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A Vision for Ecotourism
on the Lower North Shore of Quebec

John S. Huli

Many policymakers argue that the 
sustainability of ecotourism is dé­

pendent upon a principled and proactive 
supply-side approach to development 
(Blamey, 2001; Ross and Wall, 1999; 
Buckley, 1994). In general, discussion of 
sustainable tourism development over the 
last two décades has focused on initiatives 
to develop strategies, guidelines, and in- 
dicators that revolve around principles 
such as:
• holistic planning and strategy-making; 
• préservation of essential ecological 

processes;
• protection of both human héritage and 

biodiversity;
• development to ensure that productivi- 

ty can be sustained for future générations 
(Bramwell and Lane, 1993).

The major challenge for many destinations 
has been implementing principles to pro­
vide a useful way forward-putting theory 
into practice (Boyd, 2000).

The purpose of this paper is to analyse the 
efforts of the Centre local de développe­
ment (CLD) on the Lower North Shore of 
Quebec to develop a small-scale eco­
tourism industry in the région. The first 
section of the paper defines the LNS région 
to provide a context for analysis. The sec­
ond section analyses the five-year plan for 
ecotourism development completed in 
2002 applying Blamey’s (2001) three di­
mensions of ecotourism-nature-based, en- 
vironmentally and culturally educative, 
and sustainably managed-to evaluate how 

well those concepts hâve been integrated 
into the plan. The last section provides con- 
cluding remarks and argues that the sus­
tainability of ecotourism in the région will 
dépend on the financial and technical sup­
port of public and private agencies in im­
plementing the plan.

Case Study Area
Quebec’s Lower North Shore (LNS) is lo- 
cated on the northem edge of the Gulf of St. 
Lawrence (fig. 1). The région extends ap- 
proximately 400 km, from Pointe- 
Natashquan in the west (50°05’ N, 61° 44’ 
W) to its eastem limit at the Labrador bor­
der in Blanc-Sablon (51°26’ N, 57°08’ W).

The climate is highly variable with conti­
nental and maritime air masses affecting 
the territory. The average température 
varies from 11°C in summer to -11°C in 
winter. Summers are short and without 
frost and last only four months. There is a 
frequent presence of fog in summer. 
Annual précipitation totals 1,152 mil­
limétrés and the région receives an average 
of three métrés of snow in winter. Sea ice 
often lasts until May, with icebergs fre- 
quenting the coast until mid-July (QLF, 
2002).

The LNS is characterized as a drowned 
coastline with occasional promontories 
found near bays and ri vers, and a string of
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islands along the coast with ample évi­
dence of glaciation. The région borders two 
great geological entities forming Eastern 
Canada: the Canadian Shield and the 
St. Lawrence Platform (Blanchard, 1984 : 
117). The dominant hydrological feature of 
the région is the Gulf of St. Lawrence, 
which marks the southern limit of the 
LNS. Twenty-two salmon ri vers of variable 
flow also drain the territory. Bédard (1969) 
identifies two prédominant végétation 
types along the coast-krummholz (shrub- 
by thickets) and tundra. There are 
38 species of land mammals and 25 species 
of fish hâve been classified, such as brook 
trout, northern pike, rainbow smelt, land- 
locked salmon, and Arctic char in some 
areas.

The région also has diverse marine fauna 
and flora. Marine birds total approximately 
100,000 birds, with fifteen species as 
breeders nesting primarily in six migrato- 
ry sanctuaries established in 1925 by the 
Canadian Wildlife Service. The largest 
breeding colony of Atlantic puffins in 
Quebec is located at the Bradore Bay 
Sanctuary in Lourdes-de-Blanc-Sablon, 
with a population of over 20,000 birds 
(Blanchard, 1994). Migrating shorebirds 
are also prévalent in the fall and spring, 
with 150 species of birds visiting the area 
annually (Nove, 1995). Today, the Gulf of 
St. Lawrence is a world-renowned site 
for observing marine mammals with one of 
the largest summer concentrations on the 
LNS between Old Fort and Blanc-Sablon 
(Fuchs and Sylvestre, 1995; Nove, 1995).

Culturally, the LNS has a rich and diverse 
ethnocultural héritage. Native prehistoric, 
Paleo-Eskimo, and Inuit archaeological 
sites up to 8,500 years old are found in the 
région (QLF 2002). The Montagnais stock 
who still inhabit the LNS exploit a wide 
range of plant and animal resources en- 
gaging in a subsistence lifestyle by fishing, 
hunting, and gathering (Blondin, 1984).

