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In ecologically fragile but aesthetic mountain areas of Guizhou province, China, ecotourism has been
opted as an optimal regional development model to raise living standards of local ethnic minorities with
rich cultural heritage. This paper undertakes first a brief theoretical review exploring the substance of
sustainable tourism and intrinsic values of nature aesthetics as the basis of tourist attraction and
economic exploitation. Using ecotourism in Libo County as a case study, the triangular relationship of
nature conservation, livelihood improvement of minority groups via ecotourism and their culture
preservation which make up the crux of sustainable tourism is evaluated and analyzed. The key finding
is that achieving a perfect state of equilibrium in these three elements of sustainable tourism is
illusionary. The gain in one element is the loss of another. Their coexistence is found to be in the state
of a compromised rapport and outcome.
Key words: Aesthetic value, culture and nature conservation, ecotourism, ethnic minorities, mountain areas,
sustainable tourism.
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
Regional economic policy and tourism
Since the economic reforms in the 1980s, China has
aimed at narrowing spatial disparities between more
developed coastal regions and lagging inner provinces.
One of the key objectives of such a regional policy is to
consolidate state capacity as a vector for modernization
and strengthen integration or nation-building in ethnic
minority dominant areas characterized by poverty, poor
infrastructure and disadvantaged by social and economic
capacities (health, welfare, education services (Goodman,
2004; Cornet, 2015). Handicapped by and, especially
those in the mountainous Southwest China, were in no
good position to promote industrial development by

duplicating that of the Pearl River and Yangtze River
Deltas. Guizhou, a historically impoverished and an
ecologically fragile mountainous region with a rich
diversity of minority groups is typical of such a lagging
inner province. Until the mid-1990s, Guizhou had
experienced very little success with rural industrialization
and its state-run industries much focused on defence and
resource extraction had suffered low comparative
competitive advantages, the inner provinces productivity.
The province’s Total Factor Productivity index was found
to be only about 84, much lower than coastal Guangdong,
Jiangsu and Zhejiang provinces enjoying all over 125
(Oakes, 1999; Wu, 2008).
With reforms also came the government-led
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Figure 1. Location of Libo County Source: Downloaded from Google Earth Map

decentralization policy implemented since 1994 which
has been more an institutional formality than in the
effectiveness of administration and promotion of local
ethnic leadership (Cornet, 2015). With decentralization,
Guizhou’s rural sector has suffered the adverse effect of
fiscal decline as the central government cut down
subsidies by transferring a large proportion of financial
responsibility to provincial and local governments. Under
these circumstances, Guizhou’s ethnic tourism with rich
traditional costumes, folk dances and other artistic
performances are perceived to have great potential to
become one of the province’s pillar and marketable
industries. Ethnic tourism represents equally in Southwest China a new opportunity for preserving ethnic
identity in a Han dominating socio-cultural environment
whilst promoting regional economic growth (Oakes,
1999).
The advantages of cash-generating tourism development are multiple. First, tourism when turned into
ecotourism is its environmental protective and friendly
“green economy”. Secondly, it has potential to broaden
sources of revenues in economically lagging mountain
regions in Guizhou where local farmers have been
traditionally
and
overwhelmingly
dependent
on
subsistence farming on poor lands, and collection of
forest products that bring mediocre incomes. For
decades, high population growth rates in Guizhou have
created tremendous amount of rural surplus labour in the
province’s rocky topography barely suitable for
agricultural expansion. Its 3% low-lying lands are
predominantly found in isolated and narrow valleys
interspersed between tall karst mountains. About 40% of

its land area is vulnerable to moderate and severe
erosion. Thirdly, since the end of 1990s, land protective
measures such as forest conservation and “return of
farmland to forest or grassland” (tuigenghuanlinhuancao)
have led to shrinking of farmland sizes. To some extent,
farm mechanization and commercialization have also
reduced rural workforce demand. Consequently, more
peasants have been driven to the cities where they have
few formally trained urban-based skills to offer (Xu, 2009;
Studley, 1999; Fang, 2002; Liu et al., 2004; Oates, 1999).
Hence, ecotourism has turned out to be a viable option in
minority areas where their cultural assets and local
knowledge as well as the natural aesthetics inherent
within their living environment have provided them with
relatively low entry level of tourism participation.

The study area: Libo County
Libo County is located some 200 km South of Guiyang
City, the provincial capital of Guizhou province. As an
established scenic ecotourism centre, it is highly
accessible from Guiyang City (Figure 1). Dominated by
ecologically fragile karst mountains and ethnic minorities,
the county covers an area of 2430 square kilometres, of
which only 8460 hectares (3.5%) are farmland. The
county is endowed with two national class resort areas,
Zhangjiang and Maolan Nature Reserves where forest
coverage is over 95%. In 1994, in recognition of its
invaluable nature heritage, the State Council approved
the county with a national level scenic resort status. As
early as 1996, Maolan’s karst ecological system
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Figure 2. Sustainable Tourism Linked to Localized Sustainability Development
Source: Concepyualized by author: 1. Cultural performance, localized cuisine and catering, and other services. 2.
Traditional habit, ethnic dress, songs and dances, festive celebrations.

including its wetlands was elected by the UNESCO and
listed in its “Biosphere Reserve Network”. In June 2007,
the Libo nature site was further declared in the World
Nature Heritage Conference held in New Zealand as the
sixth World Nature Heritage of China. In January 2014,
Libo’s Zhangjiang ecological resort was elected by the
National Tourism Board as a National Ecological Tourism
Demonstration Site (Aoyang, 2014; Chen, 2014; Baidu
Wenku, 2014).
Since Libo was enlisted a World Nature Heritage site in
2006, such brandish effect has helped attract an
increasingly large number of tourists to visit its aesthetic
landscape and ethnic cultural features (Mou and Yang,
2014). Endowed with multiple waterfalls, streams and
limestone caves, the resort area is also called “Green
Jade of the Planet” and has great potential for ecotourism
development.
This paper uses the Libo County as a case study to
explore the triangular relationship of ecotourism, ethnic
cultural preservation and nature conservation in the
conceptual context of sustainable tourism. More
specifically, it investigates how these three key elements
interact and create an outcome mutually compromisable
to the different stakeholders pursuing respectively the
economic sustainability (ecotourism), socio-cultural sustainability (ethnic cultural preservation) and ecological
sustainability (nature conservation). As these three
elements are undergoing active interactions in the
ecotourism activities in Libo, two key questions

associated with the anticipated change that need to be
addressed are: a) how have ethnic cultural practices
adapted themselves to meet the tourist demand?; and b)
how has nature conservation compromised itself when
ecotourism is conducted in a massive scale in response
to rising numbers of tourists? These two questions are
dealt with in the Libo case study below.

