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Abstract

Caribbean region is the most tourism-dependent region in the world. Home of mainly
conventional tourism, this thesis investigates the transformative potential of ecotourism
in promoting sustainable development across the Caribbean. By integrating
environmental conservation principles with the economic imperatives of the tourism
industry, this study highlights ecotourism’s pivotal role in balancing developmental goals
with preserving the region's unique natural and cultural assets. The Caribbean,
characterized by its rich biodiversity and heavy reliance on tourism, confronts significant
challenges such as environmental degradation and socio-economic disparities, often

exacerbated by conventional tourism practices.

Employing a case-study approach, this research focuses on several ecotourism initiatives
in Saint Kitts and Nevis, and Dominica, examining how these activities contribute to
sustainable economic growth while fostering environmental stewardship and cultural
integrity. Data was gathered through comprehensive literature reviews, detailed policy
analysis, and direct field observations, providing an in-depth exploration of the region's

historical dependence on tourism and its recent shift towards more sustainable practices.

The findings reveal that ecotourism significantly enhances environmental awareness and
conservation efforts and stimulates local economies by creating employment
opportunities and supporting indigenous businesses. Despite these benefits, the thesis
identifies critical challenges, such as the need for more robust policy frameworks,
enhanced community engagement, and sustainable infrastructure development to support

the expanding ecotourism sector.

The thesis argues that ecotourism offers a viable strategy for achieving sustainable
development in the Caribbean by aligning tourism activities with environmental
conservation and social welfare objectives. Recommendations are made for policymakers,
stakeholders, and community leaders to harness the full potential of ecotourism while

addressing its inherent challenges.
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1. Introduction

Ecotourism, a progressive and fascinating field, has emerged as a leading force in
guiding regions towards sustainable development, creating a synergy between
environmental protection, socio-economic advancement, and cultural preservation. The
focal point of this thesis, "Ecotourism for Sustainable Development: A Case of the
Caribbean Region," delves into the transformative power of ecotourism, examining how
it can effectively harmonise the lucrative allure of tourism with the imperatives of nature
conservation and cultural integrity.

The Caribbean, with its rich tapestry of biodiversity, vibrant cultures, and stunning
natural beauty, has captured the hearts of travellers worldwide. The region has long been
a prime destination - the Caribbean, consistently identified as the world's most tourism-
dependent region, sees substantial contributions from its tourism sector to national
economies. This contribution varies between 8% to 40% of the gross domestic product
(GDP) across 13 Caribbean small island countries® (Laframboise et al. 2014). However,
the journey towards ecotourism is one of aspiration and necessity, seeking a balance
between economic prosperity and preserving the unique environmental and cultural
landscapes. In this context, the principles and practices of ecotourism, as explored in "The
Encyclopaedia of Ecotourism™ (Weaver 2003), become crucial. Tourism is vital to the
Caribbean's economy, driving GDP — which nearly tripled between the year 2000 and
2022 (Figure 1), and job creation across the region (Figure 2) (World Bank 2022).
However, the conventional tourism model has been a double-edged sword, bringing
prosperity but exacerbating socio-economic disparities and placing undue pressure on the
natural environment. This has underscored the need to transition towards more
sustainable, ethical travel practices.

The shift towards ecotourism in the Caribbean opens a plethora of opportunities.
According to The International Ecotourism Society, ecotourism is now defined as
“responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment, sustains the well-
being of the local people, and involves interpretation and education” (The International
Ecotourism Society 2015b).

! Caribbean Small Island Countries — Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, Dominica,
Grenada, Guyana, Jamaica, St.Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and Grenadines, Suriname, Trinidad
and Tobago (World Bank 2024)



This position of ecotourism as a powerful catalyst for sustainable development
aligns with the United Nations' Sustainable Development Goals, particularly in
eradicating poverty, promoting sustainable economic growth, and protecting our planet's
ecosystems(United Nations General Assembly 2018).
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In the heart of this narrative lies the Botanical Gardens of Nevis, a vibrant epitome
of community engagement, education, and conservation. These Gardens preserve the
diverse flora and fauna of the Caribbean and contribute to community welfare and
knowledge. On the island of Nevis also lies the Vanilla Paradise Nevis — a vanilla farm
that opened a few years back and aims to promote ecotourism properly while growing
local vanilla and teaching tourists and locals how to use it. Together, they provide
employment, instil a sense of collective responsibility towards nature, and serve as an
educational hub, enlightening locals and visitors on the importance of biodiversity and
sustainable living practices.

