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Abstract  

In the last numbers of decades there has been an ongoing struggle between 

environmental protection and tourism development as these two ideas are in 

permanent conflict. Many people, governments and international organisations 

find it difficult to decide where the balance between these two opposing ideals 

lays. This paper examines this overall conflict and the possible opportunities 

which lay in the midst of this struggle. Ecotourism was identified as a popular 

method of mediating this conflict. The ecotourism industry is growing steadily 

throughout the world. However, conflicts still arise between ecotourism 

development and environmental protection. This research explores the concept 

of ecotourism and poses the question can increasing ecotourism visitor 

numbers create an unintentional environmental risk. The research includes a 

series of semi-structured interviews conducted over a 3 week period. The 

candidates were carefully selected in order to achieve a balanced argument 

from the ecotourism industry and also from those who influence 

environmental policy. The results were wide-ranging and varied. However, it 

became extremely clear that both parties thought that finding a balance 

between ecotourism growth and environmental policy was the key to success. 

However, opinions began to differ about how this balance was to be attained. 

The results are analysed under the following themes: (i) economic issues, (ii) 

sharing the benefits, (iii) environmental impact and finally (iv) policy and 

regulations. This paper concludes by stating that increasing ecotourism visitors 

can be compatible with environmental protection policies and indicates the 

possibilities for further research within this area.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Increasing ecotourism and assessing whether it is compatible with 

environmental protection is a small conflict within a wider debate on tourism’s 

negative impacts on the environment. This research will explore the broader 

debate within the literature review and will then continue by analysing the 

ecotourism industry in Ireland. This project will then examine the current 

policy in place that affects ecotourism and the environment.  

The results of this project will be gathered by examining both sides of 

the conflict with the intention of ascertaining whether there is a potential 

balance to be found. The literature suggests that this balance can be found by a 

combination of environmental, social and economic considerations. 

The research also acknowledges the irony of tourism as the areas 

which are most popular amongst tourists and also the areas that need the 

greatest level of protection. Within this conflict, ecotourism could become an 

extremely effective solution of mitigating the impacts on the environment. 

However, ecotourism also presents an ironic scenario as continued growth of 

this industry may fail in its key objective of protecting the environment. This 

situation may occur if the amount of visitors is unlimited. As a result, it is the 

main focal point of the analysis. 

1.1 Background and rationale  

The importance of the tourism industry in contributing to the social 

and economic success of a country has long been recognised. Many scholars 

point out its value in revenue generation, regional development and job 

creation. However, there are many negative consequences to the environment 

when this industry is over exploited. There is continuous conflict when trying 

to strike the balance between protecting the environment and promoting 

growth in the tourism sector. Ireland is a very interesting place to study this 

conflict as the Irish tourism industry is inextricably linked to the quality of the 

environment.  
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However, some scholars state that the concept of tourism is poorly 

understood in Ireland, solely focusing on its economic benefits and 

overlooking the environmental issues associated with high levels of tourism 

(Griffin and Stacey, 2011).  

Ecotourism allows for an educational and cultural experience but still 

maintaining delicate ecosystems. The ecotourism industry has been growing 

steadily internationally over the last decade and demand is continuously rising. 

Failte Ireland (2013) state how ecotourism has “gained significant credibility” 

(2) within the tourism industry in Ireland and are working to make it a product 

of excellence as it begins to permeate mainstream tourism. The International 

Ecotourism Society also states that the market has been growing since the 

1990s by 20% - 34% every year (2011) – this is more than 3 times the growth 

of worldwide tourism as a whole, keeping this in mind this thesis will question 

whether this growth in numbers is compatible with environmental protection. 

To develop an accurate definition of ecological tourism – ecotourism - 

it is vital to anaylse its origins, ecotourism is believed to have spawned from 

the 1960’s evnvironmental crusade. Around this time many citizens became 

disatisified with their governments constant econonmic growth without a 

thought for the environment (Fennell, 2002). As Nelson (1994) states, 

ecodevelopment began during the 1960’s and continued until the 1980’s were 

it was merged with the concept of sustainable development. Fennell (2002) 

outlines how sustainable development provided a “rational mechanism” (2) 

that addresses the most fundamental issues of the tourism industry. Merging 

these two allowed for the creation of what is now known as ecotourism. 

Bramwell and Lane (1993) outlines the principles of this new industry which 

are listed as follows: 

(1) A reduction of tension between stakeholders,  

(2) Long term protection of rescources,  

(3) Limits to growth,  

(4) Valuing tourism as a form of development, 

(5) Visitor satisifcation. 
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In recent literature the most fequently used defintion belongs to the 

International Ecotourism Society. It states: “responsible travel to natural 

areas that conserves the environment and improves the well-being of the local 

people.” They also outline their main principles which include financial 

benefits toward conservation along with raising the international recognition 

of the host country’s political, environmental and social climate.   

1.2: Hypothesis  

The hypothesis for this research is that increasing ecotourism visitor 

numbers is compatible with environmental protection. This is evident as the 

primary objective of ecotourism is environmental protection. A balance can be 

found if policy is created that encompasses economic, environment and social 

concerns.  This hypothesis states that ecotourism is a method of creating a 

more sustainable type of tourism. 

1.3: Objectives  

 To analyse the existing conflicts and opportunities that arise from trying 

to strike a balance between tourism growth and environmental protection. 

This is the primary objective because the concept of balance is found 

throughout this research and is hugely important in the international 

literature on the topic. A balance must be found to ensure that the tourism 

industry can still thrive without environmental quality being sacrificed. 

 To assess the level of ecotourism growth in Ireland and investigate the 

number of annual visitors.  

 To understand how ecotourism destinations combat their potential threat 

to the environment and how their presence benefits local communities.  

 To find an accurate definition for ecotourism that can be applied to further 

studies in the respective field. 

 To conduct comprehensive, insightful interviews which allows for this 

topic to be explored in great depth from both the policy and ecotourism 

perspectives. It is important that this study creates data that can be applied 

to future national and international ecotourism studies. 
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1.4: Motivation 

There were several reasons why this particular topic of interest was 

chosen. Throughout this Master’s degree it became extremely appealing to 

investigate the balance between environmental protection and tourism and also 

to observe the conflicts and opportunities that arise from this. When assessing 

the opportunities ecotourism proved to be most interesting and it became clear 

that Ireland has the potential to be at the forefront in ecotourism development 

in Europe. This suggested that there were promising results to be found in this 

project. Finally, the research gained throughout the development of this 

project can be used for future career opportunities in the respective field. 

1.5: Thesis Structure  

This report begins with the background and rationale of this project. It 

was constructed to introduce the topic to the reader. Chapter two conducts a 

literature review in order to ascertain the relevant information on the wider 

debate between tourism development and environmental protection. Chapter 

three consists of the approach taken to gather the results detailing how the 

interviews were conducted and the method of analysing the results. Chapter 

four is a summary of the current policy that affects this topic. Chapter five 

presents the results of all eleven interviews on a thematic basis. Finally, 

chapter six consists of further discussion, conclusions and future research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This chapter provides an overview of the conflict and opportunities 

that arise from tourism’s interaction with the environment. It is evident from 

the literature that the conflicts vastly outweigh the opportunities. The conflict 

section in this chapter highlights the extensive list of negative impacts on the 

tourism industry. However, a select few key issues were chosen for the 

purpose of this discussion. This is split into three sections i) water ii) lost 

revenue iii) governance. The opportunities section details the possible positive 

impacts i) ecotourism, ii) job creation iii) conservation. Although there are a 

greater number of conflicts, the opportunities – such as ecotourism - present a 

unique remedy to the conflict. This review will explore this idea. The theory 

that is derived from here will be used for development of codes in the results 

chapter. The conflicts that are highlighted in this chapter will be used to 

answer the research question - whether increasing ecotourism is compatible 

with environmental protection.  

It is widely acknowledged that the physical environment has a vast role 

in shaping tourism, (Vehbi & Doratli, 2010; Jafari 1997) but also that the 

phyisical environment is being shaped by tourism. The natural and built 

environment is the ‘most fundamental’ ingredient of tourism development 

(Vehbi & Doratli, 2010: 2). The quality of the environment, both natural and 

man-made, is essential for tourism. However, this relationship is complex as 

many tourist activities have negative effects on the environment. Continuous 

tourism development can gradually destroy the resources which the industry 

depends on. In most of the literature there is a great struggle to create a 

comprehensive list of positive impacts, but some that are discussed include: 

contributing to conservation, development of ecotourism, and it can, non-

environmentally, create employment (Vehbi & Doratli, 2010; Hall & Lew 

2009; Cooper & Hall, 2008; Ormsby 2006). Tourism can be used to raise 

awareness of local environmental concerns; it can also provide a tool to 

finance environmental protection, this is often seen in national parks, aiding 

them in meeting conservation targets (McCall & Hoyman, 2013; Ormsby, 

2006).   
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Tourism can put enormous pressure on an area as it can lead to great 

environmental threat; habitat loss, soil erosion, noise pollution, increased 

pressure on endangered species, increased air and water pollution. In some 

areas it places great strain on the water resources and often means local 

population have to compete for resources (Ceron, et al., 2011; Vehbi & 

Doratli, 2010; Beeton, 2007). However, environmental policy is used to 

combat these negative impacts. Without this policy putting direct restrictions 

on the tourism sector, it is of little use.   

Environmental policy is ‘any action deliberately taken to manage 

human activities with a view to prevent, reduce, or mitigate harmful effects on 

nature and natural resources. It also ensures that man-made changes to the 

environment do not have harmful effects on humans or the environment,’ 

(McCormick, 2001; 21). With this in mind, it is quite clear that the actions of 

an environmental policy are critical for a sustainable future for our planet. The 

definition is all encompassing and covers all human activities including 

tourism. These policies are generally put in place to preserve clean air and 

water, efficiently manage waste, and sustain our ecosystems. Tourism tends to 

have an adverse effect on environmental policy. When tourism is generated in 

an area, it drains the natural resources in this location. This increases the 

difficulty of creating an environmental policy as the tourism provides a boost 

to the economy which people and governments find impossible to overlook. 

These negative impacts are most keenly felt when the amount of visitors is 

more substantial than the ability of the environment to cope with this volume 

of people (Graci & Kuehnel, 2010). Endangered species of plants and animals 

have also been threatened by tourism increases in many locations (McCall & 

Hoyman, 2013; Vehbi & Doratli, 2010). These negative impacts of tourism 

therefore provide an interesting paradox. One has always desired to travel the 

world and be captivated by the rarest forms of beauty on Earth. However, 

these tourism-generating sites can only be sustained with very little or no 

human interaction.   
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In recent literature, a question is beginning to emerge about what the 

real value of tourism is to the economy and how much it can add if there are 

such severe environmental and social consequences. Lejarraga and 

Walkenhorst (2013) make a similar point, stating how the relationship 

between tourism and economic growth is ambiguous. They highlight that the 

positive impact created by tourism is negated by the environmental 

consequences of developing this sector. Figini and Vici (2010) conducted a 

cross-country analysis of European, African and Asian countries and could not 

see any robust evidence to suggest that developing the tourism sector causes 

long-term employment growth.  