RESEARCH METHOD
In this study, a hypothesized model is conceptualized to
test the Libo ecotourism where the relationship between
ecological sus-tainability, economic sustainability and
socio-cultural sustainability is examined. This model is
graphically displayed in Figure 2 which shows that the
three levels of sustainability are associated respectively
with forest conservation (natural ecology) against impact,
localized nature and ethnic-based activities (regional
economic source of revenues) and preservation of ethnic
identity and culture (human cultural ecology). They are
important sustainability factors which serve to reach the
“idealistic” goal of win-win sustainable tourism. The
hypothesis is presumed to be a compromised process in
which some win-lose situation would result following their
interactions and negotiations over different levels of
constraints.
It is within this theoretical framework centred on the
triangular relationship between mountain ecology

Wong

protection, ethnic culture preservation and localized
livelihood resulting from ecotourism that this paper is built
on. The paper first provides a conceptual review on
ecotourism and esthetic value in sustainable
development of tourism in the context of mountainous
nature areas possessing an aesthetic asset appealing to
tourists. Aesthetic values play a crucial role in sustainable
tourism and is considered a key economic component
supporting ecotourism development. This is followed by a
discussion of the practices of sustainable tourism
development taking place in Libo County.
Much reading is made of published sustainable tourism
material from Western perspectives from which relevant
theoretical framework and interpretations are extracted.
The material selected suits well the Chinese marketoriented tourism economy following reforms. Using a
wide range of Western and Chinese sources for a
synthetic analysis, the setting serves the purpose of
integrating their essence for an appropriate interpretation.
This fits into the real situation in relation to the
sustainable tourism issue of the Libo case study which
has undergone a somewhat neo-liberal and market-led
tourism development.
The Chinese tourism-based economic development
has its own characterization and outlook. In the Chinese
language sources employed, they are largely managerial-,
problem solving- and business-oriented studies that have
followed closely the pragmatic public policy notions
initiated by the state to promote regional economic
growth and alleviate incidence of poverty in ethnic
minority dominating mountain regions in China. The
Chinese state’s macroeconomic policy for Guizhou has
preferred tourism to pollution-prone manufacturing as a
powerful service-based economy in ecologically fragile
mountain areas, despite its social adverse effects. Survey
results of Chinese sources are selectively used to reflect
the perceptions of host communities about themselves,
their traditions, change in livelihood and nature
conservation. Official publicity materials are avoided as
far as possible. With the above borrowed and personal
conceptualization, the study is supported by an on-thespot observation trip in May 2014. The trip conducted
informal interviews with local petty traders, taxi drivers
and restaurant managers about their perceptions of
livelihood change and views towards tourists, the
difficulties they encountered in making a living after
leaving farming and about their own future. This effort has
helped writing the article with a deeper sense of
understanding.

ECOTOURISM
SUSTAINABLE
REVIEW

AND
ESTHETIC
VALUE
IN
DEVELOPMENT: A CONCEPTUAL

Profit-led ecotourism business is often accused of
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destroying ecological systems and causing loss of
localized cultural heritage. Such business which may be
disguised under the publicly appraisable slogan to
preserve ethnic culture and nature could be a marketing
ploy to attract the morally conscious tourists (Lansing and
De Vries, 2007). In essence, ecotourism is limited in
scope as its primary concern lies with protection and
preservation of nature resource on the premise of low
impact and environment-sensitive travel (O’Neill, 2002).
Sustainable tourism, however, is conceptually much more
comprehensive in coverage than just ecological
protection. Based on the United Nations’ perspective,
sustainable tourism is defined as "tourism 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"
(UNEP and UNWTO, 2005). The coverage of this
definition includes sustainability of economic operations,
ecological preservation and cultural conservation and is
inclusive in particular depth about the complexities, belief
systems, social interaction, rules and regulations towards
strangers and other elements that make up culture
(Burns, 1999; Francis-Lindsay, 2009).
In more concrete terms, sustainable tourism should,
inter alia: a) maintain essential ecological processes and
conserve natural heritage and its biodiversity; b) respect
the socio-cultural authenticity, cultural heritage and
traditional values of host communities; and c) ensure
viable economic operations with fair distribution of socioeconomic benefits to all stakeholders including poverty
alleviation efforts to host communities (UNEP and
UNWTO, 2005). Murphy’s（1995, p.279）interpretation
of sustainable tourism encompasses even more. It covers
the management of all resources that fulfill economic,
social-cultural, ecological and aesthetic needs. Murphy’s
inclusion of aesthetic value is considered an important
element subsumed under the economic pursuit of
sustainable tourism that will be discussed in greater detail
of its conceptual content later.
By sustainability principles, sustainable tourism should
embody a practical and feasible characterization. That
means, they have to strike a right balance between
ecological, economic and social-cultural pursuits, and
they are inextricably interwoven in such as a way that
economic progress as the key activator has to gauze
itself against the potential loss of natural ecology and
ethnic cultural heritage. In the world of rapid social
change and internationalization of tourism, there is a winlose situation in which the latter two are practically at the
mercy of economic progress. The question is how
minimal impact could be achieved vis-à-vis the ecology
and ethnic culture in the process of mutual interactions
and tolerance. To convert such sustainability principles to
an implementable sustainability instrument, Lansing and
De Vries (2007) suggested that an internationally
recognized governance body with a specific task of
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drafting up a rating system be set up. In its operations,
they recommended that United Nations World Tourism
Organization (UNWTO) and the tourism industry be
assigned with the authority to ensure and enforce the
rating system’s reputation, and prestige.

Aesthetic value in sustainable tourism
Developing ecotourism in forested mountain areas, by its
very virtue, is to conserve a natural area as far as
possible to its original state and landscape by maintaining
its aesthetics, wilderness, and biodiversity whilst keeping
damages resulting from human activities to the minimum.
The prerequisite should be that the natural state of
commodified landscape must be sustainably maintained
so that opportunities of future generations to appreciate
such aesthetics are not compromised. In other words,
aesthetic conservation has to be incorporated within the
context of biodiversity and wildlife conservation
(Saunders, 2013) that serves also the long-term objective
of economic pursuit of tourism.
Aesthetic values are derived from human sensory
experiences supplemented by cultural and cognitive
perception. Deep appreciation is a superior form of
knowledge production (Parsons, 2002), and this desire of
appreciation is vital in motivating people to dedicate
themselves towards conserving the natural ecosystems
th
and biodiversity. Industrial growth from late 18 century
Britain first saw nature-led leisure seeking by rising
middle classes. Andrews (1989) gave an admirable
th
description of travelers in late 18 century Britain who
were attracted by “picturesque” landscape. Often,
paintings and drawings of “beautiful-picturesque sites”
were used as a reference for choice of visits. Austin
(2007, p. 631) interpreted the love for walking in the midst
th
of nature by travelers in late 19 century England as an
“aesthetically-centred idea of foot travel” where open air
could be consumed and transformed into a “pleasurable
and respected aesthetic experience”.
Indeed, nature has always been perceived as an
aesthetic object in and of itself in human feelings. Nature
appreciation became a commodified product only in
modern times where the “admiration of scenery as an
innate, unlearned faculty” was turned into an “everybody’s
business” (Ely, 2003). And this business spread at the
post-World War II era from the prosperous West to the
developing world. In China under reforms, “scenic spots”
with aesthetic values have been deployed as a regional
balancing tool, as stated earlier, to stimulate growth in
economically weaker areas rich in ethnic cultural
traditions, and local attractions. Such nature spots also
provide an increasingly large and affluent Chinese
population with holiday making and leisure opportunities
(Nyiri, 2006).
The notion of ecological aesthetics embraces both

subjective and objective judgments of natural beauty; the
objective views being rational including the universal
environmental need to conserve biodiversity (Carlson,
2004). This means conservation interventions are
necessary when natural habitats are threatened with
extinction. Carlson (2004) has gone further to link
ecological aesthetics beyond nature to include science
because scientific knowledge of ecology contributes
towards nature conservation and prevents ecological
catastrophe with irreversible damages of nature.
Similarly, conservation and aesthetic appreciation of
nature sites by tourists is also the territorial representation
of social equity which needs land use control. This control
is in the public interest in terms of access as ecotourism
is accessible by all. This accessibility forms the basis of
social legitimacy of nature conservation and its
management is essentially important.

