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Tourist numbers are soaring;
environmental awareness has
spiked; and the desire to explore
our natural world continues
to grow. However, creating a
symbiotic relationship between
travel and conservation might
be trickier than it sounds.
Gemma Catlin examines
some of the challenges and
complexities surrounding
ecotourism in Southern Africa.

T

he seven billion people on our
planet, and the multitude of
businesses we run, are depleting
natural resources at a frightening rate.
These declining reserves are changing
the way our world works: climate,
temperature, wildlife and people are all
being affected. However the devastation our consumerist culture is having
on the environment is now impossible
to ignore; media attention is rising,
‘eco-friendly’ is going mainstream and
going green is no longer reserved for
hippies. And despite the possibility of
real ecological recovery being doubtful,
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the growing demand for sustainable
products – including tourism products –
shows a positive shift in consciousness
and a willingness to embrace change.
Generation Y is growing up with ethics
and turning conservation trendy; it’s
‘not cool’ if you don’t recycle; secondhand is ‘shabby chic’; fair-trade is first
choice; and trips to destinations that
practice responsible tourism are the
only ones worth talking about.
But when booking a holiday, how can we
tell the difference between the genuine eco
operators and the phonies? How can we be

Shopping at local markets can put the money
straight into the hands of those most in need

sure that our choices support – rather than
harm – the destinations we visit? How can
we rest assured that businesses distribute
benefits fairly and effectively? And ultimately, how can we leave that destination
feeling confident that our impact has been
a positive rather than a negative one?
A global stabilising force?
Let’s start with some thought-provoking statistics. In 2012, global tourism contributions
grew by 3%, which was 0.7% faster than the
world economy. Its total revenue mounted
to US$760 billion in investments, US$1.2 trillion in exports, 260 million jobs (that’s one in

11) and 9.3% of global Gross Domestic Profit
- or $US6.6 trillion. And it doesn’t stop there.
According to The World Travel and Tourism
Council (WTTC), the industry will continue to
grow at 4.4%, outpacing the global economy
for the next ten years.
Tourism is also Africa’s fastest growing enterprise. In South Africa, international visits grew
by 10.2% in 2012, to almost 9.2 million, which
was more than double the global average. The
tourism industry has increased employment
and improved infrastructure, highlighting the
opportunities it can bring to other developing
countries. Last year, international tourists spent
over R76.4 billion in South Africa.

Tourism also gives rise to opportunities
that help close the gap between rich and
poor. Low-income communities can become
empowered through the running of selfsustainable profit-generating activities: the
making and sale of curios; local guide operations; village tours; roadside food stalls; and
community lodges. I recently visited a rural
market in Zimbabwe where the majority of
vendors had walked over 10 kilometres to be
there, in the hope of selling just one or two
items. I purchased a rattle for my niece. The
sale of this one small souvenir was enough
to feed the seller’s family for a week and pay
for a month of her daughter’s school fees.

Tourism may be one of the largest, fastest
growing and most socio-economically
important industries worldwide. But like
our depleting resources, if not looked after
properly, the industry brings with it some
noxious economic and environmental
consequences. And these consequences
are affecting the countries most in need.
In many instances, while dollar signs glint
in the eyes of large multinational corporations, the countries in which their tourism
enterprises are being developed are falling into deeper socio-economic decline.
So where exactly is all this tourism spend
going? It seems that despite visitor numbers
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Scottish students help locals to build a rural clinic in Malawi

