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ECOTOURISM AND WILDLIFE CONSERVATION IN SRI LANKA:
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR A WORKING COVENANT
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ecotonrist industry, Sri I;ﬂﬁm has failed 1o do g0, Development of l‘fhrs
I'D"ﬂi"-iiﬁ'hpﬂ.ﬂ hlghﬂ.m&l'l!.}i coit {'} of the tourist mdm.tq.' Wi E&

pravide a good econormic reasﬁnin'adxm the cause g;r o
Sri Lanka's wildlife and wildlands, and for maintaining EhE eﬂ:nsiﬁ.
pratected arcas system - The - tourist - ndustry and: ‘the gmscrvanmr
community shauld cmﬂuﬁm i ﬁe‘u'elu-p a viable, ummrﬁ:m&*emmunmn

program, eomplete with ﬁtn:ihhns and mfr*wﬁurmm m;:iﬁqﬁgﬁm:mhh&

umbrella organization “an mntmmsm society'  which

nmpuns:bh Lpurism. practi n@s an-d pmwdn a ﬁ:rrum for dm?@g
the taurist industry and the conscrvation community.

INTRODUCTION

The conscrvation community worldwide has begun to accept ecotonrism practices in
protected arcas (Robinson and Redford, 1991; Gianecchini, 1993, Panayotou and
Ashton, 1992, Dixon and Sherman, 1990}, This is reflected by the inclusion of
seotourism programs and facilities in conservation management plans for protected
arcas, The reason s clear; with an increasing demand for land to accommodate the
needs of a rapidly growing human population, somc human henefit must be derived
from these protected areas to pustify their existence m the future.  Thus, human use
of wildlife and wildlands will place an tcondmic value on these resaurces, providing
an cconomic argument for their long term conservation, or they will be lost 1o
allernate land uwse practices less compatible with conservation (Redford and
Robinson, 1991}, This does not, however, imply that wildlifc and natural forest
lands be valued solely in terms of monetary worth, But merely that an economy based
mcenfive would make a more persuasive and substantive argument  for their
conservation.

Sri Lanka's natural resources, which include diverse ccosyvstems with high hiological
diversity and an exlensive system of protected areas, are threatened by a burgeoning
human population. I current rares of deforestation continue, within the next decade
Sri LanGka will have little or no natwral forest lands remaining outside of protected
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forests will increase substantially in the future. Urgent measures are therefore
necessary too ensure that some cconomic justification ean be presented  for

maintaining the protected areas svstem for conservation.

Ecotounism can provide such an ¢conomic justification.  This would be an incentive
to policy makers of the central and local governments, amd to the resident people in
and around the protected areas. Long term promotion of implementared and
managed  ccatourism would be the land use practice most compatible  wath
conservalion,

However, to ensure long term sustainability, ccotourism development in protected
arcas must take place within the framework of conscrvation management plans for
protected areas.  Thus, to tread the fine line between sustainability and over-
exploitation, a close working relationship has to be forged between the tourist
mdustry and the conservation community in S Lanka, Swch a parmership will
eventually serve to fulfil the goals and ideals of both camps, but more importantly, it
will alsa provide the best chance for long term conservation of 80 Lanka's fauna and
flora,

This: paper examines the potential for cootourism in Sn Lanka, and makes some
recommendations on how the tourist industry and the conzervation community can
forge a mutually beneficial covenant,

ECOTOURISM AND ECOTOURISTS

Ecotourism is rapidly gaining populanty worldwide. A World Wildlife Fund poll
conducted in Latin Amenican intemational airports indicated that 47% of travellers
interviewed considered nature and natural altractions as imporant factors in
planning vacations and destinations (Brooke, 199075

Several definitions of ecotourism exist, of which the most comprehensive is as
follows:

Ecotourism; a form of tounsm inspired primanily by the natural history of an
arca, including 115 indigenous culturcs, The ceotounst wisits  relatively
undeveloped arsas i the spinl of appreciation, participation and sensitivity,
The cocotourst practices & non-consumptive wse of wildlife and natural
resources and contributes to the visited arca through labour or financial means
aimed at directly benefiting the conscrvation of the site and the cconomic well-
being of the local residents. The visit should strengthen the ecotourist's
appreciation and dedication to conservation issués ingencral, and o the
specific needs of the locale, Ecotourisme also implics a managed approach by
the host country or region which commuts 1tself to establishing and mamlaming
the s=sites wiath the participation of local residents,  marketing  thém
appropriately, enforcing regulation, and using the proceeds of the enterprise 1o
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fund the areas land manapement as well as commumity development” (Ziffer
1984,

A broader, less restnctive definition of ecoteurism s
teavel wath a conceen for the eswvironment, and with an appreciation of the
patural attraction being the pnme purpose of the tnip (1IRG 19092),

This more appropriately describes many visitors to Sn Lanka whose travel plans

nclede some interest in nature and natural resources. However, Ziffer's requircment

for finangial bencfits to conservation of sites and to the local commumitics should
apply, and the ohuz of responsibility to implement practices which will realize these
benefits should rest with tour operators,

Some of the potential cootourists that can be attracted to Sn Lanka would include;

- visitors whose interests ane focused on a particular group of animals or plants
g.g. bird-watching and butterfly interest groups, a particular activity such as
natire photography, rafting, canocing, scuba-diving, ete; professional interasts
such as scieniific tounsm,

- tourisis whose interests arc more diverse, and inclede an armay of outdoor
activities such as trekking and hiking to bird-watching, etc, These will be the
visitors "who want 1o just get oul to ecnjov and experience nature"

- others who may want to visit a national park or reserve as part of a general
LT,

ECOTOURISM, WILDLIFE AND WILDLANDS

Among the fauna of interest to cootounsts are Sn Lanka's mammals, birds, reptiles,
and butterflies. Several "charismatic megaverichrates”, such as the Asian ¢lephant,
lcopard, several specics of deer, water buffalo, and bear oceur in Sri Lanka, There
are A few endemic mammal species in Sn Lanka, but these arg small to mid-sized
species; not the kinds of animals which are easily seen, nor charismatic encugh to
attract visitors. ‘There are, however, several species of birds and butterflies which
are endemic to Sn Lanka. These species have the potential to attract bird and
buttertly cnthusiasts, who are more dedicated to their quest of compiling "lifetime
species lists",

Sri Lanka also has other noural attractions.  An extensive svatem of protected areas
caamprising national parks, sanctuancs, wildlife and forest reserves administered by
the Department of Wildlife Conservation and the Forest Department contain several
habitat tvpes and ecosystems within them, These range from. lowland and montane
ranforests 0 drv-zone monsoon forests and prasslands.  Manne sanciuaries with
coral recfs stll remamn in several focalitice:  These diverse habitats are easily
accessible, and several can be visited during a shart trip 4o Sri Lanka,
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Howewver, the ecosystems amd wildlife by themselves are insutficient to attract
ceotourists, Sn Lanka has to develop inmovative and imaginative wavs for visitors to
view the wildlife and other nabaral attractions, Interprebive services must be
developed to provide relevant information to educate the wvisitors, These services
shoutd include trawncd tour guides, litcratere, andio-visual aids, ¢te,  Actommodation
st be provided, either on-site or close o the sites of interest.  Some sirategies for
infrastructure development, including sites for scientific tounsm, has been suggested
in Wikramanavake {1992).

These facilities are essential becavse 8r Lanka shares most of its fauna and flora
with other South and Southeast Asian countrics, and must therefore compete wath
them for tournists.  Saveral of thess countries aleendy have  better ecctounsm
programs and promorional campaiens.  India, Nepal, Thatland, Malaysia, and
Indonesia have developed well organized trekking programs, elephant-back tours,
and boat rides in their national parks and other protected areas, They also have pood
interpretive programs, well prepared puide books, and traincd tour guides, e, All
an Lanka has tooofler oow s, hteeally, ageep nde in Yala National Park or a shost
walk in Sinharaja Forest. Instead, nature-tours which include several habitags - from
coral reefs, o rmforest o wetlands, to div zene forest - and & mix of trekking,
elephant ndes, mafting tnps and other means . of innovative vel enviconméentally
friendly means of ansport can be organized, Tours can consist of diffcrent sites and
durations o accommeodate the different interests and Uime schedulbes of visitors.