The Island of Dominica, on the other hand, has very little conventional tourism
and aims to be the one ecotourism destination in the Caribbean region; it is on a good
path. Dominica is known for its natural and lush forests, which are accompanied by huge
mountains and volcanos. Together, those things make Dominica a paradise for
responsible travelling.

This thesis navigates the socio-economic and environmental facets of ecotourism
in the Caribbean, particularly emphasising Saint Kitts, Nevis and Dominica. Through an
extensive literature analysis, policy reviews, and first-hand experiences, this work offers
a holistic view of ecotourism's potential and challenges in the Caribbean region,

contributing valuable insights to the global discourse on sustainable tourism.

2. Literature Review

2.1.  Tracing the Caribbean's Evolution: An Introduction to History

and Tourism.

2.1.1. The Early History of the Caribbean - A Legacy of Encounters

The Caribbean, a vibrant region scattered across the Americas, boasts a rich
tapestry of history intricately woven with encounters, resilience, and cultural exchange.
Its turquoise waters and diverse island chains became a stage for some of the most

significant chapters in human history.



2.1.2. Pre-Columbian Encounters

Long before European arrival, the Caribbean was home to thriving indigenous
societies (Rogozinski 1994). The Taino, skilled farmers and potters, inhabited the Greater
Antilles and Bahamas, while the Island Caribs, known for their seafaring skills, resided
in the Lesser Antilles (Crosby 2003). These communities, estimated to number in the
millions, developed unique cultures, social structures, and spiritual beliefs adapted to their
island environments (Knight 1978).

2.1.3. European Arrival and Colonization:

Christopher Columbus's landfall in 1492 marked a turning point in the region's
history (Rogozinski 1994). Soon after, European powers, primarily Spain, France,
England, and the Netherlands, arrived, drawn by the Caribbean's strategic location and
potential wealth (Trouillot 1995). This period witnessed the exploitation of resources,
including the establishment of large-scale plantations, often fuelled by the forced labour
of millions of Africans brought through the transatlantic slave trade (Figure 3) (Drescher
1987)(Williams 1944).

Figure 3 Sugar Mill in French West Indies, 17th Century

Source: https://new.millsarchive.org/2022/02/21/sugar-mills-and-slavery-by-stuart-m-nishet/



2.1.4. Demographic Shifts and Cultural Exchange and a Legacy of

Transformation:

The arrival of Europeans had a devastating impact on the indigenous population
(Rogozinski 1994). Diseases like smallpox and influenza, inadvertently introduced by
explorers, decimated indigenous communities (Crosby 2003). Warfare and displacement
also contributed to their decline (Knight 1978). The forced migration of Africans through
the slave trade significantly altered the region's demographics, giving rise to multiracial
societies with diverse cultural influences (Mintz & Price 1992). While the narrative of
colonisation is marked by hardship and exploitation, it is crucial to acknowledge the
resilience and artistic contributions of all communities in the Caribbean. The region's rich
heritage reflects the legacy of encounters and exchange, evident in languages, religions,

and cultural practices that continue to evolve today (Brereton 1981).

2.1.5. The Rise of Nationalism and Independence Movements:

Following centuries of colonial rule, the 20" century saw a surge of nationalist
movements throughout the Caribbean (Brereton 1981). Inspired by global movements for
freedom and self-governance, Caribbean people challenged colonial dominance and
advocated political and economic autonomy (Trouillot 1995). During this period, they
witnessed various independence movements shaped by each island's unique historical and
cultural context (Knight 1978).

2.1.6. The Long Road to Liberation:

The path towards independence varied across the Caribbean (Crosby 2003). Some
countries, like Barbados and Jamaica, negotiated peaceful transitions with their colonial
powers (Rogozinski 1994). Others, like Haiti, fought for liberation through revolutionary
struggles, culminating in establishing the first Black republic in the world following the
Haitian Revolution (1791-1804) (Drescher 1987). Regardless of the approach, the pursuit
of independence reflected a collective desire for self-determination and the opportunity

to chart the course for the Caribbean's future.