Ecological and aesthetic management
In mountain areas in southwest China, due to land fragility
and topsoil erosion venerability, ecological consequences
can be serious if land use management measures are not
effectively applied and sustainably maintained. In
promoting ecotourism in mountain areas, it is crucial to
undertake ecological risk assessment measures to
examine the ecological effects and implications. Project
appraisals technically require at least two forms in
approach: a) macro-level environmental-cum-ecologyoriented approach aimed at achieving long-term
sustainable development; and b) micro-level physical
planning and design approach that meets the macro-level
ecology-based approach. Indeed, one even needs to go
beyond site-specific boundary in a regional context, in
order to plan for long-term and unexpected events
(Bourgeron et al., 2001; Demurger et al., 2009).
In China, shortcomings in management of protected
areas were widely known under the administrative style
of the highly centralized state before the 1980s reforms.
Then, many protected areas appeared only on paper and
conservation measures were rarely met. Impressive
improvements have since been made largely due to the
implementation of the deregulation and devolution
strategy which allowed local governments to play a more
proactive and assume greater responsibility (Jim and Xu,
2004). After the severe droughts in 1997 and massive
Yangtze River floods in 1998, tough ecological protection
measures and generous conservation and reforestation
funding were initiated.
By 2004, over 2000 nature reserves had been
designated nation-wide, despite weaknesses in management and planning. A characteristic feature of populous
China’s nature reserves is that there are often villages
and hundreds or thousands of farming dependent
villagers found within their boundaries (Herrold-Menzies,
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2006). Stringent forest and soil conservation has
provided strong legal support to develop ecotourism
resources. Several national scale forestry and
conservation projects saw over 700 billion yuan being
allocated for a 10-year period (2000-2010) (Li et al., 2011;
Fang, 2002).
In promoting nature conservation, China has started
from the early 2000s to provide financial support to rural
households who accept to convert ecologically fragile
farmlands back to less erodible natural vegetation cover.
This budgetary allocation was made possible from the
consistent expansion of urban economy and high GDP
growth rates, supported by trade surplus (Deng et al.,
2010). Known as “Sloping Land Conversion Program
(SLCP) launched in 2000, it is a key component of the
payment for ecosystem services (PES) which provides
grain and cash subsidies in exchange for the cooperation
of the low-income rural households. In the ecologically
fragile upper reaches of the Yangtze River, farmers
agreeing to convert their sloping lands to ecological
forests and economic forests were compensated in 2004
an average of 2250 kilograms of grain (at 1.4 yuan per
kg) and 300 yuan in cash for each hectare given up
(Wang and Lu, 2010; Li et al., 2011).

Sustainable tourism development in Libo County: A
case study
This section examines how ethnic cultural practices have
adapted themselves to meet the tourist demand, and how
nature conservation has compromised itself when
ecotourism is conducted in a massive scale in response
to rising numbers of tourists. The second issue is related
to the hypothesized model that economic, ecological and
socio-cultural sustainability pursuits would have to end up
as a compromised outcome.

Adaptation of ethnic cultural practices
At the public policy level and in the interest of China’s
centralized state, ethnic tolerance could contribute
towards social harmony conducive to domestic political
stability. On one hand, facilitating peaceful coexistence
between the Han majority and ethnic minorities living in
peripheral or frontier zones plays a significant role in
national unity and integration. Thus, over the last two
decades, Chinese central state policies have been
increasingly orientated towards a more inclusive
ecosystem approach linking more closely nature with
indigenous cultures. For ethnic minority groups, forests
and their natural habitat are multi-functional and multiscalar in meeting their basic needs such as source of
food and medicine, building and artifact materials,
spiritual services, as well as place of recreation and
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leisure (Xu et al., 2006; Xu, 2009). On the other hand,
self-enhancement efforts of ethnic minority groups to
improve their own economic status via ecotourism would
also serve to strengthen their cultural identity and
safeguard indigenous knowledge, paving an intergenerational transfer of traditional beliefs and practices.
In economic terms, therefore, cultural attributes of ethnic
minorities can be turned into valuable social capital with
potential to be made into marketable products (Xu et al.,
2006).
There are however trade-offs inherent in ethnic cultural
conservation projects (McShane et al., 2011). On one
hand, local resistance sometimes occurs against
conservation programs initiated by public policy makers.
A good lesson could be learnt from Guizhou’s Caohai
experience where local villagers fought violently against
nature reserve officials enforcing fishing ban to protect
the local wetland habitat during the late 1980s and early
1990s (Herrold-Menzies, 2006). In 1993, the “Integrated
Conservation and Development Project-ICDP”, a localcum-international NGO cosponsored institution, was set
up to reconcile between local and conservation interests.
The final resolution included alternative strategies to
improve local incomes from non-protected resources, as
well as compensatory infrastructure development and
through environmental education (Herrold-Menzies,
2006). Other conflict resolution experiences comprise
components such as direct compensation, tourism
development, revenue sharing from tourism and hunting,
alternative incomes, small loans, agroforestry and local
infrastructure provisions (Newmark and Hough, 2000).
On the other hand, local acceptance to use natural
aesthetics for ecotourism has to bear a cost which is
normally paid by local communities exposed to threat of
diluting cultural traditions, higher cost of living, loss of
hunting and fishing grounds, and farmlands. In a study
conducted by Jie Li and his partners in 2007 (Li et al.,
2011), it was found that economic improvement was
generally common when local villagers were involved in
ecotourism and non-farming businesses or jobs. But they
also observed that traditional farmers’ ability and chances
in engaging themselves in higher skill occupations have
remained a challenging task. There is therefore an
urgency to organize more skills training for indigenous
groups in Guizhou as local peasants are increasingly
driven towards ecotourism as an alternative livelihood,
particularly since the adoption of the Forest Protection
Law in 1998 which has taken potential revenues away
from the forest-dependent peasants (Qi et al, 2003).

Tourism growth and local socio-economic change
In Guizhou, tourism is a fast expanding sector which in
2012 received some 214 million tourist trips (GPBS,
2013). As Table 1 shows, its service sector made a four-
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Table 1. Growth of Tourism and Service Sectors in Guizhou Province, 2004-2010

Year
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010

Total Service Sector
Output (Million Yuan)
54313
75999
89253
110900
137684
186516
216358

Proportion of Services
Tourism Sector
in Total GDP (%)
Output (Million Yuan)
34.12
39.13
39.36
40.92
41.30
47.90
47.10

Proportion of Tourism
Sector in Total Services (%)

16760
25114
38705
51228
65313
80523
106123

30.86
33.05
43.37
46.19
47.44
43.17
49.05

Source: Adjusted from Ji, 2012, Table 2. http://wenku.baidu.com/view/6b0f2d00e87101f69e319557.html.
Note: As of March 2015, 1 US dollar was equivalent to 6.2 Chinese yuan.