growing, our demand for big brands; allinclusive deals; and international-owned
resorts and airlines, is pushing a significant
proportion of holiday profits away from the
developing countries and into the pockets of
these money-hungry corporations.
I remember childhood holidays in the
comforting confines of hotel walls, where
my every need was catered for, and, like millions who visited before us, we had no real
reason to step outside. In fact, when I think
back, other than the few employed locals,
it’s difficult to find any part of our holidays
that directly benefitted the country. And according to the United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP), it’s this profit leakage
that is reducing developing countries’ tourism profits by up to 70%.
Apart from profit leakage, there’s also
inflation to think about. As visitor numbers
rise, so does the price of goods. Locals are
often forced to pay the same inflated rates;
spending power plummets, financial burdens grow and the gap between rich and
poor persists.
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And the issues surpass economics. The uncontrolled expansion of tourism produces
pollution, loss of biodiversity, increased corruption, the disappearance of cultures, and
a giant-sized carbon footprint.
There have been some devastating environmental changes over the last ten years:
The depleting mega fauna in Mozambique
– less than five years ago operators were
guaranteeing whale shark sightings; the
rapid deforestation across sub-Saharan
Africa – the illegal logging trade has exploded
and roads are littered with charcoal sellers;
and Zimbabwe’s Chizarira – where an entire
ecosystem has disappeared.
However, it’s not time to unpack your
suitcase and boycott travel just yet. There
are, in fact, many ways in which tourists can
impact positively on the destinations they
visit. The right sort of tourism is able to support low-income communities and stabilise
economies around the world. The challenge
is in recognising and reconciling some of
the – often competing – social, economic
and environmental imperatives.

Ecotourism: Fad or future for SA?
So could ecotourism be the solution to the
devastating impact that tourism has on the
modern world? If it creates benefits for everything it comes into contact with – people,
wildlife and land – it should be perfect.
Well, the truth is that achieving this socioeconomic reciprocity is not quite as simple as
it might seem on paper. Furthermore, finding
a destination that offsets even a toe of your
carbon footprint can be a challenge.
Over the last few years South Africa has
shown enormous commitment towards conservation, and it’s safe to say we’re becoming
somewhat of an eco expert. The country may
be famous for its scenery, moderate climate,
cultural diversity and wildlife, but it’s the way
that such a significant number of influential
people within our tourism industry have
prioritised the needs of the environment and
local indigenous communities inhabiting or
surrounding our destinations, that has helped
South Africa become a world leader in ecotourism and an example to other countries
greening up their act.
Thanks to the relative ease and availability
of affordable travel, green going mainstream,
and the increasing desire to experience new
and natural environments, global tourism
trends are shifting. And within a relatively
short space of time, the mass tourism market
has gone eco-crazy, with tourists considering
eco-friendliness more than ever before when
selecting a holiday destination. With destinations in South Africa already working hard to
protect the land and its people, this is great
news for a country which is well on its way
to becoming one of the world’s first-choice
choice ecotourism destinations.
The ecotourism model strives to conserve
our planet for the future, and its success
has already drastically altered the face of
Southern Africa. There are some really exciting warriors out there: Rani Resorts are
fighting a bloody battle against poachers
in Northern Mozambique; The Responsible
Safari Company are capacity building in rural
Malawi; and Reflections Eco Reserve’s wind
turbine and solar project in South Africa has
taken them entirely off the grid.
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Responsible operators
Wilderness Safaris and Imvelo
One of my most memorable ecotourism
experiences involved a visit to Njobvu, a
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village that Wilderness Safaris hospitality
group supports in Malawi. The village head,
with the support of his community and that
of Wilderness has set up a village ‘lodge’
providing visitors with the opportunity to
participate in the day-to-day living of these
Chichewa and Tonga tribespeople, who
assimilate a mixture of both Christian and
Muslim beliefs.
Wilderness Safaris started in 1983, when
the concept of preserving wildlife – as opposed to shooting it – was a fairly novel idea.
Whilst working with local people in Botswana
founders Colin Bell and Chris MacIntyre, discovered a distinct link between community

Responsible operators
worth looking up
Wilderness Safaris’ Rocktail Beach Camp offers
a unique wilderness beach experience in
Maputaland – a natural turtle breeding
ground. Here you can rest assured that the
four C’s are in full operation. Rocktail’s primary eco initiative is in connection with the
Maputaland Sea Turtle Project, which works
to monitor their beaches for the protection of
loggerhead and leatherback turtles.
www.wilderness-safaris.com
Reflections Eco-Reserve is a family-run lodge
in Rondevlei along the Western Cape’s Garden
Route. Owners Tim and Angelique Carr have
embraced sustainable energy, proving that
going off the grid is not only worthwhile,
but also possible without major expense
or doing away with modern conveniences.
If your carbon footprint is still feeling a little