2.1.7. The Enduring Legacy of Independence:

While gaining independence marked a significant milestone, the Caribbean
nations continue navigating the complexities of their governance and development as they
forge their place in the global community (Mintz & Price 1992). The shadows of the
colonial past are still present, influencing economic structures, social dynamics, and the
relationship with external powers. However, the spirit of resilience, cultural richness, and

a collective desire for a brighter future continue to propel the Caribbean nations forward.

2.1.8. Conclusion and Transition to Modern Tourism

As we delve deeper into the Caribbean's tourist tapestry, we must grasp the
historical intricacies that have impacted its evolution. By understanding the region's
evolution from its indigenous roots to its current role as a worldwide tourism hotspot, we
obtain significant insights into the complexity of Caribbean civilisation and its past and

present interconnectivity.

Today, the tourism industry is a pillar of the Caribbean economy, serving as both
a result of and a response to historical developments. The lush landscapes, gorgeous
beaches, tropical climate and lively cultures that once enticed adventurers and the elite
are attracting millions of visitors worldwide today, drawn by the Caribbean's famed
hospitality and natural beauty (Lopez 2023).

This inflow of tourists has shifted the region's direction, providing unparalleled
prospects for economic growth but simultaneously posing considerable obstacles.
Tourism has become vital to the Caribbean's identity and economy, fuelling job creation,
infrastructure development, and cultural interaction. On the other hand, the Caribbean
region is the most tourism-dependent region in the world. Eight out of ten countries reliant
on tourism in 2019 were located in the Caribbean region (World Travel & Tourism
Council 2022).



2.2.  Exploring the Diverse Landscape of the Caribbean

When we gaze at the insular Caribbean, we find a sprawling array of over 700
islands, primarily forged from volcanic and coral origins. These islands create a stretch
of archipelagos in a north-eastern direction, effectively demarcating the Caribbean Sea
from the Atlantic Ocean. These groupings include the Lucayan Archipelago (comprising
the Bahamas and Turks and Caicos, though notably, these do not border the Caribbean
Sea), the vast Greater Antilles to the north (consisting of countries like Cuba, Jamaica,
Cayman Islands, Puerto Rico (US) and the island of Hispaniola) and the Lesser Antilles,
inclusive of the Leeward Antilles (Antigua and Barbuda, Anguilla, US Virgin Islands,
British Virgin Islands, Saint Kitts and Nevis and Guadeloupe (FR)) and the Windward
Islands (Dominica, Grenada, Martiniqgue (FR), Saint Lucia, St. Vincent and the
Grenadines) to the southeast (Fink & Fairbridge 1975). Together, these form what is
sometimes referred to as the West Indies Figure 5

Primarily situated atop the Caribbean Plate, the region is a hotbed of tectonic
activity, given its intersection with several prominent lithospheric plates such as the North
American, South American, Cocos, and Nazca plates (Wessels 2019). This leads to
notable volcanic activity and frequent seismic events, vividly depicting the region's
dynamic geological landscape (LACGEO 2023).



2.2.1. Climatic Challenges of the Caribbean

Moving from the geological to the climatic, the Caribbean's location near the
equator gifts it a tropical climate with consistently warm temperatures throughout the year,
complemented by substantial rainfall. Rainfall varies from 25 cm annually on the island
of Bonaire off the coast of Venezuela up to 300 cm annually on the island of Dominica
(Figure 4). Given its location, Caribbean islands have to go through annual hurricane
seasons from June to November on most islands (NOAA 2023). In the other half of the
year, the so-called “Dry season” comes. The dry season generally occurs between
December and March (Moraes et al. 2022). Drought can be incredibly challenging for
Caribbean islands because they are uniquely susceptible to sudden droughts which can
occur. “Despite often receiving daily rainfall, island ecosystems are particularly

vulnerable to drought conditions” (Ramseyer & Miller 2023).
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Looking into the geopolitical aspects, the Caribbean is a complex mixture of
regions, territories under foreign administration, and independent countries. Despite the
array of cultural backgrounds, languages, traditions, and socioeconomic conditions, what
binds them is their shared geographic location in the Caribbean Sea and their historical
experiences under colonial rule.