fold growth over the period 2004-2010 during which
income revenues derived from tourism were even more
spectacular, recording a 6.3 times growth. In terms of
percentage over the whole service sector, tourism
increased from 30.9% in 2004 to 49.1% in 2010 (see Ji,
2012). In 2011, the tourist number accounted for 5.37
million, creating a total revenue of 3.29 billion yuan (Peng
and Wang, 2011; Mou and Yang, 2014).
Though no data are specifically found in ecotourism
growth in Guizhou, one will not disagree that its growth is
particularly impressive. As a point for reference, over the
period 1998-2002, for example, domestic tourists to
mountain resorts increased over four-fold, triggering up
the demand for hotels, and other supplies (Zhang et. al.,
2004). A 2012 report also revealed that over the next
decade, investment on ecotourism in the province could
reach 2 to 3 trillion yuan (Qianzhannet, 2012).
In 2011, Libo had a population of 175,030, of which
92.7% were ethnic minorities (predominantly Bouyei,
Shui, Yao and Miao). About 22.5% of its inhabitants were
engaged in non-farm sectors, and heavy dependence on
tourism was noticeable as over 22,750 people were
directly involved in the sector. In 2011, 537,000 visitors
were recorded, with tourism revenues reaching 3.29
billion yuan in the same year which was 80.9% increase
over 2007 (Libo Bureau of Statistics, 2012; Baidu Wenku,
2014).
Tourism, more specifically ecotourism, has attracted
large numbers of indigenous people to abandon their
infertile, tiny and patchy farms and part-time huntingcum-fishing traditions. Many have been employed by
travel agencies, hotel business while many have also
turned themselves into petty traders, handicraft makers
and dance/singing performers in resort sites. For
example, Bizuo village within the Maolan Nature Reserve
has transformed itself into a “Specialty Tourism” village
where all 38 households have joined the ecotourism
chain of business such as beverage catering,
restaurants, travel guides etc. They all reported a

substantial improvement in cash income. As part of the
national policy aimed at poverty reduction in remote and
lagging regions, the villagers have also received strong
support from Guizhou’s Provincial Finance Department
which hired handicraft consultants to train the villagers in
handicraft making and tourism-related skills. Overall in
Libo, more than 400 had been trained till 2013 (Aoyang,
2014).
Within a span of less than 20 years, Libo villagers have
gone through three aspects of social change, namely a)
change in living environment (from self-confinement to
exposure to the outside world); b) livelihood change (from
nature dependent subsistence farming to nature
dependent ecotourism services); and c) enhancement of
consciousness towards nature protection (from free
exploitation to self-restraint and limited exploitation of
natural resources). This self- restraint may be interpreted
as self-imposed as livelihood change towards ecotourism
has renewed villagers’ reliance on nature conservation
from which they have now made an improved livelihood.
At this point, further analysis is needed on the ways in
which local ethnic groups have adapted themselves as a
result of impacts from visitors and their own services
commodified to meet market demand in ecotourism.

Impacts of Ecotourism
Demand side effect: The visitors
From the supply side of Chinese city visitors, ecotourism
provides them with an opportunity to recover their losses
from working in compact urbanized “concrete jungles”
and busy lifestyle cut off from nature. The commodifiable
cultural difference of minorities transformed in the form of
exotic ethnic performances has a strong appeal to the
metropolitan Han consumers (Oakes, 1999 p.25). For
many, it is an outlet to reconstruct their lifestyle balance
by walking into the forest and mountains, and relax for a
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short while before returning to routine work. This renewed
relationship between human beings and their natural
environment or “back to nature” behavior is phenomenal
in Chinese cities. Since the economic reforms in the
1980s, major Chinese cities have experienced high growth
rates and rising affluence in three dimensions: physical
expansion, population growth and economic progress.
With economic progress, ecotourism demand has
created enthusiastic local responses from the receiving
end, the nature forest reserves in mountain areas.
Participants, especially local ethnic minorities have
benefited from this tourism expansion, with a price. In
many ways it is a blessing as they forego their traditional
subsistence lifestyle and move into a modern and
exposed world with improved incomes and other
opportunities. The price includes ecological consequences
as well, given that exposed nature to massive human
engagements cannot rule out totally adverse effects, a
universal feature in China and other countries.
First, hotel and catering business, access pedestrian
paths and “green cars” requires clearing of forest to cater
to the basic needs of city visitors. Large-scale use would
cause loss of biodiversity through species decimation, an
important process of environmental change. Rise in use
intensity in protected nature sites is a form of ecological
impact in the long-term, though effective management
skills could mitigate the extent of impact (Buchholz, 1993;
Farrell and Runyan, 1991). Steps of visitors, rolling of
transport vehicles have tightened soil compactness,
lowering its permeability that affects regeneration of plant
species. A case of Snake Island off the coast of Lushun,
Liaoning province, cited by Su and his partners (Su et al.,
2010) is most illuminating. Visits from the populous
mainland to the snake island rose rapidly from the 1990s.
Human interference in different ways which affected the
reproduction capacity of island snakes had led to their
extinction.
Indeed, coexistence of tourism and nature conservation
has required a form of symbiosis resolution which
combines protection of the environment and needs of
local communities through involvement of local
stakeholders to make decisions as to how to achieve
ecological sustainable development (Torn et al., 2008).
Such a community-based, bottom-up approach and its
applicability may have difficulties if implemented in highdensity areas in Southwest China.
Supply side effect: Local ethnic cultural services
Libo ecotourism is highly representative of the
controversial socio-cultural and ecological issues raised
in this paper. Endowed with rich forest resource, such
nature asset is highly valued especially after 1998 by the
Chinese government when it began to be more serious
about protecting its rare nature reserves which covered
only seven percent of China’s territory. Forests are
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important in China’s ecosystems for their biodiversity, and
goods (fresh oxygen, water supply and thick topsoil
vegetation cover) and services as moderator of climate,
absorber of pollutants, and regulator of carbon, nutrient,
and hydrologic cycles, vital to human living (Harkness,
1998).
The Libo nature site is also capable of offering travelers
access to ethnic cultural assets. Until some 30 years ago,
local ethnic groups led a frugal and highly naturedependent livelihood on ecologically fragile karst
mountain valleys. Life of ethnic minorities took a sharp
change in the late 1980s when economic reforms brought
in modern developments and large numbers of tourists
attracted by the region’s nature beauty and colourful
ethnic cultural performances.
Ecotourism in populous China is typically characterized
by massive numbers of visitors, in particular during long
vacations. Mass tourism provides strong business
temptation as its economies of scale justify mechanized
transportation, easy accessibility and high levels of
services to attract more particularly “passive” ecotourists
who seek better comfort, or due to old age, less walking
and less taxing tours (O’Neill, 2002). In the process,
ethnic cultural traditions, instead of acting as a roadblock
to “modernity”, has been converted to a capital-based
marketable element contributable to the growth of local
gross domestic product. Libo’s local ethnic cultural
performances, publicized as heritage tourism had
become a key revenue generating channel in the county.
With different cultural values and different tastes, tourists’
response and feedback tended to act as a superimposing
force towards hybridized change of cultural performances
and commodified objects and products (Kuang, 2013;
Peng and Wang, 2011). Hybridization of traditional ethnic
culture and tourist-cum business-led performances is a
degraded form of heritage of cultural practice as it tends
to adapt to suit constantly stakeholders’ changing needs.
These stakeholders comprise the state tourism agency
as promotor of economic growth, travel agencies as
business operators and tourists as consumers. Effective
implementation of tourism policy is a decisive factor
determining success or failure, especially in a country
where the government is highly bureaucratic and plays
an overwhelming role in it (Airey and Chong, 2010).
Opposite to hybridized heritage tourism is tourism of
authenticity in which there is original cultural creativity
and distinctive heritage products representative of a
place (Francis-Lindsay, 2009). But this authenticity is
difficult to achieve in Libo’s ethnic-based tourism under
strong influence of sinicization which will be further dealt
with later.
With ecotourism picking up momentum from the mid1990s, many households in Libo County were resettled
from the nature sites to work in hotels, restaurants, and
other entertainment centres. For the ethnic villages in
Libo County, the expansion of tourism business and other
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associated services has increased the diversity of their
income sources. As the author observed and learned
from local residents during his fieldtrip to Libo in May
2014, livelihood had shifted much from traditional
subsistence farming to another form of service-based
subsistence living characterized by petty trade (catering,
souvenir objects, children selling boiled eggs etc.).
Opportunities thus arising have inevitably driven ablebodied and enterprising villagers in search of new
fortunes either locally or in nearby towns. In the social
process of transformation which has witnessed the
services expansion linking ethnic cultural traditions with
the regional economic change, communal inequalities
have emerged as more financial rewards would go to
those more business-minded and highly responsive to
market demands, as against those who are less inclined
to. For the latter group, the resultant climb in property
prices and basic cost of living, which is a natural
consequence of capital and tourist-driven developments
made them even worse off (Feltault, 2006). As a result of
contacts with tourists who are consumers on local
products and services, local economies have grown with
in-coming revenues and job opportunities but have also
become more dependent on tourist spending (Peng and
Wang, 2011; Stronza, 2001). On the cultural front, tourists
seem more interested in nature beauty than local ethnic
performances. A survey conducted by Peng and Wang
(2011) on 348 tourists in Libo nature site in 2010 showed
that about three-quarters cited they were attracted by its
“dense karst forests, pure water quality and ideal
ecological quality”. Only one out of four were really
interested in the ethnic minorities and their cultures. Peng
and Wang’s (2011) finding reflects an inquiry as to
whether this is attributable to the fact that the minorities
are highly sanitized, thus having lost noticeably their
authentic ethnic identity!
Local Libo folklorists have nevertheless argued that
commodified cultural performances should be taken as
an opportunity to conserve the already lost ritual
practices. By reconstructing the traditional marriage
ceremony of the Yao ethnic group to visitors, and lodging
them in the traditional Yao houses to watch and
participate in the event, for example, would help conserve
such traditional cultural practices (Yu, 2013; Yang, 1992).
From the perspective of the local population, improved
living standards was seen as the most important
motivation. A research by Gao (2008) indicated that Libo
villagers strongly welcome the influx of tourists. Of his
300 interviewees, 83.3% expressed that the more the
tourists the better it would be for them, and 71% were
openly supportive of the government’s efforts to promote
tourism in their area.
Concluding remarks
This study has attempted to evaluate the triangular