Promotional campaigns are necessary fo advertise the ceolounsm  programs.
Relativie to the other larger countrigs which promote ecosvetéms, Sri Lanka's fauna 18
not as diverse and the ceosystems arc smaller.  Howewer, Sri Lanka has other
advantages Lo capitalize o, such as a rangs of differsnl ccosvstems, with diverse
habiats and a fauna and flore, wiich can be wizited with relative convenience m a
short time and at a relatively lower cost, Becausc ccotourists visit on a small spatial
scale, and ot across te vast expansive habitats of larger countries, it is possible to
promote the diversity of habitats, rather than their cxpansiveness, Most tournists
would also like to maximize the time spent in the field, and easy access to field sies
are important, Thus, the promotional campaigns should lghlight Sri Lanka's diverse
natural aftractions and the ease with which they can be visited.

ECOTOURISM AND CONSERVATION: THREATS, MITIGATIONS, AND
BENEFITS.

There will be threats and adverse impacts from tourism on the crovironment and
wildlife. But if properly organized and implemented with long-term goals in mind,
these impacts can be minimized and mitigated (o a large extent.  This 15 where the
conscrvabion community can play an important rolc - in liaigsing with the tourist
mdustry to devalop visilabion stralegies and proeeams which munimess the adverse
impacts on the cnvironment and o identify how and where the tourist industry can
remvest o help conserve the resources on which it depends.
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Some of the potential impacts on wildlife and habitats from unrestrained and

unplanned tourisim practices will include:

- Behavioral changes i ammals and populations, For instance, maAny Visitors
appreaching oo close to animals can cause physiological and behavioral
stresses; animals can be denied access 1o habitats and foed: migratory routes
can be blocked; daily and seasonal behaviour patterns can be disrupted,

- Nesting and breeding behaviour can be affected because female birds can be
austed from nests; cggs and nests of ground nesting birds can be destroved,
albeit nadvertently, voung can be separated from the parcnts, leaving them
vulnerable to predation and starvation; reproductive and courtship behaviour
can b disrupted.

- Buying animals, and animal and plant products can encourage killing and
collecting, thereby threatening e very resource the tourist industry depends
o, The tour guides who are in the field with visitors ean play a big role here
by discouraging - or betler vet, preventing - towrists from buying artifacts and
scuvenirs made of banned animal and plant products, and should refrain from
patronizing commercial establishments, ranging from jewelry shops and
souvenir stands to restanrants, which sell such products.

- Habiat degradation due 10 over-use of resources.  Exceeding carrving
capacitics can degrade habitat, destroy the vegetation, kill seedlings, wear out
paths and trails, cause erosion and litter problems, etc.

Other impacts on the local communities, such as acculturation, aver-dependencics,
and social disruption, must alsc be addressed by the industry,

A self-policing umbrella organization - an "Ecotourism Society” - can be formed to
address most of the potential and realized impacts, Such an arganization would then
be able to intemally regulate the industry and implement tourism prachices which are
sustamnable and environment-friendly. The mandate of the ccotourism society should
be to promaote responsible tourism by both visitors and the tourist industry and to
implement wise tourism practices which are conservation-fricndly and sustainable
ever the long term,

The ceotourism society should be comprised of the tour operators involved in
eoolourtsm, members of the conservation community (from  relevant NGOs,
academia, cte), representatives from the Tounist Board, the Department of Wildlife
Conservation and the Forest Depantment, and some representatives from sociological
NGOz, The society will thus provide an opportunity for the tourist industry and the
vonservation community to develop an alliance, and work together to identify
potential and realized problems; to design viable and sustainable programs which
inchude developing itincrarics and interpretive programs: wentifiing and developing
trekkang  routes: developing and writing guide  books: conducting needs  and
reinvestmment strategies; addressing social issues; ete.

