
Ecotourism has emerged as a
powerful but controversial strategy
with great potential to unite or divide
the interests of governments, commu-
nity development agencies, environ-
mentalists, tourism service providers,
and indigenous communities. Some
see it as a means to protect endan-
gered cultures and ecosystems. Some
believe it is an opportunity for
communities to develop sustainable
economies. Others, however, look at
it simply as a golden opportunity to
capitalize recklessly on the rapidly
growing global market in interna-
tional travel and “adventure tourism.”

The relationship between ecotourism
and indigenous communities in particular
has long been strained. This is ironic,
since a central tenet of ecotourism is that
it must serve to protect indigenous
communities, preserve their cultural
integrity, and improve their economies.

An Andean process helps restore some local control to a global asset

Ecotourism & Indigenous Communities

By Isobel O’Connell

Yet in Canada and abroad, self-described
“ecotourism” businesses have been
known to use local resources while
conferring little economic benefit to
indigenous people. Their role in the
business, if any, has been confined to
cheap labour or to cultural“shows” or
displays for the tourists.

This has given many indigenous
people little reason to believe in the
potential benefits of ecotourism. They
often perceive it as just one more way to
eliminate local control over their lands
and resources and the future of their
communities.

But things don’t have to be this way.
In January 2004, as a volunteer for The
Mountain Institute (TMI), I assisted
with the collection of tourism research
data concerning indigenous groups in
Huascarán National Park in northern
Peru. We were there to examine a
community distinctive in its high levels
of participation in and management of
the local ecotourism sector. In that
breathtakingly beautiful place,
I saw first-hand how it is
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Huascarán National Park encloses a diversity

of features, including 27 snow-capped peaks

above 6,000 meters (Mount Huascarán, below,

tops 6768 meters) , 663 glaciers, 296 lakes,

41 rivers, and 3 thermal springs. The climbing

path at left was originally built by the Inca.
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possible to foster a multi-
stakeholder process in which
diverse local and national authorities
learn trust, communication, co-operation,
and the skill to carry forward and
implement long-term plans shaped by the
interests of all.

Its mixed track record to date
notwithstanding, ecotourism can be a
valid tool of community empowerment
and enrichment as well as conservation
when designed within a participatory
framework with local indigenous groups.

TMI is a nonprofit based in Washington,
D.C. that facilitates resource manage-
ment rooted in the principles of commu-
nity-based decision-making in order to

Ecotourism, TMI, & Peru
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preserve mountain environments and
advance mountain cultures throughout
the world.

Huascarán National Park is located in
the Cordillera Blanca range of South
America, the highest tropical mountain
range in the world. (See map, page 20.)
Home to an outstanding variety of plants
and animals, including mountain orchids,
the spectacled bear, and Andean condor,
Huascarán became the main part of a
UNESCO biosphere reserve in 1977 and
was designated a Natural World Heritage
Site in 1985. Most of the park is classed
as government land, although there is
chronic confusion over tenure rights and
the protected area status.

International recognition of this
region brought increasing numbers of
visitors (currently over 200,000 a year). A
management plan was a condition of its
UNESCO status in order to protect the
local culture and its ecosystems, and to
ensure that the local people would be able
to have more control over their own
future.

But in 1990 there was still no plan for
the protected areas, nor any clear
guidelines for regulating tourism in Peru.
Political crisis had greatly reduced the
number of visitors to the country and the
private sector was advocating ecotourism
as a way to restore the industry. Such
forces made ecotourism development
chaotic. There was little co-operation
between the private sector and govern-
ment. The sector was plagued by a lack of
political will for government-sponsored
planning, few training opportunities, and
little involvement of community
members in management.

The flood of tourists, eco- or other-
wise, was working great changes,
nonetheless. New economic opportuni-
ties were opening for people who
previously had very low incomes. (Much
of the income generated by the park is
earned through local crafts and tour-
guiding activities.) It also radically
changed the social relations between
inhabitants. In the main town, Huaraz,
people who work in tourism look at the
surrounding mountains and see, more
than anything else, economic resources.
Those living in rural areas, by contrast,

see the
mountains as
their traditional
home place.

This was the
situation when in 1996
TMI developed the Huascarán
National Park Tourism Management
Plan, the first detailed ecotourism
management plan for any park in Peru.
Since then, the park’s government
administrators have had to meet a
complex agenda to integrate a conserva-
tion mandate with sustainable local uses.
Under the auspices of its Andean
Program, TMI has assisted this process by
working with communities and other
interests in the Huascarán to identify
activities, approaches, and enterprises that
respond both to the needs of conservation
and the needs of local economic
development.