If, as the literature is beginning to suggest, tourism doesn’t sustain 

long-term economic growth, why do governments and businesses place such 

emphasis on it? If, the tourism sector is only facilitating short-term growth, 

there must be large moral question as to whether it is worth the high level of 

environmental degradation that it causes. This research will later look at this 

concept in regard to ecotourism. Increasingly over the last two decades 

monetary value has been put on the environment (Polasky & Binder, 2012). If 

the environment is proved to be worth more in monetary terms it will become 

considerably more difficult for governments to ignore the problem and allow 

economic development to be priority.  

2.1: Environmental policy context 

Vehbi & Doralti (2010) placed special emphasis on how tourism 

affects habitats, stating that tourism has a detrimental effect to sensitive 

ecosystems, often resulting in habitat degeneration or complete habitat 

destruction. Jafari (1997) points out that the EU’s Habitats Directive provides 

a fruitful object for analysis because during its course of implementation 

across the member states, numerous conflicts broke out at a European level. 

Jafari (1997) states how low political priority, tight budget, an over-ambitious 

timetable and lack of enthusiasm lead to the poor implementation of the 

Habitats Directive. Although it sought to balance social, economic, cultural 

and ecological concerns, it failed to do so basing all site designations on 

scientific criteria (Jafari, 1997).   
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At all stages this failed to take tourism as a consideration, many of the 

Annexx I and II site designations have no restrictions on people visiting and 

has lead to the disturbance of many nesting and resting sites for wild birds. 

Avoiding disturbance was one of the primary objectives of the Habitats 

Directive. However, in nearly all designated sites this has failed to happen.   

Hoyman and McCall (2013) state that the Galapogos Islands are one 

the best locations to study the challenges and realities of finding a balance 

between conservation, policy and economic growth. The economy of the 

Galapagos Island is primarily driven by the annual tourism sector. 

Internationally, the islands have become an important part of assessing how 

achievable sustainable development is. They also indicat how to manage 

environmental perservation and tourism growth (Benitez-Capistros et al., 

2014; McCall & Hoyman, 2013). The Galapagos Islands are home to the 

Earth’s most unique biodiversity and have long been recognised as somewhere 

worthy of extentensive conservation.  

However, the economy is solely dependent on the tourist industry 

(Benitez-Capistros et al., 2014). Conflict is believed to be worsening on the 

islands as the Special Act in 1998 which contained strict environmental and 

conservation targets which have been left pratically unenforced. This act 

detailed the optimal number of annual tourists which the islands could 

facilitate without vast degardation of the environment; this value was 12,000 

people. However, in 2009, 240,000 tourists were allowed on the islands and 

this number is increasing every year, causing vast environmental impacts 

(McCall & Hoyman, 2013). New laws have been passed that allow workers 

from mainland Ecuador to migrate to the area to seek employment, putting 

further pressure on the island’s resources and enhancing the environmental 

damage that tourism causes (Benitez-Capistros et al., 2014; McCall & 

Hoyman, 2013). Numerous other studies have been done which are similar to 

this, assessing what the optimal level of visitor numbers is. Delgado et al. 

(2011) look at visitor numbers and their effect on biodiversity, they considered 

birds severly effected by increased visitor numbers as there is a greater chance 

of them leaving an area if there is constant disturance. This could have serious 

implications if the birds are a protected speices.   
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2.2: Conflict 

Water 

Water is only one of many examples of resources that are being 

depleted due to tourism. This review solely focuses on water as reflected in the 

literature; the concept of tourism’s “water footprint” has recently become 

heavily considered amongst scholars in sustainable tourism management 

(Chenoweth et al, 2013).  They state that there are no specific statistics on 

water use by tourists and this area still remains under investigation. The 

consumption from the tourism industry is vast, especially when in regard to 

water, often meaning the local population is competing for these vital 

resources. According to Cehron’s (2011) research water consumption, direct 

and indirect, can vary from 80 litres to 2000 litres per tourist per day. The 

industry vastly overuses water - hotels, golf courses, swimming pools and 

personal use are the main culprits for the high water consumption. This is a 

major concern in drier areas such as the Mediterranean due to the hotter 

climate and the tendency of tourists to consume more water when on holiday 

(Chenoweth et al, 2013). Cehron et al (2011) claim that the water consumption 

of the tourism industry is extremely overstated as it is only 1% of global water 

consumption, even if it grows at its anticipated rate, it will equate to 4% of 

overall consumption by 2020. However, they acknowledge that this differs at 

regional level, with changing precipitation patterns due to climate change they 

advise that water-scarce areas begin to engage in water management policies. 

Cehron et al (2013) states how tourisms indirect water use - production of 

food, building materials and energy remain ‘inadequately understood’ (Ceron, 

et al., 2011: 1). These authors do differ on the severity of the water 

consumption issue in regard to tourism, however, both agree that there is a 

need for new water management policies. Both emphasis the need for this to 

be studied further in the hopes that it can be translated into policy.  

 Global growth in the tourism industry and a continuting trend toward 

higher-standard accommodation and water-intense activities are ultimately 

going to coincide with changes in the climate leading to declining water and 

increased pressure in certain areas both Cehron and Chenoweth believe this 

will lead to water related conflicts.   
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Cehron questions if this will mean that a number of tourist destinations 

around the globe must halt development as continual growth is no longer 

feasible. The impacts felt in these areas will depend on a number of things in 

the next coming years, competition from other economic sectors such as 

agriculture, the creation of water policies, sturture of the water industry – 

whether it is based on social benefits or profits (Ceron, et al, 2011; 

Chenoweth, et al, 2013).   

The ‘water footprint’ case is an attempt at looking how tourism growth 

will conflict with the creation of environmental policy. Most scholars in this 

area highly recommend the use of policy measures to engage in water 

management in an attempt to adapt to inveitable changes in water availability. 

Ceron (2011) states their plan of how to mitigate water consumption; policy 

making,  the measurement and charging of water consumption; management 

treating sewage and reusing water. Finally through research and development 

where they recommend to implement renewable energy driven desalination. 

These suggestions hope to manage the water consumption but also to 

encourage behavioural change in tourists (Ceron, et al., 2011). Ceron goes on 

to state that this is no longer just an environmental concern but could be 

considered an ethical concern as local populations are being denied their 

fundamental right to access to water in favour of tourism growth. Undoubtedly 

the only way to achieve sustainable water usage in the tourism industry is 

through strong, comprehension policy – which will price water and encourage 

water conservation. What is important to acknowledge about tourism is its 

seasonal character, many places have up to ten times more inhabitants during 

the height of the season as opposed to the off season. This means there is a 

heavy demand for resources for a concentrated period of time.  

Lost Revenue  

Another conflict that arises when trying to find the balance between 

economic growth and the environment is the mass exodus of revenue from the 

local community to outside corporations. 
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 The wealth generated by tourists is sent to foreign – owned 

corporations usually hotel chains or cruise liners (Beeton, 2007). McCall and 

Hoyman (2013) stated how this is apparent in the Galapagos Island, the main 

cruise liners that visit the island monitor the environmental policy of Ecuador 

to ensure that it complies with their economic interests (McCall & Hoyman, 

2013). Over time the siphoning of profits can increase the living costs for the 

local residents which effect the younger and poorer populations (Carbone, 

2005). This ultimately creates a ‘tourist bubble,’ this bubble is created when 

there a high-quality destination that is adjacent to ghettos where the tourist 

workers live. This has been known to rouse hostility in many areas making for 

severe confict.  (Carbone, 2005; Beeton, 2007). Examples of this can be seen 

all over the world, most notably, Las Vegas, Dubai and Isreal.   

Governance  

Observing the governmental institutions in any country will enable an 

understanding of the conflicts that arise during environmental policy creation. 

Examining the Galapagos Islands under this thought highlights how the 

governance of a country can really hamper the efforts of maintaining a balance 

between the environmental protection and tourism growth. The organisations 

on the islands are described as ‘complex and multifaceted’ (McCall & 

Hoyman, 2013: 37) and are infamous for their weak instituational presence 

88% of park leaders approved the idea of stricter environmental policies to 

ensure ecologically protection, however, 50% questioned even if there was to 

be stricter policy on the islands would be imeplemented correctly, if not they 

saw little point. Many have lost faith in the institutions to protect this unique 

landscape (McCall & Hoyman, 2013). In the case of the Galapagos Island the 

stakes could not be higher to achieve the delicate balance between the 

environment and tourism because of the unique and endangered speicies found 

there. However, instituionally, it seems impossible to get the formula right in 

order to format coherent, comprehensive policy. It can be questioned if an area 

of such importance cannot formulate policy is there a chance where the stakes 

are not so high.  
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It is widely regarded that effective goverance is needed to maintain a 

sustainable tourism industry (Bramwell & Lane, 2010). Some literature 

suggests that is why it is crucial to use the local populations to imeplement 

policies. However, Williams and Montanari (1998) conclude that self-

regulation by local population is “by itself not a sufficient approach” (38). 

Bramwell and Lane (2010) state how self-regulation is not an adequate 

approach to change the industry’s behaviour towards environmental concerns. 

They claim it will not lead to long-term change and will revert back to self-

interest. They suggest a ‘command and control’ form of regulation that will 

include governement-led planning strategies and management intiatives 

(Bramwell & Lane, 2010). Bramwell and Lane (2010) observes that de-

regulation has become increasingily popular since the 1970’s. Since then 

many have felt that the state should no longer have direct participation in 

economic activites and also the economies regulation. They conclude that this 

is not different in the tourism industry.  

Post-Second World War, the tourism industry was slow to regain itself 

there was little or no appreciation for the importance of the tourism industry in 

economic recovery (Dregde & Jenkins, 2007). Similarly, it was not until the 

1970’s that the service industry was widely recognised as a means to 

economic recovery. As stated previously this was a time where there was 

declining interest in the governement intervening in tourism planning 

(Bramwell & Lane, 2010). Ayuso (2007) states that ‘compared to other 

sectors, public authorities regulate the tourism sector very little’ (145). Ayuso  

(2007) continues to state that voluntary and self-regulation have a speical 

relevance in the tourism industry, however this simiply does not appear to be 

enough anymore. Bramwell and Lane alude to this when they state how many 

scholars are urging the government to create startegic planning for the tourism 

industry because of the “potenitally catastrophic threat of climate change” (3).  