Focusing specifically on the "Small Island Caribbean”, which pertains to the
Lesser Antilles, we find a compact yet richly diverse collection of islands spreading
across approximately 14,000 km2. These islands are notable for their relatively small land
areas, most of which have been shaped by volcanic activity, resulting in distinctive

topographies and natural wealth (Merriam-Webster 1997).




Home to around 4 million residents, this region comprises eight independent
nations and fourteen territories under external governance. There has been an indication
of a growing emphasis on sustainable practices and eco-tourism development, leveraging
the area’'s unique biodiversity and cultural heritage to foster economic growth while

preserving its pristine environments (Granvorka & Strobl 2013).

2.3. Tourism vs. Ecotourism

The dynamics between conventional tourism and ecotourism reveal a spectrum of
impacts, benefits, and challenges, necessitating a nuanced analysis to distinguish their
respective roles in modern society. On the one hand, conventional tourism is often
critiqued for its potential to precipitate environmental degradation and cultural erosion,
primarily due to the influx of visitors and associated infrastructural developments
(Andrew 2016). Conversely, it is a significant economic driver, contributing to job
creation and revenue generation in numerous global locales (Sharpley et al. 2015).
Ecotourism emerges as a counterpoint, rooted in principles of sustainability and
conservation, aiming to minimise tourism's negative footprint while maximising local
community benefits (Buckley 2009). While proponents of ecotourism underscore its
potential to foster environmental stewardship and socio-economic benefits for indigenous
populations (Weaver & Lawton 2007), critics highlight the challenges of practical
implementation and the risk of greenwashing, wherein businesses superficially adopt
ecotourism labels without substantial adherence to sustainable practices (Blamey 2001).
This dialectic indicates a complex landscape, necessitating rigorous evaluation and
strategic planning to harness tourism’s potential benefits while mitigating its pitfalls.

Because certain ecotourism features overlap with those of other tourism categories,
Figure 6 illustrates the framework for examining ecotourism in the CARIFORUM nations.
The diagram illustrates ecotourism's inclusion within nature tourism and its classification
among sustainable, responsible, and alternative tourism forms. Regarding attractions and
activities, it illustrates potential intersections with outdoor tourism, particularly adventure,

wildlife, and agritourism (Wilson et al. 2014).
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Sustainable, Responsible and Alternative Tourism

Figure 6 Ecotourism and Its Relationship with Related Tourism Types

Source: Wilson et al. 2014

2.3.1. The Importance of Tourism in the Caribbean Region

Tourism is a cornerstone of economic development in the Caribbean, offering a
vital source of revenue, job creation, and business opportunities. Statistics from 2019
underscore the significance of the tourism sector, revealing that it contributed a
substantial 13.90% to the region's GDP while employing over 15% of the workforce
(World Travel & Tourism Council 2022). Notably, from 2010 to 2019, the Caribbean
tourism industry exhibited a moderate average annual growth rate of 3%, outpacing the

region's economic growth but falling short of the global tourism industry's average.
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The dependence on tourism is particularly pronounced in certain nations, with
Antigua and Barbuda leading the way, with tourism contributing an impressive 83.30 %
to its national GDP. Aruba and St. Lucia are closely behind, with contributions of 67.90

% and 59.80 %, respectively, underscoring tourism's pivotal role in these economies.

Table 1 - Total Travel & Tourism Contribution to GDP in 2019 (in USD bn, 2021 prices & exchange

rates)

14.39
12.16
5.99
5.82
4.59
2.29
1.99
1.63
1.45
1.36
1.28
1.28
1.23
1.08
1.02
0.83
0.81
0.61
0.54
0.49
0.34
0.18
0.16

Source: WTTC (2022)
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In 2019, the Dominican Republic was the region's most significant travel and
tourism sector, contributing USD 14.4 billion. As seen in Table 1, Cuba came in second
with a donation of almost USD 12.2 billion, followed by Puerto Rico with USD 6 billion.
Notably, Puerto Rico had the region's fastest growth rate of 21%, fuelled by ongoing
recovery efforts after the destruction inflicted by Hurricanes Irma and Maria in 2017, as
seen in Table 2. This growth was driven by a 96% increase in Travel & Tourism capital

investment in 2018.
Table 2 - Travel & Tourism GDP growth 2019 (%)