European archaeological sites from the 
16lh to the 19"’ centuries are also numerous 
due to an intensive exploitation of marine 
resources such as seal, salmon, cod, herring 
and whales. In the 16lh century, the LNS 
was settled each year by hundreds of fish- 

ermen at fishing posts scattered between 
Blanc-Sablon and Harrington Harbour in- 
cluding the Basques who hunted whales. In 
the 17lh century, the French settled more 
permanently on the LNS with New France 
claiming its rights and establishing the 
Commanderie du Labrador at Bradore 
Bay. The British Crown did likewise after 
the Conquest and, during the 19^ century, 
Jersey companies extended fishing activ- 
ities in the région. Family-run enterprises 
formed the basis of the local economy. In 
the 21st century, the cultural traditions 
are based on the presence of three cultures: 
the Montagnais, French, and English.

In 2002, the population of the LNS stands 
at approximately 5,780, spread across fif­
teen villages and two reserves (Institut de 
la statistique du Québec, 2002). The com- 
munities are divided into five political ju- 
risdictions (fig. 2). Demographically, the 
région has a declining and ageing popula­
tion with a high birth rate among native 
populations. English, French, and 
Montagnais are languages spoken in the ré­
gion with 50% of the residents unilingual 
anglophones (Institut de la statistique du 
Québec, 1999). Formai éducation levels are 
low and employment is mainly seasonal.

Economically, the région is poorly diver- 
sified, affected by the décliné in the fish- 
ery with annual unemployment rates of ap­
proximately 45.8% compared to 17% for 
the North Shore and 18.7% for Gaspésie- 
Iles-de-la-Madeleine (Institut de la statis­
tique du Québec, 1999). Tourism is iden- 
tified as a priority for development (QLF 
2002).

Traditionally, tourism in the région has 
been largely controlled by outside tour 
operators. Since the early part of the 20,h 
century, with the arrivai of the Clarke 
steamship Unes in the Gulf of St. 
Lawrence, cruise ships hâve visited the ré­
gion, transporting tourists from destinations 
such as Quebec City and Montreal. The 
early forms of tourist services in the région 
were outgrowths of industrial prospecting, 
such as forestry (Lundgren 1995). In 1919 
as a resuit of steamship grants from the féd­
éral government, regular steamer services 
to Blanc-Sablon and other ports on the 
LNS commenced (Frenette et al., 1996).

From 1921 to 1969, the Clarke Steamship 
Company was to dominate marine trans­
portation in the Gulf of St. Lawrence, of- 
fering a fortnightly service during the



summer, transporting passengers, mail, 
and freight (Whiteley, 1975; Clarke Day 
Book, 1978). The first ships included the 
Labrador (1921-1930); the Gaspesia, later 
renamed the North Voyageur (1923-1950); 
and the North Shore (1921-33) (Franck, 
1980). Those ships initially provided mod- 
est services, but also contributed to the ex­
pansion of trade to Newfoundland (Clarke 
Day Book, 1978). Even though the 
steamships were primarily designed to 
transport cargo, Louis Garnier, author of 
Dog Sied to Airplane: History ofthe Saint 
Lawrence North Shore, describes the time 
spent on the North Shore in a positive light: 
“One can never forget the fine spirit, 
friendly atmosphère, and good humour, 
which hâve been the hallmarks of our 
boats along the North Shore. Ail their 
passengers felt at home” (Garnier, 1949 : 
172).

The scenery of the Gulf and the warm hos- 
pitality on the steamships led to the de­
velopment of pleasure cruises in the région. 
From the 1920s until the outbreak of World 
War II, those pleasure cruises, departing 
every Monday in July and August from 
Montreal on a circuit of the Gulf of 
St. Lawrence, stopped on the LNS coast at 
Grenfell Medical Mission communities 
as well as the Hudson’s Bay Company 
posts (Junek, 1937; Franck, 1980). In an 
entry from the Clarke Day Book (1978 : 
54) it was reported:

The scenic splendours ofthe Gulf of 
St. Lawrence, which had first at- 
tracted the Clarke brothers, prompt- 
ed the new line to develop pleasure 
cruises from Montreal to many pic- 
turesque ports in the Gulf. The se 
cruises... brought thousands of 
tourists to this région for the first 
time. Labrador, the unknown coun- 
try, became more than just a syn- 
onym for Polar Régions. The new 
cruises did much to make the people 
aware of the work of the Grenfell 
Medical Missions in the North 
Country and aided thcit enterprise in 
many ways, focusing attention on a 
région, which proved to be so rich in 
natural resources, which are now 
being developed.

