Tourism, biodiversity and indigenous peoples: New invitations for social change

Most indigenous peoples are discovering that tourism is undermining their very basis for survival while suppressing the very cultural value systems which underlie biodiversity, says Alison Johnston.
Questioning industry norms

TODAY tourism is skidding on more than thin ice. Climate change is just one indictment this industry faces.   Old questions about racism and colonialism also are simmering.  

For the global consumer class, none of this is easy to decipher.  One moment we listen to the BBC or CNN, and try to comprehend what it means that entire communities and peoples are being submerged by rising oceans.  The next we are wooed as disaster tourists, told that we should float the polar bears, buoy the 'poor' and jumpstart nearly extinct cultures - all through tourism.  In theory, our disposable income will fix what our throwaway society creates. How many of us really buy this?  

 Industry to industry, there is one model of doing business and it all centres on economic growth.  Despite the replay of perilous impacts worldwide, we have been led to believe that tourism is somehow different.  But industrial tourism is no gentler on the biosphere, or remote target communities, than extractive industries. In 2003 the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues reported that tourism causes severe damage to indigenous territories: the very places that world governments now profess to be safeguarding.

In many cultural landscapes, tourism is a force for rapid culture loss and, consequently, for immeasurable loss of biodiversity.  Yet the success stories broadcasted tell us exactly the opposite.  We hear about Aunt Maria selling her tamales and weavings, or of Elder Tom guiding international 'do-gooders' through his cultural odyssey of habitat conservation. Only inside affected communities are the real trade-offs of tourism normally voiced. Usually, these truths emerge slowly. It can be difficult for communities to retrace their decision making and admit that decisions were based on vulnerable hopes and/or partial facts.  By the time real losses can be articulated, industry already has manipulated local poverty for privatised profits.

To understand these dynamics we need to look at 'eco' tourism.  Through this lens we can begin to see the hidden cross-cultural dynamics of global trade. We get a glimpse of where exactly corporations are racing (besides the oilfields) and why indigenous peoples, in particular, are vigilant.

Rethinking indigenous peoples' experiences

Since ecotourism emerged in the mid-1980s as the 'development' miracle, it has been in steady disrepute at the community level. Two decades into this controversy, industry is still giving it a makeover. Today, the favourite terminology is 'sustainable' tourism. Governments portray tourism as the answer to both poverty and environmental conservation - with an emphasis on protecting biodiversity.  Who could object?

This conservation agenda is not finding acceptance among indigenous peoples, the poorest of the poor globally due to colonialism. Worldwide, indigenous ancestral territories hold the bulk of the world's remaining resources (WWF 2000). When 'biodiversity' programming aimed at these areas interferes with customary law - allowing industrial access and use, and ultimately degradation (culturally, viewed as desecration) - there usually is conflict.

'Eco' tourism, and the 'protected' areas advanced with it, are concepts that originated with Northern conservation groups. Both concepts differ significantly from indigenous peoples' own principles for conservation. There have been attempts to validate each by comparing them with common customary practices, such as hosting and guardianship. However, ancestral title is fundamentally distinct from conservation for industrial purposes. It links rights to responsibilities - addressing all levels of responsibility (including the spiritual) as an indivisible (that is, sacred) whole, incumbent on one and all from birth. 

This has led indigenous leaders to be increasingly careful about how they incorporate any 'biodiversity' initiative into new relationships with government, industry, development agencies or NGOs.  Already, most protected areas tourism either involves or impacts indigenous peoples. 'There are currently some 60,000 protected areas in the world, the majority of which have been established on Indigenous Peoples' lands without their consent' (Colchester 2003).  As a result, indigenous lands now rank among the world's most profitable 'eco' tourism destinations.  Yet indigenous peoples themselves are increasingly impoverished.  

Most indigenous peoples are finding that industrial 'eco' tourism undermines their very basis for survival.  It is a tool for governments to alienate their ancestral lands for commerce.  Once forced off their lands, they cannot so easily assert their rights based on continuous occupancy and use.  Nor can they feed themselves without taking a job.  Thus, poverty is actually induced and cultural practices are methodically interrupted. Then, in a perverse twist, the 'eco' tourism industry markets endangered cultures (the 'exotic') - as if commercialisation of a people does no harm. Brochures splash stolen cultural images worldwide.

These economic trends are a profound concern to indigenous leaders continent to continent.  Globally, targeted indigenous peoples - such as the Karen of Thailand, Maasai of Kenya and Tanzania, and Maya of Central America - are rarely informed of, or meaningfully consulted on, national tourism strategies.  Their right to prior informed consent is routinely ignored.  The industry standard is exploitation, despite protections existing in international law. 

The full extent of this cycle of abuse, for humanity, is poorly understood.  At first glance it appears that the issues are isolated.  But when we look closer it is clear that no one is immune from the impacts.   

Today, the 'eco' tourism industry is fronting one of the most dangerous enterprises in our global economy.  It is selling indigenous peoples' sacred sites, ceremonies and ancestral knowledge.  We can see this at Uluru in Australia, Machu Picchu in Peru and the Drakensburg area of South Africa, among countless other places. What is the significance? This casual appropriation of 'private' aspects of culture undermines customary governance systems at their core.  It tampers with something few of us comprehend.

