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Ever since the origins of tourism, travelers have been
moved by, and drawn to, nature and protected areas. While
the global tourism industry has grown immensely over the
last several decades, tourism to natural areas has become
an even greater component of that large industry and has
continued to grow throughout the 2020s (UnivDatos 2024).

In the United States, natural areas became tourism
destinations in the late 19th century when the federal
government designated Yellowstone, Yosemite, and Grand
Canyon national parks due, in part, to intense lobbying
from the railroad industry, whose interest was in catering
to tourists. Internationally, nature-based tourism gained
popularity with the environmental movement in the 1970s
and tourists’ desires to learn about ecosystems and cultures
other than their own.

Nature-based tourism is not ecotourism. Throughout the
world, and particularly in Florida, tourism can dramatically
affect cultures, environments, and economies—and not
always for the better. As defined in this paper, ecotourism

is a concept of managing and planning the nature-based
tourism industry so it provides for desired benefits. Many
people see ecotourism as an alternative to mass tourism
and the many negative social and cultural problems that
have been associated with it, including loss of community

culture, destruction of sensitive ecosystems, and the leakage
of profits estimated as high as 50-90%. However, when
nature-based tourism is planned and well managed, it can
provide income to a diversity of local residents; conserve
rural and natural areas; educate people about little known
natural, cultural, and historical wonders; and numerous
other benefits.

Ecotourism and Nature-Based
Tourism Defined

As defined below, nature-based tourism simply describes a
type of tourism where nature is the attraction. Ecotourism is
more of a concept or philosophy that can guide the plan-
ning and management of nature-based tourism (Stein 2004).

Nature-Based Tourism

“Nature tourism involves travel to unspoiled places to
experience and enjoy nature.” (Honey 2008)

Ecotourism

Researchers and practitioners most commonly use two
definitions of ecotourism:
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“Responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the
environment and improves the well-being of local people,
and involves interpretation and education.” (The Interna-
tional Ecotourism Society 2015)

“Environmentally responsible travel and visitation to
relatively undisturbed natural areas in order to enjoy and
appreciate nature (and any accompanying cultural fea-
tures—both past and present) that promotes conservation,
has low visitor impact, and provides for beneficially active
socio-economic involvement of local populations” (Héctor
Ceballos-Lascurain 1996)

The concept of ecotourism argues that tourism should work
to conserve the environment, enhance the quality of life of
the resident community, and improve the tourism product
and services (Figure 1). In addition, tourism can provide
many opportunities for on-site educational and interpretive
programs, which play an important role in conserving
natural and rural landscapes and connecting visitors with
nature (Kimmel 1999).

ECOTOURISM

Local Communities

Environment

Figure 1. Ecotourism Key Concepts.
Credits: UF/IFAS (2006)

Nature-Based Tourism Statistics

A 2011 survey found that 6.4 million Florida residents
and nonresidents, 16 years old and older, participated
in some sort of wildlife-recreation activity (i.e., fishing,
hunting, or wildlife watching) and spent $9.0 billion (US
Fish and Wildlife Service 2012).

o Nearly half of Americans participated in at least one
outdoor recreation activity in 2015, which equates to
142.4 million participants, who went on almost 12 billion
outdoor outings (The Outdoor Foundation 2016).

« Americans spend $887 billion annually participating in
outdoor recreation supporting 7.6 million American jobs
(Outdoor Industry Association 2017).
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o About 20% of total international travel focuses nature as
the attraction (UNWTO 2014).

Nature-Based Tourism: Positive
and Negative Aspects

Nature-based tourism can have both positive and negative
impacts on an area (Figures 2 and 3). On the positive side,
nature-based tourism generates local employment and
stimulates small-scale tourism enterprises and industries
including lodging, restaurants, transportation, souvenirs
and handicrafts, and guide services. In areas that might not
otherwise receive any protection, nature-based tourism
can sometimes be the economic justification for conserva-
tion. In some situations, nature-based tourism can also
represent a viable economic alternative to unprofitable, and
sometimes unsustainable, forestry and agriculture practices
(Boo 1990).

Potential Positive Aspects of NBT

« Ecotourism generates local employment and stimulates
small-scale tourism enterprises and industries.

o Protected areas provide the opportunity for environmen-
tal education to increase awareness among national and
international visitors about the value of natural resources.

« Ecotourism can provide a value to lands previously
not considered valuable. This could produce economic
justification for conservation of areas that might not
otherwise receive protection.

o Ecotourism development can provide increased
recreation opportunities for all nearby community
residents, thereby raising the standard of living in rural
communities.

Potential Negative Aspects of NBT

o More visitors will increase environmental impacts,
including litter, trail erosion, or water pollution, if
recreation areas are not managed and appropriate sanita-
tion facilities are not provided.

« Visitation to a community might stress infrastructure
(e.g., increased traffic and crowding and higher demand
for emergency services) and increase the difficulties for
locals to access recreation opportunities. This “success”
in numbers can also lead to inappropriate development,
including large hotels and highways that change an area’s
main objective from conservation to mass tourism.

« Too many visitors take away from an area’s natural values
and the visitor’s experience. Increased visitation may
lead to site degradation and crowds. This could produce



a situation where a unique resource loses its value due to
overuse.