After the war, the pleasure cruises were dis- 
continued with Clarke Steamship lines of- 
fering cargo and passenger services 
(Franck, 1980).

In the last decade of the 20th century, the 
number of visitors to the région on ferry 
and cruise ships increased by approxi- 
mately 15% (Transport Canada, 1988; 
Ministère des Transports du Québec, 1988; 
Jones, 1991) through marketing campaigns

that offered an “ecotourism adventure to 
wild and barren landscapes where the vis- 
itor will be seduced by the warm hospitality 
offered by residents” (Tourism Quebec, 
1995 : 35). The Relais Nordik and Écho des 
Mers, based at Rimouski, Quebec, and 
the Apollo based at St. Barbe, 
Newfoundland, are the major means of 
transport for visitors to the région in the 
summer months. Limited road access and 
the high cost of air travel continue to

TABLE 1
Sub-Regional Evaluation of Tourism Product, Access and Markets

Eastern Région Central Région Western Région

PRODUCTS Archaeology Living history Aboriginal

Heritage Birding Outfitting

Wildlife viewing Adventure

Cruising

Crafts

ACCESS Boat Boat Boat

Air Air Air

Road Snowmobile New road

MARKETS Maritimes

Ontario

United States

Quebec

Cruise ships

Quebec

6? Téoros



make maritime transport the most afford­
able means for visiting the région. Current 
levels of tourism activity are estimated at 
10,000 visitors with the majority passing 
through the eastern sector on their way to 
Red Bay National Historié Site in Labrador 
(QLF, 2002; Parks Canada, 2001).

The Lower North Shore 
Tourism Plan
In 2001, the Comité ministériel permanent 
des affaires régionales et territoriales (CO- 
MART) to the Ministère des Régions du 
Québec announced a sériés of directives to 
respond to the LNS’s lagging economy in 
a sustainable manner by preparing an ac­
tion plan for economy recovery. The plan 
identified three priorities for development 
that include diversifying marine resources, 
developing a northern berry industry, and 
the development of ecotourism (Ministère 
des Finances et Ministère des Régions, 
2001).

In 2001, the CLD hired the services of the 
Quebec-Labrador Foundation (QLF) and 
a team of consultants to develop a five-year 
tourism plan for the région. The consultant 
team was divided into seven 
groups-Environment, Culture, Economy, 
Access, Product, Market, and Education. 
The plan was prepared over a four-month 
period and divided into two major sections. 
Local residents participated in each group 
to assist in strategy development and data 
collection.

The first section of the plan, the invento­
ry and analysis, provided a summary of the 
current state of affairs for tourism, an as- 
sessment of régional tourism conditions, 
and presented findings based on 110 com- 
bined interviews, surveys, and consulta­
tions with residents and industry profes- 
sionals, plus extensive research by the 
planning team. Based on the findings, in­
formation on available tourism services 
was organized into a map inventory to as­
sist the CLD and local residents in under- 
standing the distribution of services in the 
région (fig. 3). The inventory also assisted 
the planning team in organizing the LNS 
into three sub-regional divisions for de­
velopment. The three sub-regions were 

chosen as a resuit of différences in exist- 
ing/potential products and services, ac- 
cess, and markets (Table 1). Based on the 
findings, a strategy was drafted for devel­
opment that integrated the needs of the 
three sub-regions.

In Section two, the planning team proposed 
a graduai plan for ecotourism development

that involves a clear vision as well as 
a carefully managed, co-ordinated 
program for product development, 
marketing, éducation and training, 
and improved access to the région. 
Foremost in the vision is a commit - 
ment to sustainable practices, so as 
to protect the héritage and way of 
life and to ensure that tourism is 
complementary with other économ­
ie activities in the région (QLF 
2002).

Nature-Based
Blamey (2001) argues that in order for eco­
tourism to be sustainable it must be nature- 
based, environmentally and culturally ed­
ucative, and sustainably managed. 
Nature-based tourism is primarily con-

cerned with “direct enjoyment of some 
relatively undisturbed phenomenon of na­
ture” (Valentine, 1992 : 108). The 
International Ecotourism Society (TIES) 
(1991) adds that, in a context of eco­
tourism, it must be travel to natural areas 
that is responsible and conserves the en­
vironment.

