asking permission).

· Place-based tourism should consider how the visitor relates to the place. Such activities should consider defining the benefits as well as the costs associated with this type of experience.

· Commercially practiced ecotourism disappears when it is no longer economically viable.

· Activity should inure benefit to the visitor as well as the resource of the place. The system (associated biota) should be viewed as the beneficiary instead of the provider or visitor.

· Sustainability of resources based upon ahupua’a principles offers important clues to how we behave in our respective roles.

· Host and interpreter – what are the qualifications for this?

· Boats at Hanalei were once noted as eco-tours. This notion was viewed as a fiasco by some. Kauai favors an approach beneficial to community that also “malamas” (cares for) the “aina.” Hawaiian people know how to care for the land. The more problematic the situations/practices become, the more disturbing it is.

· How do we encourage such activities to remain small – to minimize adverse impact on resources?

· Enforcement works best when there is community based support for/to the regulatory entities.

· These activities, done properly, can be a source of a “feel good experience.”

· Concern that we not close off access entirely.

· Defining component is the host culture, incorporation of native Hawaiian providers along with a strong educational component.

· What about educating and involving the broader community? Fires in Waianae noted. Fires drew community attention to issues – learning occurred.

· Inform the broader community about responsible behavior when utilizing natural resources.

· Don’t have to stick to ecotourism term. Other options possible, including, but not limited to: nature-based, watchable wildlife, etc. Ecotourism has become passe.

· The use of natural resources is part of the Hawaiian culture. There should be a commitment to manage the place, host, and guest in balance.

· Correlation between this new ecotourism frontier similar to the evolution of maritime law – as levels of expertise increase, levels of required licensure increase. Initial entry is easy, but you have to earn your stripes to move up the ladder.

· Definition unique to Hawaii should include reference to culture and natural resources base.

· Authentic experience/authentic host.

· 4 wheel quad doesn’t necessarily fail to qualify as ecotourism activity (if vehicle used to get disabled persons to site of the experience, for example). It’s just not that cut and dry – can’t be defined on basis of transport in isolation of other factors.

· Enforcement issue is a big challenge. Bring enforcement or legal expertise to the table to provide more comprehensive views. Youth perspective could be incorporated as well.

· It’s all about access. Community recipients currently reliant upon resources (subsistence) could be adversely affected by regulatory policies conceived without their participation. This effort is an attempt to increase visitor access without reducing local access. Consider involving subsistence practitioner from Molokai.

· This is an opportunity for this group to consider some “If then…scenarios to help the state consider how to deal with ecotourism in the years to come.

· We promote ecotourism –let’s consider coming up with a definition as well as recommendations regarding the roles and responsibilities of the various stakeholders.

· How do we take a uniquely Hawaiian experience in nature and culture to create an experience that is in balance?

· Interviews with ecotourism industry representatives are yielding trends (defining elements): nurture Hawaiian sense of place and philosophy; demonstrate commitment by the provider; provide tangible benefits to the community; and provide a “personal experience” with appropriate host (community residents).

· Make sure affected communities have been consulted.

· In some sense, they are describing a responsible operator. What does that mean in Hawaii?

· Consider ways to get the next generation involved.

· Brevity is a factor – provide clarification and additional detail by using bullet points.

· Reference to “appropriately sized groups” ties to concerns about providing access.

· The language in the definition is not unlike a mission statement appropriate for consideration in Hawaii.

· Embodied in this definition assignment is an opportunity to capture the values of this movement. We could consider a more prescriptive approach.

· There is a dividing line between eco- and nature- based activities. In “nature-based” tourism, the observer leaves without imparting any benefit to the community/area.

· Consider a two tier approach. Define the activity – which could lead to discussion of protections. The activity itself is neutral. We have to go further by providing a definition that is followed by clarifying statements that precipitate meaningful discussion of regulations and protections.

· Recommend a tiered definition that starts with a simple definition followed by elaboration via sub points.

· We are trying to define a term that has been “tarnished” and abused…the term ecotourism is not necessarily the prevailing term in play these days. As a brand it has been overused.

· Strengthen the emphasis on culture and nature.

· We should craft a definition that is mindful of other tourism activities (wellness, etc.) besides nature and cultural tourism. The definition should help differentiate ecotourism from other types.

· HCVB could include a page in its outreach materials/sites that describes what ecotourism is, what to look for and “codes of conduct for visitor and provider.”
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