With the signing of a contract with Peru’s
National Department of Resources,
TMI’s work moved into a significant new
phase: the building of an infrastructure of
ecotourism planning entities, procedures,
and relationships in the Huascarán. It
involved four types of action:
1. Creating a multi-stakeholder planning

group
2. Facilitating capacity-building work-

shops & public meetings
3. Assessing current tourism in the park
4. Formulating a usage plan

My work in tourism data collection
brought me into close proximity with only
the first two aspects of this process, but
they demonstrated principles and
practices of participatory planning of
great relevance to ecotourism initiatives in
Canada.

Building the Planning
Infrastructure

Create a multi-
stakeholder planning group
This group comprised
representatives from various
parties with interests in the park
relating to tourism, including park staff
and management (predominantly local
indigenous inhabitants, leaders, and
government officials), private interests
(large and small), the national govern-
ment, and TMI.

The TMI team had to facilitate a
process that respected the opinions and
mandate of the park’s administration as
well as all these other participants.
Initially, the park team was concerned
that the working group would engage
many outsiders who would take over the
process. To help reassure them, TMI
went to some length to avoid the“I am
the specialist” mentality. It was decided
there would be no designated“specialists”
at all, but rather different members
would work on different activities to help
diversify their abilities.

The great challenge essentially was to
stakeholders in the eyes of all the

interested parties. TMI had not only to
create
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(above and overleaf) A family sells crafts along

the main road in Huascarán National Park. In

this age of globalization and mass marketing,

indigenous cultures and the natural environ-

ments that engender and support them have

become commodities in high demand – and

therefore at great risk of being lost and “used

up.” Ecotourism has the potential to be a major

basis for their sustainability.
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to identify who the stakeholders
were (at the individual, organiza-
tional, or agency levels), but ensure
that they and their right to
contribute to the discussion of
development issues were recog-
nized as such by the others. TMI
also had to encourage these
stakeholders to demonstrate their
commitment by investing in
ecotourism-related initiatives and
enterprises either with cash, labour,
or in-kind resources.

The training events involved both
the technical aspects of capacity
building (like the assessment of
tourism and tourism management
in the park) and developing the
planning group’s capabilities in
terms of leadership. A high priority
was placed on training park staff in
networking and participatory
facilitation and on nurturing their
self-confidence. This deepened
their knowledge of issues related to
ecotourism and prepared them to
take criticism from different sectors
without becoming overly defensive.

The public information meetings
shared with the public at large the issues
and interests aired in the planning
sessions. Park staff served as spokespeople.
This gave them direct recognition and
responsibility for their work on the plan,
and created an added incentive to engage
and carry out initiatives.

It was crucial for both workshops and
local meetings to build trust and prevent
any participants from manipulating the
discussion. All participants had full access
to information prior to decision-making
and we issued comprehensive minutes
about the discussions and decisions
immediately after each meeting.
Everybody could then monitor each step
of the process for errors, omissions, and
favouritism.

If the key to business success is said to be
“location, location, location,” then the key

Facilitating capacity-building
workshops & public meetings

Lessons Learned

to participatory planning and decision-
making is“relationship, relationship,
relationship.” There are no set recipes for
building trust-based relationships among
governments, local indigenous groups,
NGOs, and other stakeholders. But three
things are critical.

Time is one. The project timetable
must set aside significant amounts of
time to build relationships with both
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indigenous counterparts and
government officials. The
population of semi-nomadic
farmers and herders in Huascarán
is seasonally scattered throughout
the area. As well, participants
simply required time to internal-
ize all they were learning about
networking and community
decision-making and planning.
Finally, the most difficult part of
any plan is not research or
technical analysis, but dealing
with the power struggles and
diverse histories of the local,
regional, and national partici-
pants. These relationships have
become entrenched over many
years, and need time to change.

A second critical factor is an
authentic transfer of authority to
local people. TMI’s consulting
team ensured that each aspect of
the project was well-defined and
understood and maintained the
role of facilitators rather than
decision-makers. The goal was
not simply to accomplish the
project steps, but to help
stakeholder groups understand
the problems and consider
solutions.
The third is full community

engagement. Community empower-
ment is about recognizing the right of
whole communities to participate in the
planning process and to see their
concerns and input incorporated in the
plan. The participation of community
leaders is crucial. But real change is
more likely to happen when the effort is
made to engage whole communities.
The links between conservation,
ecotourism, and income and employ-
ment benefits need to be direct and
significant. In addition, these benefits
must be seen to be fairly distributed
throughout the region.

Certainly, the reality is that consen-
sus is not always possible nor is the full
participation of all sectors of society.
These are complex communities and
the social and political structure varies
from place to place. Management plans
and planning processes must be shaped

The great challenge essentially
was to create stakeholders in the
eyes of all the interested parties....

not only to to identify who the
stakeholders were, but ensure
that they and their right to

contribute to the discussion were
recognized by the others.



by the social, political, economic, and
ecological realities specific to each area.
But the engagement of whole communi-
ties must remain the goal.