They particularly consider the aviation industry that is a signifigant 

contributor to climate change. Giddens (2009) agrument is similar to this he 

states it is the responability of political leaders and governments to make 

provisions for global sustainable tourism and to ensure the “polluter pays” 

principle is applied.   
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Giddens (2009) makes another important point, although he states that 

the government needs to regaulate this industry in order to achieve long-term 

sustainable development however still enabling the local residents to take part 

in reaching solutions of these collective problems as it is the residents who the 

ecotourism or sustainable policies will effect the most (Giddens, 2009).   

Bramwell and Lane (2010) believe the conflict between policy and 

tourism growth must ‘rise above the constraints of the demands of day-to-day 

politics’ (4) they state that this only gives rise to short-term solutions and not 

long-term that this industry so despartely needs. Undoubtedly, there is 

complexities to governements achieving long-term goals as governments are 

constantly changing, new issues arise which demand immediate attention, but, 

if the message of sustainable tourism development was communicated 

effectively  to the public it would be possible to rise above these constraints. 

Bramwell and Lane (2010) also come to this conclusion however they go on 

further to state that strong public support for long-term priorities means it will 

make it nearly impossible for politicians to abandon them, thus ensuring the 

long term sercurity of this vital industry. Now that the tourism sector is have 

an increasingily more obvious effect on the environment it has become time 

that governements step in and heavily regulate the industry.  

2.3: Opportunities 

Sometimes the conflicts appear to outweigh the opportunities however 

this research aims to provide both aspects – only then can we discover where 

the balance lays. It can be noted that ecotourism has become a vast 

opportunity; it mitigates some of the negative impacts of tourism but still 

allows for tourism even in the most ecological vulnerable areas. However, as 

this section highlights, issues still arise with the effectiveness of ecotourism.  

Ecotourism  

The development of ecotourism is not just environmentally friendly 

but educational. This is essential in order to maintain ecotourism as a 

sustainable and a long-term change.  
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Hoyman and McCall uses the International Ecotourism Society’s 

definition of what ecotourism is ‘responsible travel to natural areas which 

conserves the environment and improves the welfare of local people’ (McCall 

& Hoyman, 2013: 36). They discuss how ecotourism is the most prominent 

strategy for sustainable development in tourism based economies. However it 

is important to note that there is great debate amongst scholars with regard to 

ecotourism, especially in trying to ground it theoretically. Many are unsure 

whether it should be defined in the normative or positive sense.  Fennell 

(2001) takes a positive theory base; he stated that ecotourism definitions most 

often include key components such as culture, benefits to locals, conservation, 

sustainability and the importance of education. This contrasts to Donohoe and 

Needham’s (2006) definition; they believe that ecotourism is grounded on a 

normative basis suggesting that there are four key elements to a 

comprehensive definition of ecotourism i) introduction of nature based 

policies ii) institutions that support conservation iii) public policies 

emphasising sustainable management and iv) environmental education. 

Wallace and Pierce (1996) accept the Ecotourism Society’s definition; 

however, they build on it stating how community participation should be 

included in the definition as ecotourism policies affect them the most. They 

continue by saying that letting the community have a direct input in the policy 

process is not only a ‘moral obligation’ but a necessity in ensuring long-term 

sustainability (Wallace & Pierce, 1996). Hoyman and McCall came to the 

same conclusion stating how community leadership ‘sets the tone for how 

communities develop ecotourism policy’ (Hoyman & McCall, 2013: 35). 

Scharmer (2007) goes another step further in stating that in order to address 

this issue of conversation versus growth there needs to be a whole new style of 

leadership and believes that community leadership is the future of ecotourism.  

However, Hall (2011) states how ecotourism is ultimately a policy 

failure, as there is continued growth of environmental impacts of tourism. He 

describes how this type of tourism has been increasingly integrated into policy 

over the last decade and this can be noted as a success for academics, 

governments and businesses.   
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However, he states how this introduction of ecotourism or sustainable 

tourism does not lead to successful policy formation. The literature in the area 

of ecotourism demonstrates a full spectrum of views; some believe that there 

will always be a fundamental contradiction with ecotourism as all tourism 

activities damage the environment (Gossling, 2001; Green & Hunter 1993). 

While Blarney (1997) states that there should be strict blanket policies on 

tourism in the most environmentally sensitive areas regardless of how 

economically important they are. There are some scholars in the middle of the 

conflict who state that ecotourism is the best strategy of balancing 

conservation and economic growth (Duffy, 2008; Powell & Ham, 2008).  

In 2007, ecotourism accounted for 7% of the international tourism 

market. Lin (2013) describes how Taiwan is an emerging ecotourism 

destination as their ecotourism policies focus on “local, ecological and 

diversified tourism” (Lin, 2013: 71). As previously stated, ecotourism needs to 

emphasise education; Lin (2013) also comes to this conclusion by stating how 

education and experience are crucial in order to change the behaviour of a 

tourist and enable one to consider environmentally friendly options. 

However, he continues by saying that ecotourism is still a product and 

emphasises the importance of this; ecotourists will still have demands and will 

rely on a positive experiences as much as environment and ecological 

protection. Lin (2013) claims that this is essential for the functioning of 

ecotourism. It can be argued that this is not ‘true’ ecotourism and is not 

changing the tourist’s behaviour - one of ecotourism main objectives. Because 

of this, it is considerably difficult to apply the lesson learned here in Taiwan to 

an international context. A similar study in an area that receives a high level 

tourism that since has applied ecotourism policies would be a far more 

beneficial study and the outcomes could be applied internationally to region 

with how tourism levels.  
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Job creation  

Although ecotourism can be classed as a rising opportunity between 

the conflict of environment protection and tourism growth not all scholars are 

convinced of this. Many scholars are beginning to state how governments push 

for more tourism and ‘wrap it up’ in of job creation. This can greatly hinder 

the creation of environmental policy as many studies have shown people are 

less concerned with environment matters during an economic downturn (Best, 

2013). Job creation is similar to this the argument that tourism creates a vast 

amount of jobs and is often put forward; however, many scholars question the 

quality of these jobs and ask whether these jobs warrant the environmental risk 

that they pose (Harrison, 2001; Parks and Roberts, 2006). This is a major 

aspect of the debate on whether tourism is a development asset to an economy 

or ultimately just a liability (McCall & Hoyman, 2013).   

Tourism jobs are often low-wage and seasonal in nature. However, it is 

impossible to overlook the fact that, in some areas, tourism jobs are much 

more lucrative than others available. Cooper and Hall (2008) detail how bad 

these jobs can be, they state how in many countries the wage of a tourism 

worker is 20% lower than the average wage. They state how the hours are 

demanding as holidays and weekends are the busiest times for a tourist 

worker, the nature of the jobs are slightly more unsafe, for example, working 

in a kitchen which can be dangerous but also high pressure Cooper and Hall 

state how many of these works develop ‘coping strategies’ (299). On that 

thought, many scholars see it as some sort opportunity in the midst of 

numerous negative impacts. However, looking at the job opportunities within 

the ecotourism sector and not just tourism sector there are surprising and very 

interesting results.  

Since 1988 ecotourism jobs have increased by 131%, these are usually 

small, family-based businesses which are located within the area; the 

generated revenue is then fed back into the locality thus increasing the job 

opportunities (Beeton, 2007). Tourism jobs are seasonal, however many 

studies show that ecotourism is not as seasonal as regular tourism, not only 

this but they stay in an area for longer and area from a higher socio-economic 

group (Beeton, 2007; Chorlton, 2004).   
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All these factors promote economic development to a local economy 

thus improving job opportunities. Ecotourism sites are also managed on a 

more scientific basis which is also attracting people with higher qualifications 

who seek employment in the tourism sector which was previously not the 

case.  

Conservation 

The funding received from tourism is very important to conservation in 

protected areas and national parks attracting visitors to national, tourism is 

often their sole source of income (McEwen and McEwen, 1982). However, 

allowing for tourism in national parks appears to be a ‘double-edged sword,’ 

tourism is essential for the funding of any protected area or national park as 

annually they amass vast bills, and without this funding it is not impossible to 

reach their conversation targets (Getzner et al., 2009) A combination of visitor 

and species protection policies can maximize the net benefits for both 

conservation and tourism (Behrans et al., 2009; Ormsby, 2006).  

Globally protected areas and national parks must determine the optimal 

levels of tourism and species conservation. This will ensure long term tourist 

revenues and protection of endangered species. This level must be strictly 

enforced as there is a very delicate balance between tourism and conservation. 

This optimal level was found in Hohe Tauren National Park in Austria, this 

was aimed at protecting the delicate Rock Partridge in the mountainous region. 

Since achieving the delicate balance and allowing fewer visitors to the nesting 

area, the numbers have improved (Behrans et al. 2009). However Behrans 

(2009) states that this was also a result of exceptional management of the park 

who ensured that the correct number of tourists entered the park.  

It is suggested that physical and biological resources may be more 

resilient to climate change in their current form if there is a thoughtful 

reduction of anthropogenic disturbances and this would aid to their 

conservation. In Yosemite National Park the Pika is in danger of extinction 

from the area as temperatures are increasing on the mountainsides (Gezon, 

2013). They build their habitats in cool locations it has been noted over the 

last decade that has had to get higher and higher. 
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2.4: Conclusions 

During this research a number of insights were gained in this subject 

topic. Initially, analysing the governance of tourism was not a consideration 

for this review however it became abundantly clear from the literature that 

how governments implement sustainable tourism strategies is a key to their 

success. However, this is a highly complex issue that varies from state to state, 

it is nearly impossible to suggest a blanket approach that will complement 

every government.  

The recent literature is starting to highlight that there are little 

opportunities or positive impacts that tourism creates in regard to the 

environment, if the concept that it can help fund conservation is proving not to 

be relevant anymore as the more studies that are done it becomes clearer that 

an anthropogenic disturbances of these threated habitats or endangered species 

has a major negative impact.   

To conclude, there are many conflicts that arise from tourism growth 

and protection of the environment. The list of conflicts or negative impacts is 

extensive. However, until recently it was always believed that there were 

many opportunities and it is becoming more evident that these ‘opportunities’ 

are having negative effects on the environment, although not as severe. It is 

now time that there was strict environmental policy regulating this area as it 

now needs to be a global priority.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology  

This methodology has been carefully constructed in order to accurately answer 

the research question; ‘Is increasing ecotourism numbers in Ireland 

compatible with environmental protection?’ The key objectives of this 

methodology are listed as follows: 

 Establish policy and industry perspectives, 

 Accurately define ecotourism by a combination of industry and policy 

opinions, 

 Explore policy framework in which ecotourism can develop , 

 Develop findings and conclusions that will assist future ecotourism 

studies. 

3.1: Approach Rationale: 

This thesis is examining the conflict between environmental protection and 

tourism growth. The very nature of any conflict means that there are two 

parties with differing opinions. On this note, it is important when studying 

conflict to gain perspectives from both sides (Hoyman and McCall, 2013). 