The LNS tourism plan identifies the cré­
ation of new destination trips, which are 
based on the strengths of the région’s nat­
ural and cultural assets that will support 
ecotourism development. Sea kayaking, 
birding, archaeology and history, and eco- 
adventure are identified as a number of 
new target markets. The thousands of 
small islands and bays along the coast 
provide well-protected and accessible wa- 
ters for kayakers. The six federally pro- 
tected seabird sanctuaries, established in 
1925 by the Canadian Wildlife Service, 
support thousands of seabirds. A visitor’s 
code of conduct limits visitation to small 
groups at certain times of the year. 
Boardwalks and signage at St. Marys 
Islands and Bradore Bay sanctuaries are 
aimed at minimizing physical impacts, 
educating visitors about the diversity of 
marine birdlife, and offering wildlife view-

Sub-Regional Tourism Planning Divisions
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ing opportunities (Hull, 1998). The rich ar- 
chaeological héritage, representing 9,000 
years of human presence in the région, also 
provides a unique opportunity to under- 
stand the five cultures that hâve inhabited 
the région. Finally, the announcement in 
July 2002 by the Quebec Government, 
designating four new territorial reserves on 
the LNS, has increased the area under the 
IUCN’s protected area classification Sys­
tem (IUCN, 1994) in the région from 2% 
to 78% (MEF, 2002). The establishment of 
the reserves will help protect the biodi- 
versity of the région and will at the same 
time provide attractions for tourists.

Protected areas hâve been identified by pol- 
icymakers as playing a key rôle in rural de­
velopment strategies in remote areas such 
as the LNS (Brandon, 1996).

The development of those new destination 
trips will be attractive to the ecotourism 
market that is increasingly interested in ad- 
venturesome and personalized expériences 
in remote locales (Wight, 1996).

Environmentally and 
Culturally Educative
Blamey (2001 : 9) argues that, in imple- 
menting ecotourism strategies, there is the 

need to provide educational and interpre- 
tive programs about the natural environ­
ment and any associated “cultural mani­
festations” through activities that promote 
the use of original objects, first-hand ex­
périences, and illustrative media.

As part of the LNS plan, the main focus of 
product development is to enhance a few 
significant existing attractions and package 
tours and then cluster additional activities 
and attractions that hâve the most potential 
around them. That strategy is aimed at pro- 
viding the greatest économie impact for 
local development (QLF, 2002).

TABLE 2
Evaluation of Sustainable Tourism Principles in the Context of the Lower North Shore Plan

Sustainable Tourism Principles 

(Tourism Concern, 1991)
Lower North Shore Tourism Plan Main Challenges

Using resources sustainably Mentioned as key component of vision statement • Putting theory into practice

Reducing over consumption/waste Water, waste, energy addressed and evaluated 

as part of plan
• Région has limitations
• Water conservation measures needed
• Solid waste management programs in place in selected communities only
• Inadéquate sewage disposai to handle large numbers of visitors
• Ample energy supply for industry

Maintaining biodiversity Protected areas newly established in région by 
Provincial Government Codes of Conduct developed 

for marine sanctuaries

• Negotiations between Provincial Government and local residents about access 
and management issues for new reserves

• Many residents utilize resources (forestry, fishing, hunting)
• Fragile sub-arctic environment is subject to négative physical impact with 

development of tourism

Integrating tourism into planning Part of overall development strategy for région 
proposed by Minister of Régions

• Securing adéquate support and funding to implement plan from tourism leaders 
and government agencies will be critical in measuring success

Supporting local économies Funding available for tourism entrepreneurs • Strategie sélection of businesses to receive funding will be important to provide 
diversified strategy for development in région

Involving local communities Clusters of activities in communities proposed 

as part of plan
• Local community associations and residents will need to be involved to 

implement product development plan and to help coordinate initiatives

Consulting stakeholders and public Communities and reserves consulted as part 
of plan as well as outside operators and key actors

• Keeping stakeholders informed and involved in implémentation phase will be 
important as plan proceeds

• Traditional and new communication channels will need to be used—radio, 
newspapers, general information meetings and Internet

Trainîng staff Education and training programs key component 
of plan

• Offering flexible programs in région that utilize innovative, hands-on methods 
of learning in proximity to where participants live, due to large distances 
between communities

Marketing tourism responsibly Marketing approach is aimed at obtaining assistance 

from outside marketing services agency
• Need for outside marketing agency to work closely with CLD, in developing 

marketing partnerships with operators
• Need to convey sustainable principles as part of marketing strategy

Undertaking research Extensive research has been completed as part of plan 
to provide necessary baseline data for monitoring 

progress

• Continuing efforts will be needed by CLD to evaluate and monitor progress of 
development as plan is implemented

M Ims



The Blanc-Sablon visitor’s centre and in­
terprétation circuit is one project identified 
as a proposed anchor attraction for the 
LNS. The centre will hâve a dual purpose 
as a gateway orientation centre by offering 
visitors available information on tourism 
products and services of the région. The 
centre will include exhibitions of arte­
facts and architectural éléments prepared 
by the Ministère de la Culture et des 
Communications and will include inter­
active media, videos, and a website that in- 
terprets the landscape, the rich cultural 
héritage, and the diversity of archaeolog- 
ical sites.