The fact that so many stakeholders
“owned” it, and that the planners them-
selves presented it for public discussion,
strengthened the plan in the eyes of
government agencies significantly. They
saw the plan belonged not just to The
Mountain Institute, but to all the
participating communities and interests.
As a result, government agencies came to
acknowledge the need to move toward
sustainability for the region, and how
important ecotourism and community
development were to that sustainability.

Which brings me to the fourth critical
factor: attention to government. It is
sometimes difficult to involve all govern-
ment officials continuously in the
planning process, especially when projects
are local and rural in focus and at a
distance from the center of political
power. The goal is not just to create a
planning infrastructure, however. It is to
help government officials understand the
roots of their institutional problems and
consider solutions. Exceptional and
sustained efforts must be made to build
trust and strong personal and institutional
relationships with government officials
and agencies. Governments have the
authority; they are the ones who deter-
mine project opportunities and implemen-
tation. It is critical that they too have
some ownership of the effort and not
consider it merely as the“NGO project.”

What The Future Holds

There are still some dark clouds on the
horizon for the future of ecotourism in
Peru. The dependence on tourism as a
major source of income could widen the
gaps between indigenous groups. As the
number of visitors increases, not only are
ecosystems and established social
structures threatened, but an individual-
istic, free-market approach to economic
activity is emerging that runs contrary to
the community’s traditional sense of co-
operation and pooling of profits.

Generally, however, there is cautious
optimism and a widespread acceptance
that ecotourism is good for the local
economy and can allow the people of
Huascarán National Park and Biosphere
Reserve to maintain their traditional
Andean livelihoods. Rural residents want
more tourism, but not at the expense of
the customs and environment that are so
integral to their identity.

After a few weeks in Huascarán, I
learned some (the native Andean
language), drank (coca leaf tea),
and adjusted to the thin air and a
largely vegetarian diet. By the time my
assignment was finished, I knew I’d been
singularly fortunate to sit surrounded by
the snow-capped Andes and witness
traditional songs and dances that pay
tribute to , Mother Earth.
Such opportunities should not
be taken for granted.

Quechua
chuspa

altiplano

pacha mama

Ecotourism Accreditation

Finding the balance between conservation

and development is a huge challenge, but

not insurmountable. Certification may make

it a good deal easier.

To that end, the World Tourism

Organization, The International Ecotourism

Society, the Center on Ecotourism and

Sustainable Development, and the Rainforest

Alliance have collaborated to develop an

accreditation program to promote

internationally accepted social and

environmental standards in ecotourism.

In a similar vein, the “Sustainable

Tourism Stewardship Council” was also

launched in 2003: a global mechanism to

help tourists choose responsible companies,

strengthen government guidelines, promote

“best practices” for ecotourism, and build

more sustainable practices within the

tourism industry.

For more information on accreditation,

the Huascarán, and on ecotourism issues

generally, consult the following pages:

The International Ecotourism Society -

www.ecotourism.org

Rainforest Alliance -

www.rainforest-alliance.org

Center on Ecotourism and Sustainable

Development - www.ips-dc.org/ecotourism

UNESCO: www.unesco.org/mab/ecotourism

The Mountain Institute’s Andes Program -

www.mountain.org/work/andes

ISOBEL O’CONNELL is a freelance consultant in

Vancouver, B.C. She specializes in designing and

co-ordinating projects that involve corporate

social responsibility and ethical policy

development. Contact her at icon_2@shaw.ca

All photos courtesy of Isobel O’Connell.
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Unique, interdisciplinary approach
10-15 students admitted each year
12 month program
Full-time or part-time studies
Gain experience with a 4 month
internship

Master’s Degree in
Local Economic Development

Master’s Degree in
Local Economic Development

www.fes.uwaterloo.ca/led
519-888-4567, ext. 6574
www.fes.uwaterloo.ca/led
519-888-4567, ext. 6574
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TECHNIQUES

Dr. Stewart E. Perry, ed.

FOR COMMUNITY RECOVERY & RENEWAL

A compendium of best practices in local revitalization: over
60 methods that communities have successfully used to
enhance their economic and social well-being. For a free
PDF copy, visit www.cedworks.com and click “Tools &
Techniques” on the menu bar, or phone the Centre for
Community Enterprise at (toll-free) 1-888-255-6779.

The CED
Bookshop

Digital

An on-line database of over 500 articles,
papers, and books on the principles and
practice of CED, all available in portable
document format, and searchable by author,
title, subject, or date. Go to ...

cedworks.comwww.
WEBSITE OF THE CENTRE FOR COMMUNITY ENTERPRISEWEBSITE OF THE CENTRE FOR COMMUNITY ENTERPRISE