This was taken into consideration when formulating the methodology for this 

topic. A qualitative approach was necessary as it is crucial for the results to be 

balanced and to consider both objectives (Bryman, 2005). As the topic is 

broad, it was vital to have strict objectives from the beginning in order to 

ensure that the research question is thoroughly answered.  

For several specific reasons, this research is qualitative rather than 

quantitative. Currently there are no official statistics in Ireland documenting 

the amount of ecotourists who visit every year. Without these figures it would 

be difficult to have a quantitative approach as that would be heavily based on 

numbers and statistics. This research will focus on people’s points of view 

towards increasing ecotourism visitor numbers and its compatibility with 

environmental protection in Ireland.  
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The type of research will allow for a critical analysis as it is examining 

the existing literature and interviewee attitudes that have a direct interaction 

with either ecotourism or environmental policy. The literature review (chapter 

2) focuses on the conflict as a whole as it analyses all positive and negative 

impacts of the tourism industry. A similar approach was carried out in Vehbi 

and Doratli’s (2009) study, as the authors reviewed the entire conflict between 

tourism and the environment on the Mediterranean Islands. However, this 

study has picked one small conflict in the vast environmental protection versus 

tourism growth. They comment that in order to observe conflict, it is necessary 

to analyse both sides to ascertain a balanced conclusion. This is the approach 

taken for this research. 

A longer research timescale would allow for observation of local areas 

and how they have been impacted by ecotourism. Similar studies have taken 

this observation approach (Gezon, 2013).  The results of this study will ideally 

provide insights which can be used in future development strategies for 

protected areas and general ecotourism policy designs. Although the results 

will apply to Ireland they will also be relatable throughout Europe and further 

afield as ecotourism is growing globally and further understanding of it 

potential impacts is crucial.  

It would be interesting to undertake this study again in the near future 

because the ecotourism industry is growing in Ireland and it would be 

fascinating to explore whether this continued growth results in ecotourism still 

being compatible with environmental protection. It would also be very 

important to assess if ecotourism had been translated into national policy.  

3.2: Interviewee selection:  

When it came to interviewee selection no specific geographical area was 

targeted. Instead, it was a nationwide search of candidates who influenced 

policy but also who were directly involved in the ecotourism industry. 

However, it became apparent quite quickly that the ecotourism industry is 

mainly focused in the west of Ireland and especially focused in the Northwest 

whereas those who influenced policy were scattered throughout the country. 

    



21 

 

When searching for candidates from the ecotourism perspective, the 

government’s ‘Ecotourism Handbook’ was a great aid as it lists all key people 

in the ecotourism industry in Ireland. After careful research twelve of the best 

suited candidates were contacted in the hope that six would reply and be 

willing to participate. After further study into the topic it became clear that it 

would be beneficial to contact people who were also involved in protected 

areas in Ireland such as; Special Area Amenity Order, Special Areas of 

Conservation and Special Protected Areas. It would be an interesting 

perspective to see their opinion on the irony of tourism and how they seeing 

increasing ecotourism visitor numbers affecting the environment. To remain 

objective, it was necessary to not only contact people who work with policy 

but also those that influence it. Similar to the ecotourism side, twelve people 

who influence policy were contacted in the hope of securing four-six 

interviews. However, this was more difficult than the previous stakeholder. 

Nonetheless four interviews were secured.  

Candidates Number contacted Number interviewed 

People within the 

ecotourism industry 

12 6 

People who influence 

environmental policy 

12 4 

People who work with 

protected areas 

3 1 

Table 1: Number of interview conducted 

 

The interview candidates were wide and varied. On the ecotourism 

side there were people who owned ecotourism destinations, people who are 

currently trying to develop ecotourism and finally leading people in 

ecotourism agencies. Some have wished to remain anonymous and others have 

waived their anonymity. The candidates who influence policy are also varied. 

It is widely known that there are many stakeholders when it comes to creating 

policy.  
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This research aimed to gain an insight from each stakeholder; a Green 

party politician, a government minister, a key member of one the governments 

tourism agencies and also a person who works with creating environmental 

protection policies. Again some of these candidates have wished to remain 

anonymous. It was vital in the research to gain an insight from many different 

people within each party to ensure that the results are truly representative.  

3.3: Interview Structure: 

In many other studies that are similar to this research the authors have 

undertaken an ‘open-ended semi structured interview’ style. However, there 

was a combination of questions. The interviews started with several straight 

forward questions that require a short answer; “In your experience what do 

your visitors identify as the main reason from visiting Ireland?”  The answers 

were short and ranged from “Friendly people” to “Unspoilt environment,” all 

the industry interviewees were asked to just pick one option. However, 

towards the end of the interviews, more open-ended questions were asked; 

these were used to get their personal point of view. The open ended questions 

were very important as this is where the majority of the results and analysis 

will originate. There are many benefits to interviewing as a method of 

research, they are listed as follows: 

 Opportunity to probe, 

 Personal interaction with the candidate, 

 Topics explored in depth, 

 Yields rich data, details, opinions and insights (Bryman, 2005). 

All of these benefits result in the rationale of choosing this method of research 

becoming a simple process as it was important that the topics could be 

explored in-depth and that the product was rich in opinions and personal 

insights.   

All interviews were conducted between 18 July 2014 and 7 August 

2014 and each interview lasted between 11 and 41 minutes. The interviews 

took place in a variety of locations that were convenient to the participants and 

also a method which suited them, either in person or over the phone.  
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All interviews were transcribed within 48 hours of the event taking 

place as this was recommended in Canavan’s (2013) study to allow the author 

to be immersed in the data. As new themes emerge additional interviews can 

then be arranged.  

3.4: Interview analysis: 

In order to analyse the interviews thoroughly, social research scholars 

recommend that all interviews are transcribed and then coded (Sarantakos, 

2013; Bryman, 2005). Grounded theory derived from the literature review and 

thematic analysis will then be used to develop codes. Although the participants 

were divided into those who influence policy and those who work in the 

ecotourism industry the results will not be divided as so, a comparative 

approach will be used to highlight the differences in opinion. Appendix 2 

gives an overview of the themes and in which interviews they emerged in.  

The interview results are displayed in the results chapter (chapter 5). In 

this chapter they are presented on a thematic basis on the key concepts that 

were discussed throughout the interviews. The respondents will be displayed 

as ‘T1, T2, P1 etc.’ The ‘T’ will be used if they are an industry representative 

and the ‘P’ will be used if the candidate is one of the policy interviewees. The 

list interviewees and their corresponding tag can be found in Appendix 1. The 

analysis is divided into thematic subsections and direct quotations are used to 

emphasis the points.  However, each theme will be closely examined in the 

discussion chapter (chapter 6). This chapter will also contain comparisons 

between these research findings and the literature. Appendix 3 displays a table 

which lists each interview individually and includes the themes that were 

discussed in each interview.  

Undoubtedly, there are limitations to interviewing as a method of 

research. For example, it cannot be assumed that the people interviewed 

represent the views of everyone involved in ecotourism or environmental 

policy. However, this research has taken all steps to ensure that all views are 

well represented. In the interviewee selection, each party had a broad range of 

people in their sector who were interviewed.  
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Within the ecotourism side there was a variety of interviews such as 

people who owned ecotourism destinations, those who work in leading 

ecotourism organisations and people trying to develop ecotourism themselves.  
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Chapter 4: Policy & Legislation Context  

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of the existing 

tourism and environmental policy along with the legislation affecting this 

topic at International, European and National level. Chapter 2 analyses 

environmental policies within the broader debate. This chapter begins with the 

tourism policy development in Ireland since 1985 and ends by examining the 

potential policies that could affect ecotourism visitor numbers and how it is 

compatible with environmental protection. This section highlights how the 

concept of ecotourism is rarely translated into policy.  As this policy and 

legislative context of this topic is vast, this section solely includes what was 

discussed in the interviews and approaches that will be recommended within 

the discussion.  

4.1: Policy Development 

When analysing the overall conflict, it is clear that Ireland is rooted in 

the idea that the environmental needs are to be protected with respect to 

tourism growth. The 1985 tourism policy stated that we need to monitor the 

industry in order to maintain our tourism product: “The economic and 

employment benefits of tourism would be severely eroded if environmental 

conditions were permitted to decline. Careful management of the environment 

is therefore and economic necessity as well as a social issue” (Department of 

Industry, Trade, Commerce and Tourism, 1985: 32). The ‘Operational 

Programme for Tourism 1994 – 1999’ introduced a number of measures which 

intended to extend the length of the tourism season and secure more “large-

scale anchor projects” (OCDE, 2004). However, this programme failed to 

address environmental considerations.   

The ‘National Development Plan 2000 -2006’ was the first instance 

since 1985 that sustainable growth was considered to be important. This 

publication stated that the emphasis now needed to be on “sustainable and 

spatially balanced development” (OCDE, 2004). Furthermore, the ‘Tourism 

Product Development Scheme 2000 – 2006’ recognised the importance of the 

environment to Ireland as a tourism product and stated that environmental 

sustainability was one of the schemes primary objectives.   
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It also saw Ireland’s potential in niche market developments such as 

ecotourism. Currently, the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport 

standpoint is “to facilitate the continued development of an economic and 

environmentally sustainable and spatially balanced tourism sector.” 

On the 8
th

 July 2014, the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport 

published a draft tourism policy for the period to 2025. The primary goals of 

this draft policy is to increase overseas tourism by €5 billion by 2025 and have 

a 20% increase in the number of people employed in the tourism sector. To 

achieve this level of growth, visitor numbers would have to increase 

dramatically. However, this is not addressed within the policy. Under the 

heading ‘Protecting Key Assets’, this policy acknowledges that the natural 

environment is Ireland’s main tourism product but encourages its protection to 

enhance ‘overall visitor experience’ (Department of Transport, Tourism and 

Sport, 2014).  

The draft policy states that in order to eliminate the growing conflict 

between tourism development and environmental protection, all government 

bodies must liaise. However, their primary objective is tourism and they must 

also guarntee that the quality of the natural and built environment is ‘upheld’ 

(Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport, 2014). This section was 

included to highlight how Ireland has translated the concept of sustainablity 

into tourism policy. This translations occurs in a rather fragmented way. 

Although ecotourism has yet to appear in Irish policy, they refer to idea of 

sustainable tourism as an acceptable alernative.  

4.2: ‘Special Amenity Area Order’ – Long Term policy approach  

“Where, in the opinion of the planning authority, by reason of – (i) its 

outstanding natural beauty, or (ii) its special recreational value, and having 

regard to any benefits for nature conservation, an area should be declared 

under this section to be an area of special amenity” – (Planning and 

Development Act, 2000) 
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Special Area Amenity Orders (SAAO) are designated by local 

authorities but must be approved by the Minister for the Environment. They 

give special protection to areas of significant scenic, ecological or recreational 

value. SAAOs may provide effective protection as they can, in theory, prevent 

any development which threatens the integrity of the designated area (Grist, 

2012). The area proposed for designation should be of ‘outstanding beauty’, in 

need nature conservation or have special recreational value in local terms 

(Scanell, 2006). The SAAO would appear to be the best existing designation 

for protecting ‘green belts’ which are subjected to intense development 

pressure or land areas under pressure from development which is of special 

amenity value locally or regionally. Grist (2012) points out how our 

increasingly urbanising society warrants a greater need for recreational 

amenities. This can be seen in Planning and Development Act, 2000. 