Economy

Rank Country 2019 T&T GDP Growth
1 Puerto Rico 21.0%
2 Dominica 17.3%
3 Anguilla 14.3%
4 Jamaica 12.1%
5 Antigua and Barbuda 11.0%
6 St Lucia 8.4%
7 British Virgin Islands 7.7%
8 Curacao 7.1%
9 Barbados 6.7%

10 Cayman Islands 6.2%
11 Bahamas 6.1%
12 St Vincent and the Grenadines 5.4%
13 Martinique 5.2%
14 Bermuda 2.7%
15 Guadeloupe 2.6%
16 St Kitts and Nevis 2.1%
17 US Virgin Islands 2.0%
18 Haiti 1.9%
19 Dominican Republic 1.8%
20 Grenada 0.7%
21 Aruba -0.7%
22 Cuba -1.7%
23 Trinidad and Tobago -2.2%

Source: WTTC (2022)

13



Furthermore, the resilience and growth of the tourism sector in the Caribbean were
evident in 2019. Countries like Dominica saw a remarkable increase of 43.60 %, with
Anguilla following closely at 19 %. Other nations, including St Kitts and Nevis, Puerto
Rico, Barbados, St Vincent and the Grenadines, also demonstrated strong performances,
recording growth rates ranging from 9 % to 14.60 %. This expansion underscores the
tourism sector's ability to bounce back from crises and effectively distribute regional
benefits (World Travel & Tourism Council 2020).

Although the intricate relationship between tourism and its surrounding
environment, social dynamics, and economic frameworks, encompassing employment
opportunities and governance structures, is only sometimes fully appreciated by the
public, its significance remains undeniable. Sustaining the long-term viability of tourism
destinations across these multifaceted elements is paramount for the industry's continued

success (Maggio 2020).

2.3.2. The Devastating Impact of COVID-19

However, the sudden onslaught of the COVID-19 pandemic laid bare the
vulnerabilities within the Caribbean tourism sector. Between April and June 2020, the
period witnessed a profound standstill in the travel and tourism business, characterised
by empty hotels, deserted attractions, and grounded airlines (Indar et al. 2022). This
unprecedented disruption underscored the region's heavy reliance on tourism,
emphasising the imperative of diversification and long-term growth. The pandemic's toll
on tourist arrivals was staggering, with a 65.50% decline observed in 2020 compared to
the previous year, plummeting from 32.0 million visits to just over 11 million (ECLAC
2020). Although this decline was less severe than the global average, it profoundly

impacted the region's economy.
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Additionally, the industry's primary revenue source, visitor spending, experienced
a substantial decrease due to the sector's crucial role in the regional economy; the decline
in Travel & Tourism had a ripple effect on the overall economy. In 2020, the Caribbean
witnessed the most rapid economic contraction globally, with a GDP shrinkage rate of
8.90%, underscoring the severity of the situation (World Travel & Tourism Council
2022).

For example, in Saint Kitts and Nevis, the impact of Covid-19 was extreme.
Tourism-related industries, including condo/villa development, hotel and restaurant
operations, retail trade of souvenirs and luxury products, and tour and taxi services,
contribute considerably to St. Kitts and Nevis' GDP. Estimated tourism spending
exceeded $500 million in 2018 and 2019, excluding the economic impact of overseas

students in the country.

Table 3 Total Visitors by Sea and Air, Saint Kitts and Nevis

Visitor
Arrivals | 128,579 124,241 -3% 124,241 30,865 -75%
by Air

Visitor
Arrivals | 1,147,918 | 982,817 -14% 982,817 270,749 -712%
by Sea

Visitor
Arrivals
by Air
and Sea

1,276,497 | 1,107,058 | -13% 1,107,058 | 301,614 -73%

Source: Ministry of Sustainable Development Saint Kitts and Nevis, 2019

These figures are closely related to visitor arrival statistics, which showed a
modest 3% decline in air arrivals from 128,579 in 2018 to 124,241 in 2019, followed by
a significant 75% decrease in 2020 to 30,865 due to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic,
which resulted in the cessation of regular passenger flights in March and the partial
reopening of the border in October (Ministry of Sustainable Development 2019).
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The pandemic also harmed maritime arrivals (Pallis 2020), with cruise ship and
yacht passenger arrivals falling 14% in 2019 to 982,817 and 72% in 2020 to 270,749
when passenger cruises were halted in April (St.Kitts&Nevis Observer 2020). Overall,
the pandemic resulted in a 73% decrease in total air and sea tourist arrivals to 301,614,
marking recorded history's most significant substantial negative impact on tourism.

