Document generated on 06/07/2024 12:51 a.m.

Téoros TEBROS

Revue de recherche en tourisme NEvUE DY atEateEHt tn ToDMIS

Ecotourism and Sustainable Development in Kenya:
Opportunities and Challenges

Paul Omondi

Volume 13, Number 2, Summer 1994

Regards sur le tourisme dans les pays en développement

URI: https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1077764ar
DOLI: https://doi.org/10.7202/1077764ar

See table of contents

Publisher(s)

Université du Québec a Montréal

ISSN

0712-8657 (print)
1923-2705 (digital)

Explore this journal

Cite this article

Omondi, P. (1994). Ecotourism and Sustainable Development in Kenya:
Opportunities and Challenges. Téoros, 13(2), 43-47.
https://doi.org/10.7202/1077764ar

Tous droits réservés © Université du Québec a Montréal, 1994 This document is protected by copyright law. Use of the services of Erudit
(including reproduction) is subject to its terms and conditions, which can be
viewed online.

https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/

This article is disseminated and preserved by Erudit.

J °
e r u d I t Erudit is a non-profit inter-university consortium of the Université de Montréal,

Université Laval, and the Université du Québec a Montréal. Its mission is to
promote and disseminate research.

https://www.erudit.org/en/


https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/
https://www.erudit.org/en/
https://www.erudit.org/en/
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/teoros/
https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1077764ar
https://doi.org/10.7202/1077764ar
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/teoros/1994-v13-n2-teoros06079/
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/teoros/

Ecotourism, alsocalled variously
as nature tourism, alternative
tourism, responsible tourism,
and many others, is currently
promoted in Kenya, like in other parts of
the world, as a realistic way of protectin
nature and i integrating conservation mtﬁ
local development. The goal is to develop
and promote new forms of tourism which
will bring the greatest possible benefittoall
the participantstravellers, the host popula-
tons and the tourist business, without
causing intolerable ecological and social
change (Boo, 1990; Whelan, 1991). In the
ecotourism approach, visitors are urged to
adlopt eco-code forms of behaviour in order
10 acquire a SIrong COMIMItMent to nature
and be concerned with the welfare and
integrity of the host communities (Wes-
tern, 1993). Earnings from ecotourism is
to be used to help create and maintain the
resources that attract ecotourists and pro-
vide direct benefit to the local communi-
tieswhere theresources are located. Useof
local resources, called ecotechmiques, and local
expertise is encouraged to reduce the ef-
fects on the environment. Tourists activi-
ties are to be small-scale, locally owned
with consequently low importleakagesand
a higher proporton of profits retained
loeally as opposed to the traditional tour-
ism of large-scale, multunational owner-
ship with high leakages (Cater, 1993).

While the idea and the opportuniues of
ecotourism cannot be denied, there are
many challenges to be addressed if its ben-
efits are to be achieved in Kenya. This
article examines the role of ecotourism in
sustainable development in Kenya and
su[ifzesns how it can be planned so thatitis

1 ecologically sensitive and economi-
cally productive to Kenyan communites
hoth the governmentand the local people.
The article focuses on two key compo-
nents of the relationship between
ecotourism and sustainable development:
(1) the need to protect natural areas and
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features that are the main attractions for
ecotounsts in Kenya, and (2) the need to
promote development of the local com-
munities who live in wildlife areas. The
history of ecotourism in Kenya is traced
and the major tourists atracnons outlined.
The role of tourism in Kenya's economy
and the undesirable impacts of tourism on
the environment are described. The
tential benefitsof ecotourismandchallenges
that need w be overcome ifits benefits are
to be realized are discussed. The main
theme of the article s thatecotourism must
be properly planned and managed if itis to
truly contribute to sustainable develop-
ment in Kenya. Otherwise, it may lead to
unsustainable developmentand may in the
end not be any different from the con-
vennonal tourism, if not worse. The ulo-
matesuccessof ecoourismwill bemeasured
in terms of its ability to minimise as far as
passible, disturbance to the natural re-
sources while at the same tume involving
and providing tourism benefits to the local
communities.