The first stage of making a formal SAAO is when the order is first 

made. Grist (2012) stated that after this initial step, a notice must be circulated 

in newspapers to inform the local residents of the new order. A period of four 

weeks is allowed for the planning authority to accept objections (Planning and 

Development Act, 2000). An Bord Pleanála must then confirm the order. If 

objections have been made, An Bord Pleanála can modify or refuse the order 

in the hopes of achieving satisfaction from the residents and other stakeholders 

(Scanell, 2006).   

The overall effects of an SAAO can be wide-ranging. For example, the 

National Roads Authority must regard the provisions of an SAAO when 

preforming any functions on the road such as improvements or general 

construction. The SAAO process has been used in some areas to prevent 

development and protect delicate environments. This was seen in 1992 in Co. 

Mayo as it was used to prevent two mines being located in the Doolagh 

Valley. The only recognised way to stop the mines going ahead was to make it 

a Special Amenity Area (Grist, 2012). This highlights the strength of the 

SAAO mechanism and how it is used to protect local tourism.  
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Initially, three Special Amenity Area Orders were designated in 

Ireland. All are within the greater Dublin area and are not directly concerned 

with the protection of biodiversity. These Special Amenity Area Orders were 

the Liffey Valley, North Bull Island and Howth Head. Although ecological 

concern is not the sole objective of an SAAO, they have greatly aided nature 

conversation. This is particularly noted in maintenance of the saltmarsh areas 

of Bull Island (McCorry and Ryle, 2009).  It was important to include SAAO 

in the policy chapter as it highlights what can be achieved within policy when 

a sustainable approach is taken. Although the SAAO does not limit tourist 

visitor numbers, it also ensures environmental protection. This shows that 

there may not be a need for ecotourism to be translated into policy rather 

coordination between the environmental and tourism departments to ensure 

every policy has sustainability as a main primary objective.    

4.3: European Context  

The EU widely acknowledges the importance of tourism as it accounts for the 

following:  

 €568 billion of total turnover, 

 5% of the EU’s GDP, 

 Employment of 9.7 million people which is 5.2% of total EU 

employment, 

 It is the 3
rd

 largest economic activity in the EU (Canavan, 2013; Barnes 

and Barnes, 1999). 

Barnes and Barnes (1999) point out that tourism may appear to be an ‘ideal’ 

(270) area for policy intervention given its international nature. However, the 

complexity of the industry and its primary need for environmental 

preservation means that they have yet to ‘achieve effective action’ (270) in the 

sector. Most recently, the Lisbon Treaty mentioned the tourism industry 

‘encouraging the creation of a favourable environment for the development of 

the undertakings in this sector’ (2007/C 306/01).  
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It listed four axes of action which are listed as follows: 

 Stimulating competiveness and increasing tourism demand , 

 Consolidating the image and profile of Europe , 

 Maximising the potential of EU policies and financial instruments , 

 To promote the development of a sustainable, responsible and high 

quality tourism, 

However, there is no harmonisation of laws and regulations of the 

member states (Canavan, 2013). The Lisbon Treaty is still too young to study 

the effects it had on the tourism industry. However, it is evident that the 

environment is not a primary concern of the tourism industry. The Treaty pays 

special attention to the Mediterranean region and it’s over-reliance on this 

industry which is draining their resources. They claim that it is the area in 

most need of promoting sustainable and responsible tourism development 

models. The Mediterranean region has been under global spotlight as an area 

where tourism drains resources. This region should be of primary concern as 

covers 19% of all EU territory (Chenoweth et al, 2013).  

The EU Flower label is also important to mention, this eco-label is a 

scheme that is used across the EU to encourage businesses to provide services 

that are kinder to the environment. It allows consumers to easily identify 

environmentally friendly products. The EU has developed a label which is for 

accommodation. This ensures that the ecotourism industry standards are high 

and the label is not abused. The key strengths of an ecolabel are listed as 

follows:  

 To place a strong emphasis on renewable energy efficiency, 

 To detail biodiversity protection , 

 To be flexible for different ecotourism accommodation, 

 Strong on record keeping, 

 To focus on involving guests with the natural environment, 

 To involve staff and encourages knowledge of local area. 
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4.4: International Context  

Sustainable development is one of the key objectives within the UN’s 

environmental programme. They have examined the concept of sustainable 

tourism along with ecotourism. This section will outline their 

recommendations. The UN has both an ecotourism and sustainable tourism 

policy. Table 2, below, outlines their 8 steps to making the tourism industry 

more sustainable: 

1. Reducing the seasonality of demand 

2. Addressing the impact of tourism transport 

3. Improving the quality of tourism jobs 

4. Maintaining and enhancing community prosperity and quality of life in the face 

of change 

5. Minimising resource use and production of waste 

6. Conserving & giving value to natural/cultural heritage 

7. Making holidays available to all 

8. Tourism as a tool in global sustainable development 

Table 2:UN Principles for sustainable tourism information. Source: UN.org 

As previously stated, the UN has also published their policy on 

ecotourism. This details how the industry is anticipated to grow in the future 

and how it could affect global tourism. ‘Ecotourism can be as damaging as 

mass tourism if it is not done properly’ (United Nations, 2006: 5) The UN 

gives a comprehensive guide on how this scenario can be avoided. They 

recommend policy, industry and visitors to have a thorough regional 

knowledge of the fragile environments that are most likely to attract this type 

of tourism. This policy continues by stating ecotourism’s key role in global 

biodiversity conversation. Figure X, below, shows the number of nature-based 

tourism destinations.  
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However, it is important to stress that this is not ecotourism while it 

still highlights the growing desire for holidays which are based in the natural 

environment.  

Image 1: Global nature based tourism numbers. Source: UN Ecotourism Principles 

4.5: Environmental Protection Policies  

The policies which will be studied in this section have been carefully 

selected as possible policies which would affect ecotourism on the ground in 

Ireland. This will extensively look at policy regarding biodiversity. Since the 

Maastricht Treaty, environmental protection and sustainable tourism have been 

a key component to any policy. The Fifth Environmental Action Programme 

identified the protection of nature and biodiversity as one of its key aims. This 

was to be achieved through sustainable land management in and around 

habitats (Scannell, 2006). In this action programme, regulatory measures were 

put in place to prohibit any damage to habitats or unsustainable exploitation of 

flora and fauna.   

The Habitats Directive is considered to be one of the EU’s most 

important directives contributing to protecting global biodiversity (Scannell, 

2006). This lists all habitats under Annex I or Annex. However, this Directive 

requires the member state to designate and monitor these special areas of 

conservation. As a result, Ireland is left to decide upon the planning around 

these habitats. Hence, an important question to ask during the interviews was 

whether any of the SAC’s were located near the ecotourism destinations and 

how they might have affected them.  
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The European Directive on the Conservation of Wild Birds provides 

direct protection of bird species and their associated habitats. This directive 

prohibits the killing, capturing or disturbance to nests and eggs (Grist, 2012). 

This directive classifies their protected areas as ‘SPA’s’. Scannell (2006) 

outlines how the regulations under this directive classify where a SPA should 

be however ‘does little else’ (273). The directive imposes restrictions on 

hunting and killing of birds and disturbance. However, it does not detail how 

visitor numbers should be monitored in order to ensure protection (Scannell, 

2006).  

The importance of this subsection was to highlight that these 

environmental protection policies regarding biodiversity rarely include the 

number of visitors that an area can facilitate without environmental 

degradation. This is referred to as the carrying capacity (Barnes and Barnes, 

1999). This concept is important to this research, as undoubtedly, the carrying 

capacity needs to be found for general tourism in environmentally vulnerable 

areas. However, this research points out that this is also important in the 

development of ecotourism. 
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Chapter 5: Interview Findings  

The results for this chapter were obtained by a series of semi-structured 

interviews.  In total 11 interviews were conducted between the dates 18
th

 July 

2014 and 7
th

 August 2014. The interview candidates who were chosen are 

either representatives from the ecotourism industry or individuals who 

influence policy. Those who are speaking on benefit of the ecotourism 

industry will be labelled T1, T2, etc. Those who are discussing the topic from 

the policy perspective will be P1, P2 etc. This section is broken down in 4 key 

themes that emerged from interviews; (i) policy and regulation,  (ii) local 

benefits, (iii) environmental impacts and finally, (iv) economic issues.  This 

chapter will then conclude by being discussing the future of ecotourism in 

Ireland. Before discussing results, it is important to state what has been 

established about ecotourism so far;  

 The ecotourism industry is a rapidly growing sector, 

 It is considerably hard to define making it difficult to regulate and monitor 

the sector, 

 Sustains the well-being of the local people and encourages local 

participation, 

 Ecotourism has not been translated into European or Irish policy, 

 That without correct monitoring the ecotourism industry can be as 

damaging as mass tourism, 

 It is important in raising funds for conservation projects, 

 It is a highly educational experience for ecotourists. 

It became immediately clear from the interviews that the ecotourism definition 

can be interpreted in many different ways. There was a difference between the 

industry representatives and policy influencers in what they considered to be 

ecotourism. T2 stated that ecotourism was a “separate entity” to any other 

type of tourism while P3 stated that it was combination between adventure 

tourism, nature tourism and rural tourism. T2 continued by stating that 

ecotourism and sustainable tourism are not interchangeable but rather 

“ecotourism feeds into sustainable tourism.”   
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Although there were many different interpretations of ecotourism, a majority 

agreed on the key points; it needs to benefit the local environment, it must be 

educational and its primary objective is to ensure environmental protection. 

However, when posed the question ‘How would you define ecotourism?’ 

many quoted the International Ecotourism Society definition; ‘Responsible 

travel to natural areas that conserves the environment and improves the well-

being of local people.’  

5.1: Policy and Regulations 

Policy was a key issue in all the interviews; this is summarised below.  

Policy Issues 

During the interviewing process, the topic of SPA’s, SAC’s and SAAO’s 

came up and how they provide environment protection to delicate areas. 

However, this did not appear to always be true, using the example of the 

Fermanagh/Cavan Geopark, the first trans-boundary UNESCO Geopark, was 

under threat of fracking until recently despite the fact the highest level of 

environmental protection are given to these areas. 

Some further complaints of policy were; not recognising ecotourism as a 

product that should be promoted. The Department of Agriculture, Food and 

the Marine are using sustainability as one of their main objectives however 

one interviewee questioned why this had not been done with the Department 

of the Environment, Community and Local Government as when promoting 

‘green’ food abroad could they not also promote Irish green tourism.  