These numbers are similar in the region. The neighbouring countries of SKN —
Antigua and Barbuda, Dominica and Saint Lucia have almost identical statistical data for

tourist arrivals, see graph in Figure 7.

Tourist Arrivals 2015-2020
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Figure 7 Total Tourist Arrivals 2015-2020 (World Bank, 2024)

St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia and Antigua and Barbuda had a similar number of
arriving tourists in 2015-2019. This is primarily due to their rich and extensive tourism
sector, which appoints them as vacation destinations heavily relying on mass tourism. On
the other hand, Dominica's tourism sector is smaller and more focused on sustainable
tourism and ecotourism, with trips to nature and hiking as significant activities. This
explains the smaller numbers (Siegler 2023). Additionally, in 2017, Dominica was hit by
Hurricane Maria, which damaged 95% of Dominica’s housing stock and 225% of the

nation’s GDP (ECLAC United Nations 2022).
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2.3.3.  Uneven Development and Challenges

The adverse effects of the pandemic aggravated existing disparities in the region.
While tourism has been a boon for some Caribbean nations, others have needed help to
harness its benefits effectively. Garraway’s (2008) research highlights stark poverty
disparities within the region, with countries like Haiti and Suriname grappling with
poverty rates nearing 65% and 63%, respectively, between 1996 and 2002. Similarly,
nations such as Belize, Dominica, Grenada, Guyana, St. Kitts and Nevis, and St. Vincent
and the Grenadines faced poverty rates ranging between 30% and 40%, underscoring the
urgent need for inclusive development strategies. Meanwhile, Jamaica, St. Lucia,
Trinidad and Tobago, and the Turks and Caicos Islands experienced poverty rates ranging
from 20% to 29% during this period (Garraway 2008).

The plight of marginalised communities, particularly indigenous groups residing
away from major tourist hubs, further underscores the importance of equitable
development. For instance, studies on Mayan communities in Belize reveal alarmingly
high rates of child mortality, illiteracy, and malnutrition compared to national averages,
highlighting the pressing need for targeted interventions. As Duffy (2002)mentioned in
her paper, “Most Mayan people experience social, political and economic marginalisation
and even exclusion”. This issue could be solved by the money flow from tourism to
contribute to local communities and improve their living conditions.

Sustainable and community-based tourism (CBT) offers promising ways to
address these challenges, ensuring that tourism revenue fosters local development and
contributes to broader regional prosperity.

Fluctuating travel regulations, consumer confidence concerns, and the emergence
of new virus variants have posed formidable challenges to the industry's resurgence.
However, amidst these challenges lie innovation, resilience, and collaboration
opportunities. Sustainable tourism entails increasing the number of tourists visiting a
particular country or generating income and better serving the broader development goals

of local communities, regions, and nations (Guo et al. 2019).
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By embracing sustainable practices, fostering community engagement, and
leveraging technology, the Caribbean tourism sector can navigate these turbulent waters
and emerge more robust and resilient. Sustainable tourism can serve as an advertisement
to help this heavily wounded region. Implementing sustainable practices may require
upfront investments in energy efficiency or renewable energy sources. However, these
can lead to long-term cost savings through reduced energy and water consumption, waste
generation, and operational efficiencies (Willard 2021). Additionally, sustainable tourism
can attract eco-conscious travellers, a growing market segment willing to pay a premium
for responsible travel experiences (Euromonitor International, 2023 de Araujo et al.
2022).

In conclusion, the COVID-19 pandemic has cast a harsh light on the
vulnerabilities of the Caribbean tourism industry while underscoring its indispensable
role in regional development. As the region charts its course towards recovery, it must
prioritise diversification, inclusivity, and sustainability to build a more resilient and
equitable tourism ecosystem. By fostering partnerships, harnessing local resources, and
empowering communities, the Caribbean can weather the current crisis and emerge as a

beacon of sustainable tourism excellence on the global stage.