Through tourism, our governments are actively colonising, while seeming to praise cultural diversity and its vital link to biodiversity conservation.  They are suppressing the very cultural value systems which underlie 'biodiversity' (really, life systems on Earth).  So far, most of us passively stand by.

Watching the colonial tactics of the North

In the same years that ecotourism grew, the topic of 'neo-colonialism' resurfaced due to ongoing violations of indigenous rights economy-wide, especially the right to self-determination. The World Council of Indigenous Peoples (WCIP) had formed in 1975, linking peoples through their common histories.  By the 1980s indigenous peoples were actively comparing notes on present-day colonial tactics. At that time, indigenous peoples across the North were  reeling from a new wave of assimilation policies.  Those in the South, meanwhile, were either bracing against the 'green gold' rush, or fending off poverty-hungry venture capitalists.  Continent to continent, it was clear that the racist terra nullius concept (casting indigenous ancestral lands as vacant and 'up for grabs') still dictated commerce.  So the WCIP coordinated efforts to plant indigenous rights on the UN agenda, utilising nation states' own language of international law. 

For colonial allies such as Canada, Australia, New Zealand, the United States and Great Britain, the prospect of tribal unity across continents was startling.  Like other industrial nation states, they were accustomed to manoeuvring without much scrutiny.  Now there was new tension to dialogues on trade and 'aid'.  The Russell Tribunals in Europe had put a spotlight on the systemic annihilation and exploitation of indigenous peoples. Simultaneously, the anti-apartheid movement had grown, and lobby groups noticed these industrialists' own avoidance of reconciliation. Countries that previously felt immune to issues raised by the UN Committee on Decolonisation were suddenly in a pinch. 

Even before the Brundtland Report famously linked equity with 'sustainable development', this core group of industrial nations was searching for a charismatic makeover.  By the late 1980s, rhetoric on stakeholder consultation and community participation was buzzing in 'development' circles. In 'eco' tourism, colonial governments of the North had found a reliable decoy. They pushed it as much at home as abroad. 

Now, in all directions, the colonial pattern repeats itself.  Since 2004 Australia has associated its national tourism brand with spirituality, capitalising on Uluru, sacred site of the Anangu. While profiting off indigenous cultures, it has legislated oppressive controls in Aboriginal communities.  Next door in New Zealand similar forces are at play. This year New Zealand released its Tourism Strategy 2015, announcing that the Maori principle of kaitiakitanga (guardianship) would guide conservation measures. Within days several Maori activists were arrested as terrorists. Similarly, Canada's recent spending spree on Aboriginal cultural centres - for tourism - has coincided with its continuing efforts to extinguish Aboriginal title and rights. All the while, these nations move in unison to water down indigenous rights at the UN.

The goal of today's Northern colonial powers is to pursue what is left of world 'resources' in a more politically correct way. The UN Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) was elaborated, alongside companion trade agreements, to ease the way.  Its text recognises the link between cultural and biological diversity but was purposely saddled with contradictions. All provisions for safeguarding traditional knowledge are offset by colonial caveats. The economic integration of indigenous peoples has been expedited, with tourism designated an official avenue.  

Choosing social change

Under the CBD, the main thrust is financial incentives for conservation - utilising conventional economic models.  The UN guidelines on tourism and biodiversity (2004) never did pass through any process with indigenous peoples. This was avoided, since the guidelines would not withstand scrutiny against rights.

There is now a steady flow of policy initiatives advancing mass 'eco' tourism: from the CBD Secretariat's current workshops pushing indigenous tourism (launched in the Canadian Arctic, as if the Inuit are happy to politically endorse their own sinking) to the forthcoming UNESCO/IUCN guidelines on managing sacred natural sites within 'protected' areas (suggesting prior informed consent where none exists).  What these initiatives do is isolate dialogue within a single political realm: the colonial governance system.  Business ambassadors are sought out, while customary authorities and rights advocates are sidelined. 

Climate change is symptomatic of this governance chaos.  The danger now is that the issue of climate change may be manipulated into another decoy, to avoid redressing deeper issues such as colonialism.  If we choose to ignore this, and disregard cultural protocols for keeping balance (including their spiritual dimensions), we invite global meltdown.  We create a situation where whole generations - regardless of race, class and geography - will experience environmental havoc and trauma.

The gift in our lap right now is the  UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, passed in September 2007.  This document is the legacy of the World Council of Indigenous Peoples.  Its content draws on existing international law concerning the rights of peoples, and therefore says nothing new or revolutionary.  However, this redundancy is its value.  The declaration reminds us that we already have the knowledge and tools necessary for new relationships.

Let's not make the  UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples another false idol, like the CBD or 'eco' tourism, distracting us from the underlying issues and real work.  Colonialism has divided us but the earth is demanding our reconnection.  It is time to value introspection, cultivate gentleness (that is, respect) and heal the inter-generational dysfunction long marketed as progress.  There will be no 'eco' solutions without getting to know ourselves and each other, outside colonial typecasting and beyond the 'consumer' labels thrust on us all by industry.  

Tourism needs to be cleansed of the ugly 'isms', before we can talk of any positive 'eco' effect.


Alison Johnston is Director of the International Support Centre for Sustainable Tourism based in Vancouver, Canada.
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