The myths of ecotourism 
Ecotourism is almost universally touted as 'responsible travel' to areas rich in wildlife that also helps to preserve the environment and to promote the well-being of the local people. A report on Kenya's experience raises serious 

doubts about such claims.
John Mbaria

A NEW report demonstrates that though communities in Kenya have devoted substantial portions of their own land to the wildlife conservation on which ecotourism businesses are based, they have reaped minimal gain from such ventures. Instead, they have ended up enmeshed in exploitative partnerships with various private investors. 

The report paints a gloomy picture of the reality of the much-hyped notion current throughout the world - and repeatedly replayed in the media, travel literature and in international conferences - that ecotourism concerns in Kenya and elsewhere are a win-win solution that is both beneficial to poor landowners and supportive of the conservation of wildlife and the environment. 

Prepared by Taiko Lemayan and Donald Mombo of the Kenya Community Based Tourism organisation, the report, entitled Ecotourism and Community Benefits, says that communities living outside Kenya's national parks and reserves have devoted between 4,000 hectares and 10,000 hectares of their sprawling communally owned ranches to wildlife conservation. 

But the returns they get are minimal. Typically, huge chunks of communities' land are handed over for the 'exclusive use' of the investor without the latter paying a cent. This is especially true where the investors purport to operate their tourism outfits as not-for-profit businesses. 

The study sampled the operations of six ecotourism concerns in Il Ngwesi (in Laikipia district), Tassia (Samburu District), Shompole (Kajiado), Selenkay (outside Amboseli National Park), Lumo and Mwaluganje (both in Coast Province). All six conservation areas were established between 1992 and 2001 and have tourist facilities (tents, lodges or camps) with 16 to 24 beds. The activities the sampled facilities offer tourists include game drives, nature walks, visits to cultural villages, camel rides and swimming in residents' pools. 

The tourism facilities built on the conservancies are wholly owned by the investors with the exception of Shompole, Il Ngwesi and Tassia, where buildings, vehicles, brand names, fixtures and fittings are co-owned by both the community and the investor. In the case of Selenkay conservation area, members of the Eselenkei group ranch have set aside 5,000 hectares for the 'exclusive use' of a company associated with the chairman of the Kenya Tourist Board, Jake Grieves-Cook. 

Selenkay Conservancy is located a few kilometres north of Amboseli National Park and serves as a key wildlife dispersal area for animals migrating from the latter park. It forms part of the so-called Nyiri Desert, an area plagued by unreliable rainfall and scanty vegetation whose growth is retarded by overgrazing and harsh physical and climatic conditions. The conservancy was established in 1997 after members of the 74,794-hectare Eselenkei group ranch agreed to set up Porini Ecotourism Project together with Mr Grieves-Cook. 

An interesting allegation in the report is that the lease agreement does not cover the 5,000-hectare conservancy exclusively set aside for the use of the Amboseli Porini Camp run by Mr Grieves-Cook, but only the 16 hectares actually occupied by the camp. 

Contacted by The EastAfrican weekly, Mr Grieves-Cook conceded that the land leased to his company was not tendered for. 'At the time that we initially discussed the project with community leaders, there was no question of tendering, as there was no other company interested in leasing the land.' But he says the project is 'genuinely beneficial' to the community and the environment. Were this not the case, 'I would not still be there over eight years later.' He insisted that he does pay for the exclusive use of the 5,000-hectare conservancy, but gave no details. 

To him, the partnership is 'a model' of how communities in arid areas can earn an income from conservation. Oddly enough, though he told The EastAfrican that a two-night stay at Amboseli Porini Camp is sold at a price of between $300 and $395 per night, information posted on his company's website shows that it costs between $670 and $865 for a two-night stay depending on the 'season'. Other reports show that Mr Grieves-Cook has been paying the community $5,300 each year for the lease of 16 hectares of the land on which the camp is located, and an additional $500 and $1,200 against the entire amount of gate fees and bed charges paid by tourists annually. The lease agreement runs for 15 years. 

The report asserts that generally, in the projects studied, the 'lease fee per hectare is far below market rates [and too little to spur] any conservation or socio-economic sustainability'.