In addition, the centre will offer opportu- 
nities to participate in interpretive tours of 
the LNS to discover the natural and cultural 
héritage of the région. Those tours will lead 
visitors “back” in time and will be organ- 
ized as thematic discovery tours, with a 
local guide or self-guided leaflets, and 
will offer travel options by foot, car, bus, 
or boat (QLF, 2002). A local teacher at the 
school in Blanc-Sablon is interested in 
offering certified guide training courses for 
local students so that they can participate 
in the programming offered at the centre.

The tours offered by car and bus will be in- 
tegrated into the Jacques-Cartier Trail, an 
interpretive driving tour of the région that 
features fîfteen natural and cultural héritage 
sites along Route 138 in the eastern sub- 
sector of the LNS. The Trail was estab- 
lished in the 1990s and includes an orien­
tation map, interpretive signage at pull-offs, 
and living history démonstrations by local 
residents at key sites along the route (Hull, 
2001). In the summer of 2002 a local rés­
ident demonstrated the craft of boat build­
ing at the Bradore Bay Fishing 
Interprétation Centre, one of the stops on 
the trail.

The proposed Blanc-Sablon Interprétation 
Centre illustrâtes the small scale and per- 
sonalized interpretive programming that 
is being developed to highlight the natu­
ral and cultural héritage of the région. 
Those educational characteristics are im­
portant considérations in the develop­
ment of ecotourism at a destination 
(B lame y, 2001).

Bernache du Canada. 
Photo : Fred Klus.

Sustainably managed
Many policymakers argue that ecotourism 
must be sustainably managed through the 
implémentation of development strategies 
that balance tourism supply and demand 
and integrate principles of sustainable 
tourism (Inskeep, 1991; Wheeler, 1995; 
Blamey, 2001). The challenge for eco­
tourism planners is that there are significant 
gaps between policy endorsement and im­
plémentation (Berry and Ladkin, 1997; 
Garrod and Fyall, 1998). Table 2 provides 
an évaluation of the LNS tourism plan 
based on the principles for sustainable 
tourism outlined by Tourism Concern in 
1991. The chart évaluâtes the degree to 
which those principles are addressed in the 
LNS plan and identifies challenges that the 
CLD will need to address as the plan is im- 
plemented in the région.

In reviewing the principles of sustainable 
tourism, the main challenge identified 
by the CLD and the provincial govern- 
ment at the initial stage of implementing 
the ecotourism plan, is to secure adé­
quate support and funding from tourism 
leaders and government agencies to match 
available funding sources. A two-day 
workshop is planned by the CLD for the 
fall of 2002 to begin negotiations with key 
funding agencies.

Conclusions
The LNS is a vast wilderness région, with 
spectacular coastal scenery, abundant ma­
rine life, and a rich historié and ethno­

graphie héritage (QLF, 2002). Due to the 
closure of the cod fishery in the région in 
the decade of the 1990s, unemployment 
levels remain high and the region’s popu­
lation base continues to décliné. In 2001, 
the Provincial Government, working with 
the CLD, issued three directives for sus­
tainable development that include diver- 
sifying marine resources, developing a 
northern berry industry, and the develop­
ment of ecotourism.

The ecotourism plan completed in July 
2002 by the QLF planning team provides 
an inventory and analysis of the LNS as 
well as a strategy for development that is 
nature-based, environmentally and cultur- 
ally educative, and sustainably managed. 
The initial success of the plan will dépend 
upon the degree of technical and financial 
support from public and private agencies to 
implement the strategy as well as the lead­
ership of the CLD in fostering the long- 
term vision for sustainable tourism in the 
région.

John S. Hull is the Executive Director 
ofthe Viking Trail Tourism Association in 
Newfoundland and Labrador and was the 
project manager for the Lower North 
Shore Tourism Plan. He completed his 
Ph.D. at McGill University in 1998 ad- 
dressing sustainable tourism development 
on the Lower North Shore of Quebec. He 
is also a research fellow for the New 
Zealand Tourism Research Institute 
(NZTRI) in Auckland, New Zealand.
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