relationship between the economic, ecological and sociocultural sustainability aspects and its feasibility for an
“ideal equilibrium paradigm” in the mountainous
southwest China where the vast frontier region is
inhabited by ethnic minority groups. The contribution of
the case study in tourism study can be summed up by
revisiting the hypothesized model and interpreting their
compromised relationship and outcome.
First, it is the economic and socio-cultural compromise.
The Libo case has shown that tourists are generally seen
as a positive factor who have brought in revenues to the
local community and improved their material livelihood. In
trade off, however, traditional ethnic cultural habitat,
songs and dances, festive celebrations, local ethnic
cuisine and catering and cultural performances have all
been transformed into commodified products. Ethnic
minorities are found to have a stronger preference
towards economic enhancement than concern about their
cultural loss in an ecologically fragile but aesthetic
mountain areas which are critically protected zones with
developmental limitations. Living in relative poverty,
ethnic minorities’ traditional cultures are threatened by
sinicization, acculturation and assimilation. After all, local
ecotourism permits them to reconstruct their ethnic
culture through commodified performances, albeit in a
diluted and adaptive manner. Ecotourism is apparently a
key compromised approach of poverty alleviation by
providing localized jobs in which ethnic cultural heritage,
knowledge and tourist-led performances have found a
deserved place to contribute. The second compromise is
situated between economic pursuits and nature
conservation. It is understood that improving living
standards of locals through off-farm activities will reduce
their dependence on forests, and the extent of exodus to
cities where they have few marketable skills. More ideally,
as conceived by John Studley (1999) on the notion of
sustainable endogenous paradigm, indigenous culture,
livelihood and mountain environment may be achieved
through ecotourism in combination with agro-forestry and
integration of indigenous values, beliefs and knowledge
into development plans. The expansion of ecotourism
sector in China’s southwest in recent years has helped
develop skills of local indigenous people in small-scale
business and other off-farm occupations. Consequently,
having less dependence on land, and benefits in skills
upgrading, the process has gained momentum in helping
achieve a two-pronged socio-economic objective, namely
nature conservation and narrowing income gaps between
the dominating Han and ethnic minorities, which is
constituent of social sustainability. The process of change
has nevertheless reflected the complex sentiments of
ethnic minorities who have been fighting on a double
front: demand for a stronger self-identity and autonomy
whilst having to expose themselves at a higher level of
interactions with the outside world as a means of
livelihood enhancement. It is the latter demand that puts
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them in the passive position of negotiation as politically
weaker groups. With sheer tourist numbers rising rapidly
in an increasingly affluent nation like China, there is also
a huge risk of unsustainable management of protected
mountain areas despite stringent regulations and
enforcement measures being taken by the public
authorities. Local governments are often overpreoccupied with economic gains than their concern for
genuine nature conservation. Often, management of
world heritage sites and aesthetic sites is leased out by
local authorities to profit-led tourist corporations (Zhang
et al, 2004; Jim and Xu, 2004). “Over-development”
which could lead to permanent landscape damages in
mountain areas must be consistently monitored and
authentic sustainable tourism will have to put into practice.
Furthermore, as ecotourism is a relatively new product in
China, ecotourism education directed towards tourists
and promotion of environmentally responsible services
are as important as management and planning matters.
People as consumers and admirers of nature aesthetics
must care first with a sustainability mindset.
Finally, with emphasis on community-oriented
sustainable tourism, it is imperative that the local ethnic
groups acknowledge and embrace the “intrinsic values”
of their own tangible heritage and cultural traits which are
inherently interwoven in their traditionally inhabited
natural environment. It is also important to take note of
the strong interdependency between the qualitative state
of nature assets and the building capacity of ecotourism
development. Logically, the degradation of the former will
definitely affect the performance of the latter.
Sustainable tourism development requires the informed
participation of all relevant stakeholders, as well as a
strong political leadership to ensure wide participation
and consensus building. Achieving sustainable tourism is
a continuous process and it requires constant monitoring
of impacts, introducing the necessary preventive and/or
corrective measures whenever necessary. Ironically,
tourists being the target service grouping bring in
revenues with which basic infrastructure, maintenance
and conservation expenses are made possible must
neither be ignored. Thus, sustainable 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
sustainable tourism practices among them (UNEP and
UNWTO, 2005; Peng and Wang, 2011). Admittedly,
ecotourism has upset the original state of ecological
balance and cultural heritage in its economic pursuits
jointly acted upon by a political-motivated imposing force
from the central authority, and the ethnic minorities
themselves in various forms of response. For the central
state, narrowing regional development gaps and
achieving poverty reduction in minority areas are a
yardstick of good governance. For the poverty-stricken
minorities, adapting to change and improving their
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livelihood is also an imperative. Thus, the argument for
achieving a perfect state of equilibrium in sustainable
tourism is illusionary. On one hand, ethnic minority culture
which in its natural state is rapidly disappearing in the
globalization age and as a result of integrating with the
main stream of national culture finds an opportunity to
preserve it via a commodified and hybrid mode. On the
other hand, once the natural ecology is disturbed in a
massive manner, the ecological systems are no longer in
their dynamically stable state. Thus, minimal impact
whereby the resilient ecosystems would be able to return
to some equilibrial point or steady state, is all we can ask
for.
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A study to assess the contribution of tourist hotels in socio-economic development was carried out in
Mto wa Mbu Ward in Monduli District. Survey data were collected using household questionnaire
survey, focus group discussion, semi-structured interviews, and by physical visits. The study revealed
that tourist hotels and/or lodges realized TZS 665, 496,000 (US $ 443,664) per annum and offered
employment to 143 people, out of which 19% were females. In addition, hotels and/or lodges investors
helped village governments in implementing different socio-economic development projects such as
schools, dispensaries, and provision of clean water. Despite these livelihood achievements, only 9.3%
of the local communities had the opinion that these investments were of beneficial to them. The study
concludes that these investments have the potential of improving local communities’ livelihood. To
achieve this, the study recommends active local participation in the tourism development process by
involving government and other tourist stakeholders such as tour companies and travel agencies.
Key words: Conservation, governance, development, livelihood, Monduli, tourism.