In nearly every interview the most appropriate method for creating policy was 

discussed. A majority considered policy to be disjointed and believed a 

fragmented apporach is taken when considering to ecotourism. T1 decribed it 

as ‘a la carte idea to policy in Ireland you select what you want!’ There is 

clear frustratation within ecotourism to the lack of policy in their industry. 

However, it appears to not be about policy but more about recognition for the 

work that is being done by this industry to promote sustainable development 

within Ireland. P2 commented that it can be difficult to include the concept of 

sustainablity into policy.  
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However, T1 disagreed and used the example of Bord Bia knowing the carbon 

footprint of every farm in Ireland. It highlights what can be done when 

sustainablity is a key compenant of policy. T1 states that it is a credit to the 

Department of Argiculture that sustainablity has been included ‘in some form’ 

into all their policies.  

Opinions also differed when it was discussed how policy should be 

created. Table 3. highlights what P1 stated believing that Ecotourism policy 

should primarily be about the environment, represented by the largest circle. 

The middle circle represents social which he believed included all benefits 

ecotourism brings to society. Finally, he stated economic should be the 

smallest circle as it is the least important. P1 drew Table 3 on a piece of paper 

and commented that it was how he believed all policy should be created. 

On the other hand, T4 believed policy should be created in the way that 

is represented in Table 4. claiming that economic, social and environmental 

are all equally important and the inclusion of all 3 ensures a balanced 

sustainable tourism policy. This result is rather surprising; it would appear that 

those who influence policy are placing a higher value on the environment. It 

suggests the mechanisms are not in place to ensure the environment is the 

primary consideration in all policy.   

 

Table 3 Possible policy creation. Source: interview results 

   

Environment  

Social  

Economic  
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 Table 4: Possible policy creation. Source: Interview results 

Bottom-up versus top down  

The bottom-up versus top-down approach to policy was a theme that 

emerged during the interviews and both were recommended. The results were 

very interesting as most people invloved in the industry stated that they would 

like a top-down approach as there is no current policy on ecotourism and 

many believed this needed to be changed immediately. However, some 

industry opinions stated that they would even be content with more promotion 

from the government as the ecotourism industry can nearly maintain itself 

because of its general sustainable nature. A majority felt that more promotion 

would add greatly to the environmental and ecological objectives that 

ecotourism is trying to achieve. T1 summed up the anguish in the ecotourism 

industry by stating the policy ‘badly needs to come from the top! There is only 

so much that can come from the ground!’ 

However, those who inflenced policy had a differing opinion with 

many stating that it needed to come from the bottom and local authorities need 

to include ecotourism growth in their county development plan. P3 gave an 

example of Co.Waterford and their coastline protection, stating how the local 

authorities worked endlessly to ensure national and local policy was 

implemented correctly. He states that the outcome of this is protected coastline 

that hasn’t been spoilt by excessive development.   

Balanced 
sustainable 

tourism 
policy  

Economic  

Social 

Environment  
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What 
motivates 

ecotourists? 

good, local 
food 

experiencing 
local culture 

small, locally run 
accommodation  

good local 
guides 

untouched 
wildlife areas  

meeting local 
people  

It really was in ‘local authorities hands to implement and create 

ecotourism policy.’ However, T2 stated it was not as simple as a top down or 

bottom up approach to policy but rather a combination of liasions from the 

government, agencies and local authorities to achieve coherent and 

comprehensive policy.  

5.2: Local benefits 

Local participation and community benefits are some of the key 

objectives of ecotourism. It is crucially important that the ecotourism 

businesses blend with the community to ensure its future sustainability. 

However, from the interviews, the concept of ‘local’ means much more. Table 

5 represents the results from the interviews. When asked what motivates 

ecotourists, the answers to this question were predominantly all about local 

sustainability, culture and knowledge. Five out of the six general answers 

directly related to local benefits and experiences.  

 

 

Table 5: What motivates ecotourists? Source: Interview results 

All ecotourism interviews mention how the local community benefited from 

their business’s existence.  
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T5 commented that they ask their visitors ‘to come to local GAA 

games with us, not only to experience the area and lifestyle fully but to ensure 

that they are giving back to the local community as this is a premise of 

ecotourism.’ Also, nearly all ecotourism businesses that were interviewed in 

this research stated that they use local produce fruit, vegetables, jams, meat 

and breads. This does not only supports the local economy but ensures that the 

business doesn’t have a hidden carbon footprint from the transportation of 

products from ‘far-off’ locations. P2 also stated that ‘tourism is a fantastic 

regional strategy, it can be used to consume local food, fill local pubs and 

occupy local beds.’ The majority of those who influenced policy had a similar 

belief, P3 stating that ‘ecotourism has an abundance of benefits to offer its 

locality.’ 

 Surprisingly, there are benefits to the rail network which came up in a 

number of the industry interviews. A majority commented that they encourage 

their guests to use a sustainable method of transport and most choose to come 

by train. This reduces their holiday’s carbon footprint. In one interview it was 

discussed how Irish Rail estimates that 15,000 seats a day are going to the 

Wild Atlantic Way or more broadly the West coast. The interviewee claimed 

that this could ‘transform everything’ in holiday travel as it is a more 

sustainable method of travel and could allow for a larger number of visitors 

without an increase in environmental damage.  

5.3: Impacts on the Environment 

It is quite obvious that this theme would emerge during the interviews. 

However, in this section, it will highlight the results in relation to increasing 

visitor numbers. P1 stated how ‘there is of course potential risks when 

increasing visitor numbers but they can be minimised when correctly 

managed.’ However, another commented that ‘when ecotourism is involved 

there really isn’t struggle between tourism and the environment because the 

primary objective will always be to maintain the preserve the local 

environment.’ This section will look what possible impacts there would be on 

the environment if visitor numbers were to increase and the solutions that were 

suggested to mitigate the environmental damage.  
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Water  

When studying the literature on this topic the concept of water scarcity 

was often referred to in relation to this conflict. Considering this information, 

it was then important to ask a question on water management. Water saving 

taps and shower heads were the most common solution. However, T6 stated 

they had a ‘pressurised aerated system’ that still maintains the water pressure 

needed for a shower although it uses considerably less water. T5 said to ensure 

their ecotourism destination had no ‘water footprint,’ they used dry toilets and 

an ‘eco-tank’ which is a mechanical digester used for waste water.  

The European Eco-Label states that if a tap or shower head has a 

volume of 12 litres per minute then there must be restrictions on taps to lessen 

this water flow. Majority of those who influenced policy stated ‘working 

closely’ with guests and informing them on their water choices and how to 

reduce their water consumption was the best solution. However, P4 stated that 

now the introduction of the new water charges will ensure the future of water 

protection in Ireland as all businesses will now inform their customers of the 

importance of water conservation because now there is a financial reason to do 

so. If strict regulation continues to be in place, increasing visitor numbers 

should not be a problem. T4 stated that they know, on average, how much 

water they collect from rainwater. She stated ‘this allows me the make an 

assessment on how many guests I can have per year – without running out of 

toilet water!!’ 

Biodiversity and Habitats 

There were a variety of methods suggested by both parties to guarantee 

that local biodiversity and habitats are protected and how an increase in 

numbers would not affect them. The concept of getting the ecotourists 

‘informed’ featured heavily in the interviews. P2 stated that ‘When you have 

knowledge you have respect’ and continued by discussing the importance of 

information amongst policy makers, individuals who own ecotourism 

businesses and the people who recognise themselves as ecotourists.  A number 

of places stated how it is a requirement for them under their European Eco-

Label to provide information to their guests on local and national biodiversity.  
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T6 went into great detail about the possible awards that can be won by getting 

guests informed on local biodiversity, ‘There is an award from Failte Ireland 

that can be won if 50% of your time with guests is spend outside in nature.’ 

This award gives time for direct guidance but also personal interaction of 

nature. It was clear from the interviews with both sides of this conflict 

agreeing education is the key to protection of biodiversity and habitats.   

Some interviewees listed other ways to education their guests on 

biodiversity, for example, the ‘two-thirds rule’ in foraging, this states that 

when undertaking this activity that two-thirds of anything that it found must be 

left in nature to guarantee food for the local fauna. T4 stated; ‘We have a wild 

life pond, bat boxes and lots of newly planted native trees and the guests help 

us remove non-native invasive species such as Himalayan Balsam.’ A process 

called ‘bird identification’ was mentioned which allows the guest to see birds 

in the natural habitat but because of this being led by the owner the guests are 

also educated on local and national birdlife throughout. All those who 

influence policy were in agreement that education was essential in minimising 

visitor impacts on the environment. One stated how if visitor numbers were to 

increase, education would also have to increase and considered this ‘a happy 

thought.’  

Managing Impacts  

 Throughout the interviews, the concept of managing the impacts by 

assessing the number of visitors that an area can comfortably facilitate came 

up regularly. This is also referred to as the carrying capacity.  P2 stated that 

‘strictly adherently to this number can ensure environmental protection.’ It 

was suggested that this is a possibility for all ecotourism destinations to ensure 

that if their business grows it will still be compatible with environmental 

protection. An industry representative stated that they assessed the local area, 

landscape and their emissions to decide on a number that guaranteed their 

ecotourism destination is causing ‘very little or no environmental impact.’ 

After assessing all these criteria, they decided that 340 people per annum 

would be the maximum number of people that they can facilitate.  
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He continued by stating that his business strictly adheres to this 

number and it is a possible remedy for the current debate on whether 

increasing visitor numbers is compatible with environmental protection. 

During the interview with T6, the proximity of one of the industries to 

an SAAO, SAC and NHL was discussed. It was important to assess whether 

these had any impact on how this particular ecotourism destination could 

grow. However, it appeared that it does not affect the development in anyway 

and the business does not affect any of the designations.  It was then stated 

that these ‘add to our eco objectives as we can educate the guests now and 

they can see the importance of these areas in a real life context.’  

Similarly, when talking to those who influence policy, P3 stated that he 

sees the future of all tourism policy is to promote walking, cycling and hiking 

holidays. These are of minimal impact to the environment meaning that 

Ireland can facilitate more visitors without hindering the local environment. 

Here he gave the example of the Green Ways. Although this is not ecotourism, 

it has similar objectives to it and through the government’s recent publication 

on it, the environment was ‘considered at every corner.’ He continued by 

stating that this was not the case ten years ago. It was discussed in the 

interviews the variety of methods undertaken to ensure guest activities did not 

hinder the local environment in anyway, one interviewee outlined her 

techniques when entertaining guests; a nature walk observing the local 

landscape, canoeing to view the local wildfire interaction with the river and 

then an hour on electric bikes.  