tourism and conservation. They worked hard
at building this relationship and it wasn’t long
before they expanded their business based
on this sustainable tourism model.
Today Wilderness camps can be found right
across Southern Africa, each one sharing its
natural areas with guests, local communities
and wildlife. These four C’s that summarise
their strategy: Conservation, Community,
Culture and Commerce.
“The Commerce C is what underpins real
sustainability,” says Chris Roche, the companies Ecotourism & Conservation Specialist.
“We don’t want to be dependent on philanthropic funding, NGOs, government aid,
heavy, you can even help them plant trees on
the reserve!
www.reflectionsreserve.com
Imvelo Safari Lodges in Zimbabwe are both
passionate and proactive about improving the
lives of local communities and wildlife, whilst
offering visitors a top-notch tailor-made luxury
holiday. They have even teamed up with a
group of Spanish dentists to tour the local
rural villages with a mobile clinic. The people
– having never seen a dentist before - travel
for kilometres for an appointment. During the
two dental safaris (so far), more than 7 000 free
procedures have been carried out, including
some life-saving treatments.
www.imvelosafarilodges.com
The Responsible Safari Company pride themselves on building reciprocal relationships
between tourists and local communities

across Southern Africa. They donate 5% of
every booking to their partnered sustainable
initiatives and only feature operators with
an eco footprint. Mumbo Island in Malawi,
uses solar lanterns, employ local staff from
the mainland, and the lodge itself has been
carefully designed so as not to interfere with
the natural environment – they could pick
up and leave tomorrow and nobody would
even know they had been there.
www.responsiblesafaricompany.com
Rani Resorts have a portfolio of luxury lodges
to choose from. However they’re not all your
run-of-the-mill luxury offering - each is located in a different, unspoilt and remote part
of Mozambique; from the tiny white sandy
dollops of the Quirimbas Archipelago to the
untouched wilderness of Niassa National
Park. Rani also has an enormous environmental and humanitarian conscience, going
far beyond the call of duty: after the month
of Ramadan every member of staff, as well
as local community, receives a food parcel.
www.raniresorts.com
The Kraal, situated in rural Transkei, is just
about as eco as you can get. If you want to
plunge yourself headfirst into green, then
this is the place to do it: all water is collected
from rain cisterns and heated by solar power;
toilets are biogas; and they even grow their
own vegetables. With the right expectations,
attitude and wooly jumpers, it’s a fantastic
ecotourism experience.
www.thekraalbackpackers.co.za

BREATHTAKING BREAKS BEGIN AT THE TOP OF SANI PASS
Sani Mountain Lodge at the top of Sani Pass, in the Kingdom of Lesotho, invites you to one of the most breathtaking locations in Africa - and indeed,
the world - a true World Heritage Site within the Maloti Drakensberg Transfrontier Conservation Area. Tripadvisor® guest reviews consistently refer to
its “stunning views and warm welcome”. You’ll stay in Lodge cozy ensuite rondavels all with a fireplace - then relax in the Highest Pub in Africa.
Throughout the year, increasing numbers of international visitors come to Sani Mountain Lodge from outside South Africa - with the UK, Germany,
Singapore, China and the USA leading the way. Please bring your passports to visit and see for yourself.
A warm welcome to all at the WTM London 2013 and the ITB Asia 2013.
Get more information on www.sanimountainlodge.co.za and www.malotidrakensbergroute.co.za
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Beware of greenwashers
Unfortunately not all ‘eco’ operators are fulfilling their promises like Wilderness and Imvelo.