2.3.4. The Ecotourism Product

The multidimensional ecotourism product combines tourism components with
unique activities and ideologies. Any tourism product may be classified into two types:
the total tourism product (which includes all of the elements consumed by a visitor during
a visit) and the individual tourism elements (or combinations of these elements)
consumed by a visitor (Koutoulas 2015). Individual components include (i) transportation
to and from the destination country; (ii) lodging and catering; (iii) excursions (attractions,
activities, and facilities); (iv) ground transportation; (v) entertainment; (vi) souvenirs; and
(vii) other connected items and services (Wilson et al. 2014).

Similarly, ecotourism can be viewed as a general tourist product or as individual
aspects (or combinations of elements, as in tour packages).

However, the emphasis is on the trip component of the ecotourism offering, which
can be broken down into attractions, activities, and facilities. Ecotourism attractions are

either natural or cultural (Satrya et al., 2023).
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Natural attractions include forests, mountains, beaches, lakes, and caves. Cultural
attractions include festivals, cultural villages, museums, cuisine, and food. Excursions
fall into four categories: leisure, recreational, sightseeing, and instructive. Typical
ecotourism excursion activities include animal viewing, bird watching, hiking, exploring,
trekking, kayaking, and diving (Wilson et al., 2014; Satrya et al., 2023).

2.3.5. Using Ecotourism to Promote Sustainable Development

In response to the challenges faced by many Caribbean nations, a promising avenue
for sustainable development has emerged: Ecotourism.

This approach advocates for responsible travel to natural areas, emphasising
environmental preservation, support for local communities, and educational opportunities
(The International Ecotourism Society 2015a). Moreover, ecotourism presents a viable
means of generating stable income by showcasing the Caribbean's natural wonders and
pristine landscapes, benefiting companies, communities, countries, and the ecotourism
industry.

According to Buckley (2012), ecotourism holds significant potential for
promoting sustainability and community involvement while also playing a crucial role in
preserving natural and cultural heritage. It represents a concept aimed at fostering an
alternative mode of development that prioritises the conservation of natural environments
while promoting social and economic diversification. This focus on sustainability is
particularly crucial in economically marginalised communities, including those classified
as underprivileged, indigenous, or rural.

With its abundant biodiversity and rich cultural heritage, the Caribbean region is
exceptionally well-suited for ecotourism initiatives. By integrating ecotourism into the
tourism offerings, we can enhance resilience, promote sustainable practices, and mitigate
the financial impacts of global crises. Additionally, Scheyvens (2002) and Honey Martha
(2008) underscore the role of ecotourism in community development and equitable
benefit distribution, highlighting its potential to empower local communities and foster
inclusive growth. Community-based tourism (CBT) can be part of ecotourism and vice-

versa.
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When considering the critical traits of sustainable community-based tourism, we find

significant overlap with ecotourism principles. These shared characteristics by George
(2020) include:

1.

Environmental Responsibility: Ensuring that tourism operations do not degrade
the natural environment is critical. Instead, they should enhance the experiences
of both visitors and residents while adhering to sustainable principles.

Social and Economic Benefits: Sustainable tourism projects should have a
positive social and economic impact on the community, minimising negative
consequences associated with tourism activities.

Community Harmony: Sustainable tourism should respect and safeguard the
local community's interests, meeting the needs of tourists without jeopardising the
community's overall well-being.

Sustainability and Marketability: Successful projects balance sustainability
objectives and market appeal, satisfying tourists' needs while following
environmental and social sustainability guidelines.

Ownership and Governance: Transparent and equitable governance structures
are essential for sustainable tourism initiatives, regardless of ownership structure.
Performance Evaluation: Effective management mechanisms must regularly
assess project performance, focusing on the initiative's sustainability surplus.
Long-Term Perspective: Sustainable tourism initiatives prioritise long-term
sustainability over immediate financial gain, influencing business decisions over
time.

Ecological Monitoring: Constant monitoring is necessary to proactively track
and address ecological changes, reducing adverse environmental effects.
Education and Awareness: Sustainable tourism programs prioritise educating
tourists and local community members about sustainable activities and employing
scientific behaviour modification techniques to promote sustainable attitudes and

behaviours.

Maggio (2020) suggests that while occasionally used interchangeably, ecotourism and

sustainable tourism are travel experiences that the Community-Based Tourism model

encompasses.
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Overall, ecotourism and sustainable community-based tourism share similar goals
and principles, making them complementary approaches to promoting responsible travel
and fostering sustainable development in the Caribbean region.