INTRODUCTION
There has been a growing body of literature that
addresses tourism as a viable economic option for local
community development. However, there is little evidence
on the literature that depicts specific the role of tourist
hotels to local communities’ development which is one of
the core elements for developing a viable tourism
industry in a destination (Muganda et al., 2010). While
the literature recognizes that the inclusion of the local
community in tourism development is considerable, there

have been some debates about their role. According to
Godfrey and Clarke (2000) communities form a basic
element in modern tourism as they are the focal point for
the supply of accommodation, catering, information,
transport facilities and services. In the second half of the
twentieth century the service sector like hotels, lodges,
and rest houses emerged in the world as a major source
of employment whilst the industry dwindled (Cole, 2006).
This drove to the world evolution of service companies

*Corresponding author. E-mail: abilewi@gmail.com, abilewi@yahoo.co.uk. Tel: +255 27 2757070/1. Fax: + 255 27
2757880.
Author(s) agree that this article remain permanently open access under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution License 4.0 International License

72

J. Hosp. Manage. Tourism

Figure 1. The study area. Source: Lugomela et al., (2006).

and sectors, including railways, shipping, airlines and
banking (Blake et al., 2008). For the hotel industry,
published research illustrates development, ranging from
43 A.D to the early 21st century (Kisembo, 2008). This is
particularly the case in developed countries, where hotel
industries have become an important economic sector
with a great number of indicators showing the signs of
economic growth as predicted by the International
Monetary Fund. This growth will be distributed unevenly
in developing countries (6.4 and 2.2 %) in advanced
nations by 2010 (Ateljevic et al., 2008). Hotels and
restaurant are one of the sources of economic growth.
In Tanzania tourism industry has been facing
mushrooming modern hotels/lodges in tourist attractions
circuits; to cope with this tremendous development some
communities have managed to organize themselves and
use tourism as a tool for addressing poverty issues
(Makame and Boon, 2008). Although there is
mushrooming of hotels, resorts, lodges and rest houses
in rural Tanzania, it is not known how the same help
mitigate income poverty in the surrounding communities.
Using case study of Mto wa Mbu Ward near Manyara
National Park in Northern Tanzania, the current study
attempted to understand how local communities benefits
from the presence of such tourists facilities.
Mto wa Mbu Ward which is located adjacent to Lake
Manyara National Park is one of the tourist attraction
centres in Monduli district with a large number of tourist
hotels and/or lodges. However, the investments
contribution to the development of the area remains
unknown. This article attempts to assess the contribution
of the tourists’ hotels in socio-economic development of
the area.

The study area
Mto wa Mbu ward is in Monduli District in Arusha region,
Tanzania (Figure 1). Villages in the ward include
Migombani Majengo and Barabarani. The ward, Mto wa
Mbu - the River of Mosquitoes or mosquito creek in
English, is a small most popular town found in the famous
northern tourism circuit of Tanzania. The area is situated
under the Great East African Rift Valley escarpment
(Tanzania Tourist Board, 2000). It is the host town at an
entry-point and close to the entrance gate to the Lake
Manyara National Park (Norton, 1991). Arguably, its
position within a short distance to the entrance to the
Lake Manyara National Park make Mto wa Mbu is easily
connected to wildlife safari tourism activities (Van der
Duim et al. 2006). It is also conveniently located on the
way to the two world renowned tourism attractions: the
Ngorongoro Crater and the great Serengeti National
Park, which together make Mto wa Mbu an ideal rest
place for most safari travellers.
Its geographical coordinates are 3° 21' 0" South, 35°
51' 0" East, (Rohde and Hilhorst, 2001). The area also is
situated under the Great East African Rift Valley
escarpment. The climate of the area is semi-arid with two
distinct rain seasons; short rains in October to December
and long rain during March to May (Rohde and Hilhorst,
2001). The mean annual rainfall is less than 700 mm.
The soils vary from alkaline to non-saline-alkaline in
reaction. The soil textures of the area are clay, clay-loam,
loam, loamy/sand-loam and sandy-loam/sandy-clayloam. Soils vary from fertile highly erodible volcanic
material to a variety of moderate to low fertility
sedimentary and basement soil (Cohen et al., 1993). The
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main economic activities include irrigation agriculture
(rice/banana), tourism and petty enterprises.
The decision to undertake this study in Mto wa Mbu
ward, Monduli District was largely based on a combination
of factors. The area’s location supports tourism activities
and it is found within the tourism nodes of the wellestablished and famous northern tourism circuit (Muganda
et al., 2010). Also the history of the area and the number
of ethnic groups found that in the area support tourism,
like cultural tourism program and various small-scale
formal and informal local tourism groups. Also, it has a
number of tourism establishments such as tourist hotels,
lodges, and campsites; while the economy of the area
accommodates community living under one dollar per
day (ibid). Background information about the area and
the evidences that there are already tourism activities
going on are clear enough to make this study useful in
the area (Figure 1).
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entrepreneurs, village government leaders, ward executive officers;
hotel staff and local communities were done. These stakeholders
were though important due to their extensive local knowledge,
experience, expertise, and their involvement with the tourism sector
in the study area.

Physical visits
The authors visited some tourism related projects in the study area
with the intention of physically seeing, among other things, current
status of development projects in study area. The visits also
enabled the researchers to physically see various socio-economic
activities initiated by local communities in the area, but also
provided better understanding of what happens on the ground in
relation to tourists’ hotels investment benefits flow - a realistic
situation, rather than just relying on reported information.

Secondary data review
Publications relevant to the study were accessed from libraries,
search engines, government offices.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Different methods and tools were used in data collection i.e.
household questionnaire survey, Focus Group Discussion,
interviews and physical visits. The details are as follows:
Questionnaires surveys
The questionnaire consisted of both closed-ended and open ended
questions. The aspects covered in the questionnaire included:
demographic information, social-economic information, benefit flow,
impact of tourist hotels/Lodges and suggestion for improvements.
Before administering the questionnaires, they were pre-tested and
revisions were made for questions which were ambiguous. The
survey technique was carried through the established questionnaires and interview guides which were applied to a total of 75
household respondents who were randomly selected through the
stratified sampling technique. This means a total 25 households
were randomly sampled from each village. Spenceley (2008),
Harrison (2008) and Carbone (2005) argue that questionnairebased household survey is a method of data collection which
typically uses random sampling. Therefore random sampling was
used as it fitted the nature of the study.
Village registry was used to randomly select the households
visited where the head of the household and their spouses were
asked questions. Heads of households were chosen since they
were major decision makers and have influence in the daily
livelihood of the household.
Focus group discussions
Focus group discussion comprising 10-14 people was used to
collect in depth information from youths, elders and women. Issues
which were discussed included benefits realised from hotel
investments, barriers to access benefits and suggestions to increase
benefits.
Interviews with tourism stakeholders
Interviews with various tourism stakeholders such as tourism

Data analysis
The edited and coded data obtained through questionnaire were
subjected to analysis using Statistical Package for Social Sciences
(SPSS). Responses were summarized into a number of different
categories for entry into SPSS, the categories was identified after
looking through the range of responses received from the
respondent, and then each response categories were assigned
numbers. Before entering the information from the questionnaires
into SPSS it was necessary to prepare a code book. Data from
focus group discussions and interviews were analyzed thematically.
Repeated themes were categorized basing on their commonalities
and recorded together. Also other categories of themes were
recorded as they emerge. This method enabled the researchers to
be consistent and to make thorough analysis under each topic.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Respondent’s social characteristics
The socio-economic characteristics of the study area are
presented in Table 1. At Migombani village 80% of the
respondents were males and 20% were females while in
Barabarani village, 52% were males and 48% were
females. In Majengo village 84% were males and 16%,
females.
Overall in the three villages combined, the majority of
the respondents were males (72% n=75) while females
were 28%. The higher proportional of male relative to their
female counterparts could have happened by chance
although of existing women cultural stereotype. UNTO
(2012) reveled that in communities where culturally and
environmentally appropriate forms of tourism are occurring, and where women are involved in running or
servicing tourism ventures, this often leads both to greater
respect for women and a reconsideration of gender role
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Table 1. Household social characteristic.