The ecotourism trend has led to countless
businesses cashing in on unsuspecting
consumers with bogus claims. And despite
the very real pressures for businesses to go
green, some simply don’t recognise the need,
or deem eco-initiatives as a waste of time
and money. For this reason, some operators
claim they are green for the sake of trying
to keep the consumer happy but have little
infrastructure or policies in place to back this
up. For instance, a single solar panel does
not mean you use ‘sustainable energy’, and
being encouraged to keep your towel is often
more of a cost than an energy saving exercise,
especially if the establishment has very little
other green initiatives in place.
At its worst, ecotourism is unsubstantiated
claims, a ruse to increase tourist numbers,
unfair and ineffective distribution of benefits,
and continued environmental damage. So
how do we find the good guys who are really
making a difference?
How to find a genuine eco destination
Ecotourism certification
Although standards, principles and explanations are plentiful, there is still no
global definition, let alone agreed criteria

or official regularity body for ecotourism.
Despite various moves to create international
accreditations, the process is controversial
with many academics disagreeing about who
should even be classified as an ecotourist.
However some countries have implemented
their own certification programmes, and
Southern Africa boasts several. Organisations
such as the South African Tourism Services
Association (SATSA) aim to maintain the highest possible standards in tourism, with some
ecotourism criteria.
Fair Trade in Tourism South Africa (FTTSA)
also pioneer initiatives to promote equitable
and sustainable tourism development. In
2011 South Africa launched a national
Minimum Standard in Responsible Tourism
(SANS1162), which is aligned to the Global
Sustainable Tourism Criteria. FTTSA’s standard was the first in Africa and one of the first
in the world to be recognised with the Global
Sustainable Tourism Council.
However, due to the fact that most of these
grading systems are membership and voluntary based, it’s unlikely ‘greenwashers’ will
ever have their claims called into question,
which of course makes it even tougher to find
a bona fide eco destination.

Don’t stop exploring
The success of genuine ecotourism and
our chances of ecological recovery may
be intrinsically linked. Tourism is a vital
component to our global economy and for
many developing countries the industry
represents a significant portion of their
Gross Domestic Profit. In terms of the sustainability of the tourism industry and the
health of planet earth, the modern traveller
has important decisions to make. Through
making responsible choices, by supporting
companies like Wilderness and Imvelo, tourists not only help to save the world’s ecology
but also create sustainable opportunities
for local communities and increase their
quality of life.
Questions to ask your operator
1) Who owns and manages your hotel?
Are your staff sourced from the local
community?
2) What ecotourism initiatives does your
establishment have in place and are
guests able to participate?
3) Do you offer any activities and tours
that are managed solely by the local
community?
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and so on. We want our businesses to be
successful while being completely financially
independent. And in doing so, we are able
to expand our efforts in the other three C’s.”
Imvelo Safari Lodges are another operator
that sacrifice time, money and resources for
the preservation of their natural surroundings and fellow communities. I joined
founder Mark Butcher – once a Wildlife
Officer – on a ‘pump run’ through Hwange
National Park last December where he
dropped off diesel at the 12 water pumps
Imvelo have assumed responsibility for
since the Park lost funding. Pumps were
serviced; waterholes were repaired; and rations were left with attendants. Through his
work Butcher ensures thousands of thirsty
animals are supplied with drinking water
during Zimbabwe’s dry summer months.
Imvelo also works closely with their local
communities. Ngamo – the local village their
camp’s land is leased from – now has a library,
a secondary school, drinking water and their
employment rate has increased to 80%.
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Village visits are a beneficial cultural experience for everyone
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Palms Wilderness is the ideal place to relax and rejuvenate!
This Four-Star Retreat is situated in the heart of the Garden Route,
in the quaint Village of Wilderness.
The beautifully thatched Retreat nestled between the Milkwood trees has
11 rooms decorated in warm African colours, textures and artifacts.
Each room has its own entrance leading into the gardens!
If you are not exploring the Garden Route of its many attractions then come unwind in the
lush tropical gardens with koi ponds, fountains, seating areas or simply enjoy a glass of
sparking wine by the pool and watch our feathered friends enjoy the gardens as much as we
do! We also offer homely guest lounge with TV, library and games as well as mini spa.
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OVER 20 WILDLIFE SPECIES • SHUTTLE SERVICE • WHITE LIONS • FEED & INTER ACT WITH ANIMALS • WALK WITH CHEETAH • EXCLUSIVE LION TOUR

www.lionpark.com | info@lionpark.com
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