Community-Based Ecotourism

Actually planning and managing for ecotourism at the
community level in Florida is a complicated practice. It
requires knowledge of ecological systems, community
planning, tourism development, and recreation resource
management. The model often practiced in Florida, and the
rest of the United States, consists of local businesses iden-
tifying ways to cater to people who visit publicly managed
natural areas (Stein 2004). Little collaboration may exist
between the public land management agency and the sur-
rounding communities that could potentially benefit from
tourism. This disjointed approach leads to a hodgepodge of
tourism efforts that may not meet the needs of the visitor
or the natural area. Throughout the world, research shows
that successful collaboration between multiple stakeholders
is one of the best ways to realize the ecotourism concept.
Several approaches to tourism collaboration are described
below.

Family or group initiatives within communities (Wesche
and Drumm 1999). This model involves voluntary partici-
pation among community members. It is a flexible model
and arrangements between individuals can be adjusted

or changed. Labor and services are contracted within the
community and members of the community can join the
group to sell handicrafts or provide other services. This
high involvement of community members helps to sustain
benefits for the entire area by keeping decision-making and
economic activities locally based. Often, family members
lead tours and provide tourism services. They also work
with their neighbors to build upon the services they offer.

There are few examples of this model in Florida. However,
small communities like High Springs and Apalachicola have
succeeded in catering to tourists while maintaining local
control over the tourism enterprise. The Florida Scenic
Highway Program is another example of a collaboration
effort that works to involve local residents in developing

a large-scale tourism initiative (Florida Department of
Transportation 2020).

Joint ventures between a family or community and an
outside partner (Wesche and Drumm 1999). This model
involves two distinct kinds of joint venture agreements:

o In the first type of joint venture agreement, someone
from outside the community supplies the tourists and
transportation to the community or location. The local
resident(s), in turn, takes care of logistics (the program
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and arrangements within the community, such as arrang-
ing local lodging, activities, and dining). For example,
Holbrook Travel, based in Gainesville, Florida, has
conducted several tours in Florida where it pays a guide
who serves as a naturalist and takes tourists throughout
the state. The company makes arrangements with lodg-
ing, restaurants, and parks to host the residents.

« In the second type of joint venture agreement, the outside
partner signs a contract or lease with the community and
is responsible for managing (and sometimes building)
tourism facilities and services at a particular recreation
site. In return, employment and other specified benefits
for the community are established and guaranteed.
Several public land management agencies in Florida
contract with local businesses to provide recreation and
tourism services on public lands. For example, the US
Forest Service contracts with a recreation management
company to manage most of its recreation sites in the
Ocala National Forest. Although the company is national,
it hires local residents to manage and maintain the facili-
ties. In addition, Florida state parks often contract with
concessionaires to offer a variety of services to tourists,
which the agency would not normally provide. For
example, Little and Big Talbot Islands State Park contracts
with a locally owned kayak outfitter company to work in
the park and provide tours for its visitors.

Making Ecotourism Happen in
Florida

Every situation will not always fit the above models.
However, there are numerous examples of successful
nature-based tourism development in Florida, which can
likely assist the development of new nature-based tourism
initiatives throughout Florida. The following section briefly
describes these examples and provides websites to access
more information.

Suwannee River Wilderness Trail https://www.
floridastateparks.org/parks-and-trails/suwannee-river-
wilderness-state-trail [27 June 2020]

This cooperative effort between the Suwannee River Water
Management District (SRWMD), the Florida Department
of Environmental Protection (FDEP), and the Suwannee
River Basin communities (businesses and citizens) is an
example of a public/private partnership in Florida. The
207 miles of Suwannee River trail creates connections
between the existing eight state parks along the river, the
six riverfront communities, and the many recreational and
ecotourism businesses. Amenities include existing and
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planned sleeping platforms, cabins, information sites, and
other public and private facilities.

Florida Keys Overseas Heritage Trail https://www.
floridastateparks.org/trail/Florida-Keys [27 June 2020]

This project was developed in partnership between Clean
Florida Keys (CFK), the Florida Department of Transporta-
tion (FDOT), Florida Department of Environmental
Protection (FDEP), Monroe County, the Rails-to-Trails
Conservancy, and the National Park Service.

The trail spans from Key West to Key Largo for 110

miles connecting 10 state parks and provides educational
opportunities to learn not only about sustainable develop-
ment but also about the history of the Florida Keys. In
addition, this project provides access to local businesses
and promotes recreational opportunities, as well as offers an
alternative form of transportation and decreases highway
congestion.

Great Florida Birding and Wildlife Trail http://florida-
birdingtrail.com/ [27 June 2020]

The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission
(FWC) established the Great Florida Birding Trail in

the early 2000s in eastern Florida, and it has evolved
throughout the state to encompass birding and wildlife
viewing. Working with the Fish and Wildlife Foundation of
Florida, the FWC provides a comprehensive website, trail
guides, and electronic guides, which allows birding and
wildlife viewers a wealth of information to plan a nature
tour throughout Florida. Tourism businesses can work with
the FWC to be listed on the Trail or partner with existing
birding and wildlife sites currently listed.

Conclusion

The concept of ecotourism is important to keep in mind

as Floridians develop nature-based tourism that creates
employment and socio-economic opportunities for local
communities while striving to protect and preserve Florida’s
many unique natural and cultural areas. Nature-based tour-
ists need protected areas, protected areas need the revenue
that nature-based tourism generates and the exposure
tourists bring, but both must be carefully managed. These
potential benefits are not ensured and will only be achieved
with careful planning, local education and training, and
local involvement. Bringing visitors, the environment, and
local communities together in a planned, cohesive manner
can produce benefits for all three of these cornerstones of
ecotourism.
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