Other methods of managing the environmental impacts were; the 

‘leave no trace’ concept to ensure there is no evidence people have been in a 

location or disturbed the environment. Or one of the policy influencers stated 

that a longer length of stay was a method of combating visitors impact on the 

environment. He discussed how keeping a visitor within the region not only 

‘increases their spend’ but also poses less damage environmentally.   
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5.4: Economic issues 

` In Ireland, as many interviews stated, the tourism sector is a ‘numbers 

game’ that continually tries to increase numbers and revenue with no 

consideration for the environmental impacts of this approach. This section 

highlights how economic issues should not be used as a justification for 

increasing ecotourism numbers.  

 Job creation  

When examining the literature for this topic, job creation frequently 

came up as a justification for constantly increasing the level of tourism and in 

turn the numbers of visitors. Although, ecotourism is different and encourages 

local employment it is still used as a justification for increasing ecotourism 

visitor’s numbers. It became important then to look at this when undertaking 

the interviews. The concept of job creation was mentioned in most interviews 

however it featured heavily in the interview with the Minister for Jobs, 

Enterprise and Innovation. Initially the question was posed to the minister is it 

beneficial to try to increase the number of jobs in the tourism and ecotourism 

sector if it poses a heavy risk to the environment. He began by listing off the 

jobs that can be found in the tourism sector as a whole, from culinary to 

accommodation. The minister states how there is a wide variety is the tourism 

job available and it not fair to state that these are all ‘lower quality’ 

occupations. 

Economic sustainability  

During the interview with the minister the concept of sustainability was 

discussed. The sustainability of many communities depends on tourism and 

ecotourism although both pose an environmental risk. However the lack of 

tourism poses a different type of sustainability risk, mainly to the people who 

occupy these rural areas who manage to keep the remote communities ‘alive 

and vibrant.’ T3 also alluded to this when they stated that the ‘local 

community is grateful for the development of my business – it brings people to 

a very beautiful remote area that would not have seen any form of tourist 

before this!’ Undoubtedly there is an environmental risk, but there are many 

other advantages to increasing jobs in the tourism sector and that is overall 

sustainability of rural communities.   
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P1 comments how ecotourism is compatible with environmental 

protection because ‘by very definition these enterprises are of minimal threat 

to the environment’ he continues by stating that the people involved in this 

industry are sensitive to environmental concerns and for that reason is it 

possible to continue to increase ecotourism visitors with a minimal threat to be 

environment. He finishes by stating how he thinks that the agencies directly 

involved with ecotourism in Ireland should be constantly trying to increase 

ecotourism visitor numbers in Ireland.  

5.5: The future of ecotourism in Ireland  

All interviewees offered an opinion for the future of ecotourism in 

Ireland. Many stated ways that could increase the number of visitors but still 

remain highly compatible with environment protection. T2 stated that: ‘We 

need more government recognition and support for what we are doing. More 

support and promotion from Failte Ireland on websites etc.,’ however, 

continued by stating that they envisage ecotourism industry to continue its 

growth in the next number of years particularly with the next round of EU 

funding in June. T1 stated that there is a future for ecotourism in Ireland and 

commented that the re-emergence of the Green Party ‘fills me with hope’ as all 

policy had a ‘touch of green’ to them and they ‘began making changes in the 

ecotourism industry.’  

All of the industry representatives offered positive outlooks for the 

future. P1, however, appeared to less optimistic about the future and stated 

that the industry will continue to grow but will be less effective if ‘training for 

policymakers is not provided’ to enable them to understand ecotourism and its 

core principles. This is an interesting point as previously stated if ecotourism 

is not conducted correctly it can become as environmentally damaging as mass 

tourism.  P3 concluding by stating that ‘while there is people on the planet – 

they will move - and tourism must move towards more sustainable methods 

whether by minimises or mitigating the impacts.’ 
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Chapter 6: Discussion and Conclusions 

6.1: Discussion and conclusions  

  When analysing the literature that surrounds ecotourism it is was still 

very difficult to find the one coherent definition that encompassed all aspects 

of what ecotourism allegedly represents. Hill and Gale (2009) state how 

ecotourism ‘suffers from a lack of uncontested definition’ (226). Struggling 

with the definition can be complex, the industry can then be accused using the 

‘eco’ name as a marketing ploy or even generally it many not operate to a 

standard that adheres to the theoretical underpinnings of the concept (Donohoe 

& Needham, 2008). However, this simply is not possible in regard to Ireland 

because of the enormity of the criteria involved before a location can be 

classed as an ecotourism business. This did not become evident until the 

interviews with those in the ecotourism industry. Under the European Eco 

Label every aspect regarding environmental protection is monitored to ensure 

integrity of the ecotourism label, in areas such as water, energy, environmental 

information given to guests, and landscape protection. This instils confidence 

in stating that ecotourism could possibly be a solution to the wider conflict. 

Admittedly, this is not so simple outside of Europe, but countries such as 

Australia have their own form of an eco-label which guarantees the integrity 

of the ecotourism name.  

Although a majority of those who worked in the industry stated their 

desire for an ecotourism policy, however, there may be no need. Hall (2010) 

states that needing ecotourism or sustainable tourism policy is ultimately a 

policy failure. If every other governmental institution used an integrated 

approach to policy and used the principles of sustainably there would be little 

need for a policy that solely considers sustainable or ecotourism. Similarly a 

multi-agency approach was recommended by the majority of those who 

influenced policy, stating that sustainability and environmental protection 

should be a consideration for every policy, in every sector. If so, there may be 

no need for an ecotourism policy. If tourism policy thoroughly considered the 

environment and environmental policy considered the tourism sector the 

conflict between tourism and the environment would be lessened. Until this 
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occurs, there may be a possible need for an ecotourism policy, but as citizens 

become more environmental conscious and made ‘green’ travel choices this 

policy could become redundant in a matter of years and ecotourism will 

become the norm.  

 Within the literature, Ireland does not feature heavily as a key 

ecotourism destination, however, from the interviews there is great enthusiasm 

for ecotourism in Ireland. This industry has grown over the last few years from 

a number of pilot partnership projects such as ‘The Greenbox’ and ‘Burren 

Connect.’ Many of these projects have assisted in the development of many 

policies in the sector ranging from certification, training and the development 

of many ecotourism products and services. It is evident that the industry is 

growing in Ireland. A key objective of this research was to investigate the 

number of ‘ecotourists’ that visit Ireland. The International Ecotourism 

Society estimate that the industry is growing by 20 – 34% every year. It was 

an important question to ask during the interviews as the research intended to 

establish how the growth of this industry will still allow for environmental 

protection. A majority stated that they believe the industry is growing by at 

least 20%. The UN’s policy on Ecotourism highlights the complexities 

involved with in estimating the number of people who recognise themselves as 

ecotourists; however, they state that 50% of the total travel market want nature 

to be included in their trip (United Nations, 2006). It is near impossible to find 

an estimate on the number of ecotourists. However, Lindberg (1997) gives an 

extremely rough estimate of 7% of the tourism market and an expected growth 

to 70 million people per year by 2010. Even taking this rough estimate and 

applying it Irish tourism’s 2013 figures (appendix 2) that is 7% of 6.6 million. 

This means the number of ‘ecotourists’ to Ireland is 462,000 people a year. 

This is high. However, if the main underpinnings of ecotourism are thoroughly 

adhered to then it can still be said that increasing numbers is compatible with 

environmental protection – to a point. Areas that are especially delicate should 

assess what their carrying capacity is and ensure that this number is strictly 

followed. This guarantees environmental protection and will allow the 

ecotourism to grow. 
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One of the main principles of ecotourism is that activity is small-scale 

and locally-based and this is often used as a justification to its development 

(Dowling and Page, 2002). It was important that the interviews address this 

and evaluate the validity of this assumption. However, it became quickly 

apparent during the interviews that locality and local sustainably were vitally 

important to both the industry and policy representatives. Those in the industry 

discussed how they involved the community in their business and ensured that 

the locality benefited from its existence. They also outlined their protection 

methods for local biodiversity, habitats and landscape. Throughout the 

literature economic benefits such as job creation are used to justify tourisms 

effect on the environment. The policy representatives tended to see this as the 

benefit to the local community. The tourism industry is seasonal, leading to a 

high influx of visitors and money to an area for a short space of time. (Barnes 

and Barnes, 1999) However, the ecotourism is known to be less seasonal and 

is in constant demand throughout the year (Hill and Gale, 2010). The policy 

representatives stated how this constant stream of revenue ensures the benefits 

to the local community and promotes a different type of sustainability – 

economic sustainability. This is an important source of income to rural 

communities.  

  Pearce (1998) argues that the variety of research that has been 

conducted to assess the impact of tourism has led to an unequal emphasis on 

economic, social and environmental impacts. This leads to difficulty when 

creating policy to protect the environment. In the interviews this began 

apparent, looking as Table 3 and 4 again it is clear that there is a difference 

between those who influence policy and those who represent the ecotourism 

industry. Surprisingly, the industry representatives deemed the environment to 

be of equal importance as social and economic considerations when creating a 

sustainable tourism policy. However, the policy representative stated that the 

environment should be the largest consideration then followed by social and 

economic. The results of these interviews highlights that there is a disjointed 

approach to policy making in this area, and this is where conflict often arises. 

It is important to state that from the interviews the two sides of this conflict 
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hardly differ, both encourage environmental protection and want to see 

coherent comprehensive policy, however, they have different approaches. 

This research may have been slightly too ambitious within the time 

constraints. Travelling around Ireland to conduct the interviews was massively 

time consuming and the results were not analysed as thoroughly as they could 

have been with extra time more concrete results would definitely have been 

possible. However, this is a recommendation for further research into this area 

as it is widely understudied and there is a wealth of information available to 

anyone willing to undertake this study.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion  

While the complexity of the conflict between tourism development and 

economic growth offers no perfect solution, it is worth noting that ecotourism 

is becoming more and more of a reality. It is considerably difficult to say 

anything negative about ecotourism. The literature had mixed reviews some 

authors seeing it as the golden opportunity within the tourism sector and others 

considering it a policy failure.  

However, from the interview findings the former appears to be more 

accurate. Ecotourism promotes sustainability, conscious ‘green’ thought, 

environmental ethics and local support. What became very clear throughout 

the interviewing process there is an overwhelming level of support within the 

ecotourism sector in Ireland. At all times environmental protection is their 

priority, meaning that it is possible to allow the ecotourism industry to grow, 

safe in the knowledge that those working in the industry will halt growth if the 

environment can no longer facilitate that level of visitors. To summarise, 

ecotourism may not be a perfect industry or the only solution to the wider 

conflict but it is an excellent way to promote sustainability into the future.  

7.1: Further research 

This area of research is broad and relatively understudied it would be a 

very interesting area to further investigate. This section states the possible 

areas of study that would be interesting as they are concepts that were 

discussed in the literature and were reflected in the results from the interviews. 

