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In the 1980s, alarm began to spread about habitat loss,

especially in tropical forests that supported a vast number of

species. Fast and accelerating clearing over the previous two

decades had reduced, isolated and degraded this habitat

type (Aldhous, 1993; Skole & Tucker, 1993). Conservation

proponents reacted by buying and protecting forest tracts;

however, political will and funds were often insufficient to

support viable plant and animal populations, to protect

representative forest communities, or even to prevent the

neighboring human populations from illicitly using re-

sources in protected tracts (Goodman & Gonzales, 1990;

Terborgh, 1999). Ecotourism developed, in part, as a com-

plement to these conventional conservation methods.

The basic premise of ecotourism is simple and its poten-

tial extends well beyond tropical systems. Tourists pay to

experience nature in a manner that respects the local culture

and environment. The local economy and culture benefit,

creating an enduring incentive for the locals to maintain the

supply of tourists via natural resource conservation (Honey,

2008). The potential to harmoniously blend conservation

and economic development engendered the support of many

conservationists, national governments and international

aid agencies in the 1990s (Honey, 2008). More recently,

however, concern over the high costs of ‘extensive’ or

‘inappropriate’ ecotourism to biodiversity conservation

(Kiss, 2004) has underscored the need to evaluate ecotour-

ism’s performance with respect to conservation and to better

integrate this assessment with policy.

Ecotourism’s conservation potential should be critically

evaluated with an accessible, large, relevant and quantitative

body of research. Hypothesis-based research should also

include controls. Existing research seems to meet the first two

criteria, as searches of databases (‘Web of Science’ and

‘BIOSIS Previews’) with the keyword ‘ecotour�’ yielded

hundreds of publications for each database with little over-

lapped between the databases (e.g., �10% of manuscripts

found byWeb of Science were found using the same keywords

in BIOSIS Previews). The majority of these publications were

generated by social scientists who worked with existing

ecotourism enterprises and who quantitatively described

trends or tested hypotheses related to issues such as effects on

indigenous culture or distribution of tourism revenue (e.g.

King & Stewart, 1996; He et al., 2008). Because many of the

hypothesis-based studies also had appropriate controls (e.g.

Kirkby et al., 2011), the ecotourism research from the social

sciences appears to meet all of the criteria listed above. The

assessment of the ecotourism research generated by natural

scientists and focused on biodiversity conservation, on the

other hand, might be perceived as less positive.

Adding the keyword ‘biodiversity’ to the aforementioned

searches still returned 100–200 publications for each data-

base. These results appeared to meet the criteria for litera-

ture accessibility and size. However, many of the

publications fail to distinguish between ecotourism and

nature-based tourism. This difference is critical because

ecotourism intentionally provides incentives for tour guides,

land owners and land managers to conserve biodiversity for

the short and long term (Kiss, 2004). Such incentives are not

cultivated by nature-based tourism or considered in the

simulated tourist visits these studies often used to evaluate
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tourism’s effects. Studies that fail to make this distinction

may identify tourism impacts on biodiversity and suggest

mitigation measures (e.g. Williams et al., 2009; Karp and

Guevara, 2011). However, they do not measure ecotour-

ism’s ability to conserve biodiversity in a threatened habitat.

Finally, others have noted that even the quantitative studies

of ecotourism and biodiversity often lacked biologically

meaningful data (e.g. demographic rates or changes in

abundance) and/or proper controls (Kiss, 2004; Brocking-

ton, Igoe & Schmidt-Soltau, 2006).

This simple assessment of ecotourism research suggests

that conservation biologists, unlike social scientists, are only

beginning to make important contributions to this field of

study. As this field grows, it should do so in a way that

facilitates the calculation of net effects (positive, negative or

neutral) reflecting the degrees to which ecotourism simulta-

neously meets goals related to economy, culture, environ-

ment and biodiversity. Calculation of net effects is largely

unexplored and might have several potential benefits; it

could prevent enterprises from pitting one goal against

another and remove the unrealistic expectation that each

enterprise will simultaneously meet all goals (Chan et al.,

2007). It might also encourage a search for synergies

between relevant research disciplines like conservation and

economics. For example, one could search for a threshold in

the abundance of a charismatic vertebrate species that, when

exceeded, is associated with a disproportionately large

increase in the local population’s annual income (c.f.,

elasticity analysis; Caswell, 2000). The net effect of one

ecotourism enterprise could be estimated by generating a

complete set of disciplinary studies or one interdisciplinary

study. The latter method will be more difficult, but it has

been done (e.g. Sheppard et al., 2010) and may be supported

by existing interdisciplinary educational programs (e.g. Na-

tional Science Foundation 2011).

Even with the best research to guide programs, ecotour-

ism is likely to fail without broad oversight, for instance

through a certification policy designed to maintain key

market forces and provide incentives for generating evi-

dence that ecotourism is clearly benefiting the organisms

and communities that serve as its central resources. Certifi-

cation of ecotour suppliers serves the mutually reinforcing

purposes of directing ecotourists to the services that they

prefer and allowing ecotour suppliers to offset additional

costs related to ecotourism goals (e.g. green buildings) with

additional revenue. The persistent problem with certifica-

tion is that it must have a uniform, international standard –

like the star rating for hotels (Honey 2008) – to adequately

serve a diverse set of ecotourists. While attempts to achieve

this conformity have been made, conservation research has

played a minor role in this process. In 1991 the Mohonk

Agreement (Rainforest Alliance, 2011a) suggested a basic

operational scheme and broad criteria for ecotour certifica-

tion. More recently, the Global Sustainable Tourism Coun-

cil (GSTC, 2011) followed up with a set of more specific

global criteria for certification and a plan to become the

international authority for ecotour accreditation (i.e. certifi-

cation for the certifiers; Rainforest Alliance, 2011b).

As proposed, accreditation would ensure the interna-

tional standard for certification criteria while allowing

national or regional entities to assess how and to what

extent each criterion should be met within their jurisdictions

(Sanabria, 2002; GSTC, 2011). This process would balance

stringency and adaptability, but it would not guarantee

conservation benefits. For example, GSTCs suggests that

‘businesses contribute to the support of biodiversity con-

servation’ in ‘natural protected areas and areas with high

biodiversity value’ (GSTC, 2011). These contributions are

often funds that leak out of the region or are dedicated to

other purposes (Sekercioglu, 2002; Honey, 2008), producing

little local conservation effect. These dollars might be more

effective if specifically directed to ecotourism research and

implementation of research recommendations.

Despite the fact that ecotourism arose at least in part as a

creative and socially responsible means for conserving

biodiversity, a rigorous assessment of ecotourism’s conser-

vation potential is still awaited. This assessment will only be

possible if the community of conservation biologists pursues

research with the qualities discussed above and integrates

that research with accreditation policy. The sooner we have

the integrated research and policy, the sooner we can either

leverage ecotourism’s potential or abandon it for more

useful conservation measures.
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