Village
Migombani
Barabarani
Majengo
Average

N
25
25
25
25

Sex%
Male Female
80
20
52
48
84
16
72
28

18-35
48
48
40
45

Zigua
4%

Age%
36-45 46-55
32
8
20
8
44
8
32
8

LV
16
12
28
19

Economic Activities
BS EM AG CP
8
4
64
4
30
12
24
6
16
2
48
2
18
6
45
4

ST
4
16
4
8

Hehe
3%

Rangi
9%

Chagga
28%

Nyiramba
4%
Pare
1%

Sukuma
4%

>55
12
24
8
15

Maasai
9%

Sambaa
1%
Iraqw
37%

Figure 2. Ethnic groups in the study area.

stereotypes. Scheyvens (2000) argue that ensuring
women have some control over income derived from
ecotourism is particularly difficult in societies where men
control household finances. In some cases, women’s
groups use tourism as a source of revenue for community
projects like in Nepal, where Langtang women perform
cultural dances for tourists and are using the funds raised
to restore their local monastery. Ghodsee (2003) argues
that assisting economic sectors like tourism employing
large percentages of women at comparatively high wages
will help improve the relative economic well-being of
women and their families. In other cases, however, in
terms of formal employment, local women are often
overlooked when lodges and other tourist sites are
developed.
In many contexts women miss out on formal employment opportunities in tourism because social norms
continue to restrict the type of economic activities in
which women may engage in. For respondents’ age,
most members (45%) were in the age bracket of 18-35
years followed by the age bracket of 36-45 (32%).
Respondents’ social economic activities during data

collection were also identified. About 45% were involved
in agriculture while 19% in livestock keeping and 18% in
business ventures.
There has been an observation that Mto wa Mbu is one
of the most popular small towns in the northern tourism
circuit. It is one of the small towns in the country where
you can find a representative from different tribe found in
Tanzania as revealed by village officer during an
interview.
The study aimed at identifying the extent to which
tourism has been responsible for immigration of people
from different part of the country to Mto wa Mbu.
As for ethnic groups, overall, the majority (37%) were
Iraqw (Figure 2), followed by Chagga (28%). Other minor
groups include, Rangi, Maasai Nyiramba, Sukuma,
Zigua, Hehe, Samba and Pare. Mariki and Shechambo,
(2003) argue that the area is the most linguistically
diverse and complex in Africa. It is the only place in the
African continent where the four major African language
families -Bantu, Khoisan, Cushitic and Nilotic -live
together. The area has a multi-ethnic community
composed of 120 tribes out of about 126 ethnic
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Table 2. Hotel incomes and employment status in the study area.

Hotel Name – Barabarani
Village

Twiga Tent and Lodge
Njake Lodge
Serena Hotel
Sub-Total

Seasons.
Average No:
Tourist per day
Low
High
2
7
4
13
7
17
13
37

USD
76.81
104.74
235.56
425.96

Average
Income
per Month
USD
2304.83
3142.34
7332.12
12,778.83

Foreign
4
6
10
20

Local
16
20
31
67

Individual
Average Salary
per month.
USD
102.98
129.05
170.15
402.18

Price/night

No of
Workers

Majengo Village
Eumoto Lodge
Kiboko Camp and Lodge
Sub-Total

3
1
4

10
4
14

69.83
55.86
125.69

2094.89
1675.91
3,770.80

2
1
3

12
7
19

110.49
93.25
203.74

Migombani Village
Fig Camp and Lodge
Migunga Camp and Lodge
Nsia Lodge
Sub-Total
Grand Total
Average
Grand Total
Average

3
2
1
6
23
3
23
3

10
7
6
23
74
9
74
9

83.80
76.81
104.74
265.35
817.01
102.13
817.01
102.13

2,513.87
2,304.38
3,142.34
7,960.58
24,510.22
3,063.78
24,510.22
30,63.78

2
3
5
28
4
28
4

8
9
12
29
115
14
115
14

121.54
90.60
92.81
304.95
910.88
113.86
9,10.88
113.86

Source: Survey data (2011). Exchange Rate: 1.000 TZS = 0.00044 USD.

communities in Tanzania (Aref and Ma’rof, 2009).

Socio-economic contribution of tourist hotels and
lodges in the area
Several tourist hotels and/or lodges with varying rates
exist in the area (Table 2). Income realized by hotels
varied from one village to another. The variation of
income varied due to factors such as the quality
(standard) of the hotel, accessibility and location. Overall,
Barabarani hotels had 12,778.83$/month which was
8.2% more than that realized by Majengo and Migombani
hotels. The estimated total flow of funds into local
households budget from tourist hotels in the area is
13,093.9$/month. Generally at village level Barabarani
had the highest share of benefits generated followed by
Migombani village. This was expected mainly because
two villages are the most active in terms of having a high
number of business ventures and large coverage
compared to Majengo village. Field data further reveals
that these hotels have 143 employees of which 80% are
locals’ people.
This means that the presence of these hotels have a
significant contribution in local communities livelihood.
According to Aref and Ma’rof, (2009) argue that the
contribution of livelihood intern of employment and

income realized by the hotels, this income is assumed
that some of is used to purchase food staffs within the
study area something which is healthy.
UNCTAD (2007) argues that tourist hotel and lodges
specialized in the provision of a place to stay
(accommodation) as their major service to tourists; sell
food and drinks to their guests some of these products
are bought directly from locals, example carvings for
decorations, banana, vegetables, local wine hence
contributing in building local community income for their
development.
According to Muganda et al. (2010), the theories of
tourism and poverty alleviation are central outcomes if
the following pillars are integrated in tourism businesses.
Indeed, the literatures pinpoints that tourism has a
significant contribution towards poverty alleviation among
local communities, especially when sustainable tourism
practices arising from the principles of sustainable
development and responsible tourism are taken into
account. One approach to capture such contribution is
through examining the extent to which local people
participate in the sharing of tourism benefits.
This can be assessed by looking at three critical ways
through which tourism operators (tourism businesses)
can embrace the local communities. These are: local
employment creation- providing job opportunities
specifically for local people (Chok and Macbeth, 2007;
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Yes

No

68%
60%
52%

48%

40%
32%

Barabarani

Majengo

Migombani

Figure 3. Household benefits satisfaction. Source: Field data (2011).

Scheyvens, 2007; Zhao and Ritchie, 2007); capacity
building for local people- empowering local people to
access tourism benefits through the provision of work
experience opportunities, training, advice, loans or aid to
enable local people to work for tourism or invest in
tourism as local entrepreneurs (Tosun, 2000; Zhao and
Ritchie, 2007); and sharing the tourism profits with the
local community- using part of the business income to
support community initiatives, purchase locally, incorporate opportunities for tourists to support local
businesses, events or organizations, sponsor local
charities or community based organizations, sponsor
local events or sporting teams (Ashley et al, 2001; Ashley
and Roe, 2003; Ashley and Haysom, 2005; Meyer, 2007).
An interesting question remains whether tourism
businesses in Tanzania have integrated these, and if so,
to what extent these have contributed towards poverty
alleviation.