Considering the specific challenges and opportunities within the Caribbean
region, a market analysis of the ecotourism industry in CARIFORUM? was conducted,

encompassing both demand and supply aspects (

2 CARIFORUM, which stands for the Caribbean Forum, is composed of fifteen nations in the Caribbean region:
Antigua and Barbuda, the Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, Dominica, the Dominican Republic, Grenada, Guyana, Haiti,
Jamaica, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Suriname, and Trinidad and Tobago.
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Table 4).

This analysis was complemented by a needs assessment at regional and country
levels, employing the SWOT methodology to identify strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities, and threats. Notably, the SWOT analysis for ecotourism overlapped with
that of the broader tourism industry due to their close relationship (Wilson et al. 2014).

Specific SWOT analyses were conducted for the ecotourism industry in four
selected CARIFORUM countries, revealing common strengths such as natural attractions
and established protected areas (e.g. Table 4, Table 5 and Table 6). However, weaknesses
included fragmented development approaches and limited financing options for
entrepreneurs. Opportunities identified encompassed incentives for investors, particularly
SMEs, and the development of comprehensive ecotourism product strategies. Conversely,
threats included potential environmental degradation and competition from other
ecotourism destinations.

Following the SWOT analysis, a competitive assessment was conducted across
the three countries based on indicators such as ecotourism product offering, prices,
distribution, and industry organisation. This comprehensive approach aimed to inform
strategic decision-making and foster sustainable development in the ecotourism sector
within the Caribbean region (Wilson et al. 2014)
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Table 4 - SWOT Analysis for the CARIFORUM Tourism Industry

CARIFORUM boasts stunning natural beauty and cultural richness, with a well-developed
tourism sector backed by regional organizations. A variety of lodging options cater to different
Strenghts y1e 9 Y 9ing op

budgets, and the region's location near North America and historical links to Europe create
accessibility and potential for a wider tourist base.

Travel challenges exist due to limited airlift and underdeveloped infrastructure in certain areas
(e.g. in Dominica, (Cedric J. Van Meerbeeck et al. 2021)).

Weaknesses Accommodation limitations in some destinations hinder expansion. Safety concerns arise due to

rising crime rates. Revenue leakage from tourism reduces investment opportunities, and small

businesses face difficulties securing financing.

Emerging Asian markets present exciting opportunities. The industry can diversify by developing
new tourism experiences like adventure, cultural, and eco-tourism. Digital marketing offers a
powerful tool for promotion and sales. A unified CARIFORUM tourism brand can strengthen

Opportunities market presence. Multi-destination travel packages can be created to combine visits to multiple

countries. Encouraging local and regional travel fosters market diversification. Upgrading the

tourism value chain enhances the visitor experience. A thriving tourism industry can have a

positive ripple effect on other sectors of the economy.

The industry is susceptible to economic fluctuations and rising fuel prices. Price competition
from other destinations exists. Travel taxes can act as a deterrent. Overdependence on the North
American market creates vulnerability. Nearby Central and South American destinations pose
competition. Seasonality limits revenue opportunities. Sustainable tourism practices are crucial to
address environmental and cultural impacts.

Source: (Wilson et al. 2014)
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Table 5 - SWOT Analysis for Ecotourism Industry in The Bahamas

- Abundant natural attractions, including coral reefs, marine life, and diverse ecosystems.
- Presence of established protected areas and the Bahamas Natural Trust (BNT) for conservation
Strengths

management.
- Formal public and private sector tourism bodies support the well-developed tourism industry.

- Perception of mainstream tourism as dominant, potentially conflicting with ecotourism
expectations.

Weaknesses - Fragmented ecotourism efforts with minimal coordination within the Ministry of Tourism.

- Heavy reliance on the North American tourist market, posing vulnerability to market

fluctuations.

- Incentives for ecotourism investors mainly focus on developing ecotourism in the Out-Islands.
- Diversification of ecotourism markets, including targeting European tourists.

Opportunities

- Potential for sustainable development through ecotourism, aligning with global trends towards

responsible travel.

- Central American destinations' proximity, seen as more natural ecotourism alternatives,
potentially diverts tourists.
- Overreliance on the North American market, making the industry vulnerable to economic
changes.
- Conflict between mainstream tourism dev