The study also says that in cases where conservancies are run exclusively by private investors, they have ended up offering 'minimal activities', which translates into minimal benefits for local communities. The problem, the researchers say, has to do with the fact that those who run such facilities have not been 'creative enough' to offer tourists a 'genuinely informative' cultural experience as opposed to a mere 'visual experience'. 

As far as ownership of ecotourism facilities is concerned, the report says that of the six concerns, only in Shompole, Il Ngwesi and Tassia do communities wholly own buildings, vehicles, brand names, fixtures and fittings. In the other concerns, the facilities are wholly owned by investors who pay lease on them. But the latter arrangement does not create opportunities for the communities like joint ownership, which is said to 'afford communities more opportunities than lease arrangements'. 

But do ecotourism concerns create meaningful employment for local communities? The report says that the six sampled facilities employ between 12 and 50 local people each. It further says that this constitutes 0.2% to 7.3% of populations in the various group ranches. Most of the employees are untrained and perform such tasks as providing security to animals and tourists or menial tasks around the camps. 

The report says that it is only Il Ngwesi that has bothered to train six local people in the actual tourism business. This, it says, defeats ecotourism's original objective of 'empowering' communities through helping them acquire managerial skills. 

In general, the hospitality business - especially when it involves international tourists - is a highly specialised undertaking; without formal training, local communities are rarely able to cope with sophisticated marketing or even monitoring of the number of bednights their investor-partners sell each year. 

Getting a raw deal

The findings seem to go against the grain since ecotourism is almost universally touted as 'responsible travel' to areas rich in wildlife that also helps to preserve the environment and to promote the well-being of the local people. Indeed, the World Conservation Union (IUCN) hails it as tourism that makes it possible to 'provide for beneficially active socio-economic involvement of local people'. Other NGOs associate it with 'empowering' the often-poor owners of the natural resource to 'take charge' of such tourism development activities as planning, conservation and running of enterprises. 

The EastAfrican found that though most of the ecotourism agreements between communities and investors are drawn up by lawyers, few have clear-cut criteria on how to share revenues between investors and local landowners. There are those who say that in some agreements, communities are not given the opportunity to have their land valued or to engage in bio-audits to determine the real value of not just the land, but also the wildlife and the 'pristine ecosystem' under their ownership. 

There has also been debate on whether the demand for ecotourism is driven by the need to genuinely alter the socio-economic circumstances of communities or by the desire of the global environmental movement - NGOs, UN bodies, environmental charities and private environmentalists - to halt the degeneration of key ecosystems in Kenya and elsewhere. 

This point is alluded to in the report, which says that the setting up of six ecotourism areas and associated businesses was brokered by such conservation NGOs as Eden Trust, African Wildlife Foundation and the Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS). Others were brokered by the management of private ranches such as Lewa Downs Ranch (owned by conservation businessman Ian Craig) and Kisima Ltd, who brokered the establishment of Il Ngwesi and Tassia ecotourism concerns respectively. Eden Trust and the KWS are reported to have brokered the initiation of Mwaluganje conservation area. 

But even with such brokerage, communities hardly get the best legal deals. The report gives the example of Il Ngwesi, where the legal agreement did not specify how liabilities ought to be shared out between the community and owners of Lewa Downs Ranch. It links this to subsequent disagreements on who ought to shoulder the compensation paid to a British tourist injured by an elephant there. The matter is still in court. 

The report also says that some of the legal agreements are fashioned in such a way as to make it almost impossible for communities to disengage from them even when the deal goes sour. It cites the cases of Mwaluganje and Lumo where the communities 'have been complaining' that the private investors do not 'sufficiently' market the conservancies, but remain entangled in partnerships that 'they cannot disengage from'. 

The situation detailed in the report largely escapes the attention of the world in general, and particularly international tourists, who form the main clientele at such facilities. 

Analysts attribute this to the fact that individual tourist camps and relevant conservancies are marketed in flowery language in travel literature, camouflaging the actual situation. 

All is not negative, though. The report details such benefits as availability of transport especially in cases of emergency; improved communication; enhanced security for both wildlife and local people, and development of water, health and schooling facilities. Other benefits include bursaries for local school-going children and improved sales of handicrafts. 
This article is reproduced from The EastAfrican (19 November 2007).