Perceived benefits from hotels and lodges
Household and hotel staff respondents were asked if they
were benefiting from tourist accommodation facilities
available in the area. The answers were limited to Yes or
No. About 60% from Barabarani village agreed that
tourist hotels contributed directly and indirectly in
improving their socio-economic development efforts. In
Majengo 68% had similar views while in Migombani the
proportion was relatively low (52%). Overall, 60% had the
opinion that they were benefiting from tourist hotels
and/or lodges (Figure 3).
As for hotel staff, the majority of the respondents (61%;
N=75) had the opinion that they are benefiting and
remaining could not agree (Figure 4). For those who
could not agree, the reasons were low wages, poor
working environment, wildlife threats and lack of job

security. On the side of hotel management, the Lake
Manyara Serena Lodge assistant Manager had this to
say:
“Communities surrounding the area have many
expectations from our hotels and lodges but we can’t
manage to provide them with all their requirements, we
have set priorities on clean water and education
services”.
When asked to identify the type of benefits realized, the
main ones were employment, market for local products
e.g. horticultural crops and artisanal products, foreign
exchange and improvement of social services.
Respondents were asked to mention the benefits realized
as result of these hotels/lodges in the area. Several
benefits were observed (Table 3). Despite the benefits,
there are a number of barriers that limit the ability of local
communities to capture created opportunities such as
lack of income-generating projects/activities, entrepreneurial training, and employment opportunities for
senior positions.

Challenges in the hotel and/or lodges sector
A number of challenges were identified during FGDs
involving youths, elders and women groups. The
challenges were lack of local communities’ empowerment
in accessing capital assets and quality education and
inadequate linkage between the hotel sector and other
sectors such agriculture so as to enable farmers to easily
sell their farm products (Table 4). Others include under
recording of revenues realized by hoteliers, inappropriate
and/or contradictory policies, access to tourist’s
destinations and poor hoteliers-local communities’
relationship.
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Migombani

No
Yes

Majengo

Barabarani
0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Figure 4. Hotel staff satisfaction level Source: Field data (2011).

Table 3. Household benefits from tourist hotels and lodge.

Benefits

Receiving foreign exchange
Market for our local Products
Orphans get support direct from tourist when they make culture tourism
Employment opportunities
Improvement of social services
Improve relations
Total

Barabarani
(N = 25)
%
24
20
0
40
12
4
100

Migombani
(N = 25)
%
16
20
16
28
12
8
100

Majengo
(N = 25)
%
20
28
16
32
4
0
100

Source: Field data (2011).

Potsma (2006) identified a wide range of challenges
faced by the investors and other stakeholders in tourism
industry. He categorized these obstacles into operational,
cultural and structural limitations. Those categorized as
operational limitations included the centralization of public
administration of tourism development, lack of coordination between involved parties and lack of
information made available to the local people and
insufficient data and poor dissemination of information.
Under these conditions, low public involvement in the
tourism development process is obvious as people are
not well-informed.

Suggestion for achieving a win-win situation
During focus group discussion respondents suggested
three main mechanisms that could contribute in
improving both local community and investors benefits.
The first mechanism is to ensure that there is active local
participation in the tourism development process. The
second is to make the destination competitive so that it is
able to attract sufficient number of tourists. This should
be done in cooperation with government and other tourist
stakeholders like, tour companies and travel agencies.
This reflects the argument that tourists are not drawn to
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Table 4. Focus groups perception on challenges.

Village

Barabarani

Migombani

Majengo

Groups
Youth
Empowerment and involvement
Access to tourists
Leakage of revenues

Women
Empowerment
and
low
involvement of communities

Elders
Access to tourists
Appropriate policy

Inappropriate and contradictory
policies

Empowerment
and
low
involvement of communities

Inappropriate
and
contradictory policies

Access to tourist destinations
Empowerment
and
low
involvement of communities

Leakage of revenue
Partnerships

Access
to
destinations

the area simply to stay with local communities but
because of the attraction base available which would
provide the types of experiences that satisfy their desires
(Gartner, 1996). Lastly, is to ensure that destination is
sustainable to promise viable tourism business.
Zhao and Ritchie (2007) argue that there are determinants which my lead to socio-economic development
to local community. The first determinant is the need to
create economic opportunities which local communities
must have access to and can take advantage of to
change their life. The second is empowerment of local
communities. This means strengthening the community’s
ability to act for themselves and to have voice in the local
decision-making process. It also aims to enhance their
capacity to influence their interests and engage, pursue
and benefit from any economic opportunity. In particular,
empowerment involves getting rid of the barriers that
work against the local communities and building their
capacity to engage effectively in markets. They further
argue that, since the poor have limited financial capacity
and therefore limited capacity to tackle various risks such
as ill health, economic shocks and natural disasters,
creating opportunities and empowerment is not enough.
In this case, the third component - security - is
fundamental to make the two determinants, opportunity
and empowerment, accomplish the desired objective of
poverty alleviation. In simple terms, a social security
system is needed to enable empowered local communities to alleviate poverty through tourism while protecting
them against such risks.
By Muganda (2011), to build win-win partnerships with
the broader community, tourism operators often use part
of their profits to support community development
initiatives such as building classrooms, dispensaries,
water projects etc in an attempt to improve social
services and ensure mutual benefits to visitors who use
such services (e.g water) on their visits and the local
community. The idea of using part of the business
investors income to support community initiatives is well

tourist

reflected in the literature on tourism benefit-sharing as
one of the approaches of sharing tourism benefits with
the local community (Ashley et al., 2001; Ashley and
Roe, 2003; Ashley and Haysom, 2005; Meyer, 2007).
However, in the study area, the operators’ level of
commitment to fulfilling such approaches is determined
by a number of factors such as the nature of the
business, ownership and the reasons or objectives for
starting such businesses.
Understanding these issues is crucial for proper planning
and managing of tourism development while ensuring
mutual benefits to business operators, visitors and the
local community.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Conclusion
The study has demonstrated that tourist hotels and
lodges have the potential to assist in socio-economic
developments of adjacent areas and beyond through
initiating socio-economic development projects, employment, boost the country’s foreign reserve and buying of
farmers produce for use in hotels. Despite these positive
achievements, there are a number of barriers that limit
the ability of local communities or other stakeholders to
capture tourism created opportunities. Some of the
barriers include lack of local communities’ empowerment
in accessing capital assets and quality education and
inadequate linkage between the hotel sector and other
sectors such agriculture so as to enable farmers to easily
sell their farm products.

Recommendations
1. Financial support: Tourist accommodation ventures
have to establish an identified system on providing soft-
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loans toward locals in order to support more community
initiated projects. This will increase the extent to which
the local communities gain benefits out of these ventures
surroundings their area.
2. More emphasis should also be on direct benefits:
Tourist accommodation ventures need to re look on how
to improve also the benefits at individual level especially
most in need community rather than concentrating on
indirect benefit. This will increase contribution in
alleviating income poverty among local communities.
3. Integration of stakeholders: it is important to integrate
all the key stakeholders who can contribute to insure that
local communities are benefited on available tourist
accommodations ventures (hotels/lodges). The stakeholder may include tour operators, national parks
authority, government, NGOs, and local communities.
This could increase conservation benefits access by local
communities.
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