Even a basic task such as preparing an itinerary for a special interest group would
benefit from such a cooperative effort because some knowledge of the ccalogy and
mogeography of species is necessary to design good programs.  For example, the
itinerary of 2 bird-watching group terested in seeing S Lanka's endemic birds can
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b preparcd by ficld orithologists who would know whese in Sn Lanka these specics

can he seen,

The society will also help o form a close relationship with the Forest Department
and the Deparment of Wildlife Conservation to develop infrastructiure, interpretive
services, and the administration of other programs.

The respensibilitios of the society would inelde;

- sctting guidelines and rules for the industry, ranging from developing ficld
itineraries to the behaviour and conduct of tour-guides in the held.

- enforcing a policy of non-patromization of commercial establishments which
sell banned animal and plant products.  Spensoring momtoring programs in
frequently visited sites to assess the ¢ffccts of visitation on the habitat and
wildlife, The monitoring programs can be offered as research projects, with
funds, to interested rescanch organizations and/or researchers.

- implementing practiecs which ensure long-term sustainability of the resources
by heeding carrving capacitics and rotating visitation schedules to allow for
S10C TCCOVETY

- identifiing conservation and sociological problems which can benefit from
reinvestment of some tourism revenue

- developing new, mnevative visitation practices.

- setting rules for dealing with organizations which violake the charter,

ECOTOURISM AND CONSERVATIONISTS: THE NEED FOR A
MUTUALISTIC RELATIONSHIP.

Muost tourism developments in S Lanka are wiewed with suspicion by many
comservationists and environmentalists. Given some past, and even recenl practices,
this attitede mav be justified. But Sni Lanka's natural resources have a lot to offer
the tourist industcy, and the tourist industry, in turn, has a let to offer the
comservation effort,  Wise use of S Lanka’s natural resources will entail some
compromises and a resolution of professional conflicts between the conservationisls
and the tourist industry, and the development of a cooperative relationship. Such an
alliance will help to establish good, low impacet visitation programs which will bring
cconomic bencfits to the central and local govemments, and ncentives far protecting
Sri Lanka's faunz and Oora, 00 is time for the conscrvation community (0 move
bevond the traditional status quo approach to conservation, and for the tourist
industry to practice a sustainable form of tourism with long term objectives.

The touwrist industry can reinvest in conservation programs to sustan the very
resources it depends on,  Financial benefits can be pravided for park and wildlife
management programs and research projects. Field equipment and uniforms can be
donated to feld staff of the departments of wildhife conservation and forests,
Research projects which will benefit wildlife management and consenvation can be
supported. These projects ean be used as tourist altractions, and the researchers can
provide interpretive services 1o tour groups wha visit their study sites.  The industry
should invest in developing communities in and around the parks. It 15 especially
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important to provide area residents wath tangible incentives to eonserve wildlife, and
not abstract concepts such as "the necd o preserve biodiversity... ", so that they will
be more receplive towards assisting with tounsm programs and conservation cfforts,
Area residents can be emplaved as local field puides and  interpreters.
Conservationisis can also 1ake advantage of the cocotourism programs for cducation
and awareness purposes.  The consgrvation community and the Deparments of
Wildlife' Conscrvation and Forests must stnve to get thar conservation message
acrosg to the public and other stakcholders, Through ecotourism programs the
mszape can reach a broad avdicnce, from tounsts and lecal communities (o pelity
miakers and funding apencies.

Thus, pood ecotounsm practices will present the cconcmic mcenlive most compatible
with conservation of Sr Lanka's protected arcas and wildlife, These practices have
o be developed through a close, cooperative relalionship belween the conservation
community and the tourist industry. Such a covenant will eventually benefit St
Lanka and all So Lankans, because conserving our patural resources will belp (o
maintain the ceological health of the country and make this a benter country to live in
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