The concept of assessing the exact number of visitors an area can 

facilitate in order to ensure environmental protection was a topic that came up 

within the literature and also in the interviews. This could be an interesting 

study for a participant with a considerable time scale. It could include 

identifying the most environmentally delicate areas in Ireland and assessing 

the number of visitors that this area can facilitate without causing any 

environmental degradation. If this study was to be conducted it would be great 

informant to both environmental and tourism policy.  

  



49 

 

A study of this size could determine the exact number of visitors, 

although this would hard to monitor in some areas. The project could initially 

be trialled in areas that can be supervised such as SAAO’s, SAC, SPA’s and 

national parks.  

Another concept that discussed in the literature and the interviews was 

the idea of water protection and the vast amount of water that is used by all 

types of tourists. This would be an interesting area to explore in Ireland 

especially with the future introduction of water charges. This study could 

explore the level of water used by the tourism industry and how this might 

change when there is a financial incentive to do so. It could further investigate 

the environmental advantages of the introduction of the water charges. As 

discussed in the findings in this study, all of the industry interviews detailed 

their water conservation procedures. However, this may become the norm 

when water charges are introduced as the entirety of the hospitality industry 

will try to reduce their ‘water footprint’ for financial reasons.  

As the ecotourism industry begins to grow both nationally and 

internationally there will be an increasing desire to study this area whether it is 

how ecotourism affects the environment, the local benefits of ecotourism or 

the possibility or its economic necessity it is important to continue studying 

this area as it is a growing industry that focuses on sustainability and 

environmental protection.   
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Appendix  

Appendix 1: Interview schedule   

Interview Date Length 

Industry interview 1 (T1) 18th July 24 minutes 

Industry interview 2 (T2) 22nd July 26 minutes 

Policy interview 1 (P1) 25th July 41 minutes 

Policy interview 2 (P2) 31st July 18 minutes 

Industry interview 3 (T3) 2nd August 11 minutes 

Industry interview 4 (T4) 4th August 23 minutes 

Industry interview 5 (T5) 4th August 37 minutes 

Policy interview 3 (P3) 5th August 37 minutes 

Protected area interview (PA1) 6th August 14 minutes 

Policy interview 4  (P4) 7th August 22 minutes 

Industry interview 6 (T6)  7th August 29 minutes 
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Appendix 2: Irish overseas visitors 2009 – 2013  

 

 Source: Failte Ireland 2013 Tourism Factsheet. 
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Appendix 3: Sample interview questions  

Sample industry questions:  

Q: ‘International Ecotourism Society states that the ecotourism market has 

been growing by 20 – 34% each year. Are we seeing this level of growth in 

Ireland?’ 

Q: ‘In your experience what are the main motivating factors that bring 

ecotourists to Ireland?’ 

Q: Were there any local objections to the creation of your ecotourism 

business? 

Q: Ecotourism is yet to be translated into tourism policy or environmental 

policy.  In your opinion what is the future of ecotourism in Ireland? Would 

you like to see a policy that solely addresses the tourism sectors impact on the 

environment? 

Sample policy questions:  

Q: Newest tourism policy published on 8
th

 July 2014 states that by 2025 the 

government wants tourism to be a €5 billion industry, in order to achieve this 

tourist numbers will have to increase dramatically. How do you see this 

increase in numbers effecting the environment? Would you support this 

policy?  

Q: Water is only one of many examples of resources that are being depleted 

due to tourism. We the average tourist using 42 times more water on holiday 

than at home. How do you think this problem can be tackled?  

Q: Failte Ireland (2013) state how ecotourism has “gained significant 

credibility” within the tourism industry in Ireland and are working to make it a 

product of excellence as it begins to permeate mainstream tourism. How do 

we achieve this? 
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Appendix 4: Interview extract 

Anon: The important stuff first! The bottom line is that we haven’t fully 

embraced ecotourism in Ireland. There is a huge policy gap, while we have the 

label ecotourism Ireland to global standards we are not funded or promoted. In 

the new tourism policy the word sustainability doesn’t exist.  

Me: Yeah, sustainability is a very open ended term. It’s hard to define it.  

Anon: Well I think there is lots of ways to make it mean something. But the 

tourism agencies in Ireland are reluctant to look at the environment in any 

context. Look at Bord Bia they measure the carbon footprint of every farm in 

Ireland.  

Me: That’s very true. 

Anon: We choose not to include the environment – every other country in 

Europe is ahead of us.  

Me: The implementation of tourism policy from Europe is very disjointed -  

Anon: Look at the Wild Atlantic Way they were terrified they were going to 

have to do an EIA. It is going through the most sensitive parts of Ireland! An 

EIA should have been where they started.  

Me: An EIA should be the first step. It is meant to be. 

Anon: If you go back and look at the policies for the National Parks the 

government didn’t need planning to do anything. There is the attitude that we 

are going to do it anyway. They will always work their way around the 

system. I have very little respect for the current system.  

Me: From the governments ecotourism handbook it states that now is the time 

to develop ecotourism and move from a niche market to permeate mainstream 

tourism.  

Anon: There is massive interest on there, from the ground, to develop 

ecotourism. But for a farmer, a fisherman, a business man there isn’t a 

pathway there for them to start their ecotourism business.  

Me: Yeah, I read the ecotourism handbook published by the government. I 

found it comprehensive but I imagine if you want to set up a business it might 

be difficult to follow.  
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Anon: We wrote a second one and it wasn’t published.  

Me: Oh no – 

Anon: Yes, its disappointing but I can give you the second on to read which is 

more up to date.  

Me: That would be brilliant thank you. Ecotourism has really taken off in the 

West coast – especially the North West. 

Anon: We had a programme up here called Greenbox and that really took off. 

What we really want to avoid though is people trying ecotourism because of 

the extensive grant that they can get. Because then we it comes to renewing 

their ecotourism certification they aren’t interested. And we just don’t want 

that.  

Me: Yeah that is not what you want – 

Anon: That’s what I’m saying. We not have a lot of people paying their own 

money out of their own pockets to pay for a training course. The motivation is 

unbelievable and when you give them feedback they really try to improve 

whatever they can. In last few weeks I’ve been working with members of the 

Green Party getting their individual ecotourism projects off the ground. 

Another couple I’m advising are out in Abu Dhabi getting an ecotourism boat 

they can bring home. I’d much prefer if there was 20 people nationally who 

were committed to the cause that a lot more people who weren’t.  

Me: Yeah well there is no point in people jumping on the ecotourism 

bandwagon and not actually changing their lifestyle –  

Anon: Exactly but the true ecotourist will spot it straight away if you are not 

committed! 

Me: Looking at the draft tourism policy released on the 8
th

 July this year 

Anon: Oh it was very bad – 

Me: Well it stated how it wanted to expand the tourism industry to make it a 

€5 billion by 2025, for that to happen the number of tourists would have to 

increase dramatically  

Anon: That shows you the environment doesn’t even come into consideration!  

I mean it’s bizarre really. But I was talking to representative in Irish Rail and 
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they are lobbying really hard and they state how they get the run around from 

government agencies. They estimate they have 15,000 seats a day going to the 

Wild Atlantic Way. That could transform everything. Sustainable travel on 

your holiday is one closer step towards environmental protection. But it also 

means, going back to your topic that ecotourism could increase their visitor 

numbers easily if this method of travel to your holiday was encouraged.  

Me: It appears to be a case were the government are trying to get as many 

visitors in as possible and then deal with the environmental consequences 

later. 

Anon: To be honest I don’t even think it goes that far. Ultimately the tourism 

industry in Ireland is representative of big, big business. It’s all about   

revenue raising. Going back to Bord Bia again they advertise globally the 

green food product Ireland exports, but these same people will by a green 

holiday and that isn’t being promoted! At times denying we even have a green 

tourism product! 

Me: I was looking at the International Ecotourism Society’s statistics on 

ecotourism growth, they claimed its increasing by 20 – 34% each year.  

Anon: Well the stats for Ireland are not collected. But I would definitely 

believe that level of growth. Even if we look at the networks I worked in they 

are constantly increasing. The number of business I work with each year that 

are trying to get into ecotourism is constantly growing and rapidly! 

Me: Is that a good thing though?  

Anon: I understand what you are saying. But it is. Environmental protection 

will always be the most important to us in ecotourism and that really is the 

bottom line. What I will say is that the people coming into the ecotourism 

industry now are much smarter and they don’t have the baggage or the vision 

of B&B type tourism.  To be honest, the word ecotourism can scare people 

off.  I tell everyone who is starting their ecotourism business to get their 

certification and everything necessity but if you don’t want to use the name 

ecotourism that is fine! As long they are ensuring that their business is not 

causing any damage to the environment then that’s the most important!  
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Me: I was reading the ecotourism handbook and it said how you would 

presume the ‘ecotourist’ is the long haired hippy however that this is not the 

case but people who have more of everything, more time, more money and 

more education.  

Anon: That is true, I know a man that has set up ecotourism campsites all 

across Europe and that is what he always says that it is the people who have 

more money but they are also the people who want more knowledge. In his 

campsites he has strict policy on water consumption every person is only 

allowed certain amount of water – a very modest amount – and they must stick 

to that for th day!  

Me: That is interesting because – 

Anon: I know another man, in Ireland this time, who has banned water bottles 

in his campsite. This is the customer of the future is looking for but the policy 

just cannot catch up! 

Me: Environmental policy and tourism policy could embrace each other – 

Anon: Very, very easily! Our fear in Ireland is putting anything down on 

paper and sticking to it. They is why we are so fearful of ecotourism. Even 

after 4 years of Greenbox not one policy was embedded in a local authority.  

Me: Our very tourism product is the environment, the scenery yet we can 

seem to mind it –  

Anon: Its mind boggling – but I have hope for the future! There is a 

conversion rate of a couple of years between seeing something done and then 

saying aw feck it we will do it too. You never know the effect of pushing out 

messages. I mean your research could spark an idea in someone’s head and 

they will develop their eco business a certain way! Even going back to policy, 

under Phil Hogan the Department of the Environment was woeful!  

Me: Alan Kelly is there now – 

Anon: And to be honest Aoife that fills me with hope! In saying that though I 

lobby all the time, if something big happens in developing ecotourism – it 

happens. But I’ll keep lobbying! The next round of EU funding will mean 

more will happen in ecotourism though and it will be developed more. 

Me: Again, is that a good thing? 



62 

 

Anon: Will it is! It is better than any other type of tourism and what is 

important to reinforce is that ecotourism promotes environmental 

sustainability. What it also means is ecotourism moves anyway from 

adventure tourism to become the norm. And that is a good thing. 

Me: So what is the future of ecotourism in Ireland? 

Anon: I have to say the only lift we have ever gotten was when the green 

party were in power. If the minister said we are doing green it meant we were 

doing green! But every policy had a touch of green to them. It was refreshing.  

Me: But the Greens are coming back! 

Anon: Well that’s the hope! Alan Kelly is the Minister of the Environment 

now and although he isn’t a green party member he is young and smart and 

comes from rural Ireland. So I have hope.  

 