Because the terms ecotowrion: and sustain-
able development are used differendy, it is

fcleph:lnls]ust uuusth.mlm National Park. Their future is threat

d with the expanding huiman

important to explain the meaning adopted
in this article. Sustainable development is
defined here as contined in the 1987
Brundtland Commission as «development
that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future gen-
crations to meet theirs> (WCED, 1987).
Ecotourism is used broadly to include all
natural resources and certain types of and
culturally-based twurism as provided by
Ziffer,

(Ecotourism) a form of tourism
mnspired primarily by the natural
bistory of an area, including its
indigenous cultures. The ecotourist
visits relatively undeveloped areas
in the spirit of appreciation,
participation and sensitivity. The
ecotourist practices a mnon-
consumptive use of wildlife and
natural resources and contributes to
the visited area through labour or
financial means aimed at directly
benefiting the conservation of the
site and the economic well-being of
the local residents (Ziffer, 1989).
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Development of
ecotourism in Kenya

Although there have been naturalists trav-
ellers visiting Kenya for a long time, their
experiencedid not produce socio-economic
benefits to the remote places they visited,
nor did their activities intended as a ol for
Lnnsemng natural areas, I'IH.HVE cultu.rf:s ar
endangered species. When then did
ecotourism begin in Kenya? It is impor-
tant to establish the point in ime when
Kenya started emphasizing the principles
entailed in ecotourism so that later we will
be able to measure whether we have really

changed.

The conventional tourism began in Kenya
at the end of the 19th century (around
189%) with the advent of colonialism. Be-
fore then, local indigenous Kenyans lived
in harmony with nature. They kalled game
only as needed for food and rituals and
never for pleasure (Olindo, 1991). The
first generation of rravellers o Kenya were
atracted by trade prospects, mainly ivory

trade, lullm% hundreds of thousands of

elephants. The second generation were
attracted by the big-game hunting expe-
ditons. Wild animals were captured and
killed for sport. One can therefore safely
say that undl the late 1940s the link be-
tween tourism and wildlife in Kenya was
founded on hunting (exploitation) rather
than on viewing the animals, as it is wday
{Olindo, 1991). The concern for
ecotourism began in Kenya in 1987 when
the future of tourismindustry and the need
to conserve Kenya's natural resources and
attractions as an economic imperative in-
creasedl. Consequently, the Kenya Wild-
life Service (KWS), a parastotal body, was
established replacing the government de-
partment, the W’ildﬁfe Conservation and
Management (WCMD). The KWS in
conjunction with the Ministry of Tourism
and Wildlife, assumed the mantle of con-
servation, management of wildlife re-
sources, and the task of balancing the de-
mandsof national development, population
pressure, conflicting land uses, tourism
and national development objectives.

Kenya today is one of the world’s foremost
ecotourist attractions. About 700 () in-
ternational tourists visit Kenya each year
spending about $350 million. There have
been three distunct periods of wourism
growth in Kenya: the late 1960, 1976,
and the mid-1980's. Tourist growth has
been 5,7 % per annum, while earning has

been 15 %. Tourists to Kenya is projected
to increase such that 1 million will visit the
country per year by the year 2000 (KWS,
1990). This trend will overwhelm the
ability of many areas some of which like
Masai Mara and Amboseli are already
showing signs of over-stress. Most
ecotourist visiting Kenya come from Eu-
rope, North America and other developed
countries. Kenya also have 300 000 do-
mestic tourists a year.

The main tourists attractions are the wild-
life viewing mainly in the national parks
and reserves, and the coastal resources
including warmelimate. The first protected
area in Kenya, the Nairobi Nadonal Park
was established in 1946, Today Kenya has
52 nadonal parksand reserves. Mostofthe
protected areas are located in the arid and
semi-arid areas. Main preferred wildlife
species include the elephants (see plate)
which are currently threatened both by
poaching and the expanding human ac-
tvites in the protected areas’ vicinity.
Other artractions which are not yet well
developed include historic sites, mountain
climbing, hiking, bird watching, camel
treks, guided nature walks, nawre pho-
tography, boat, and many others. With the
popularity of ecotourism, it is safe to as-
sume that such activities will become
popular tourists areas,

Role of tourism
in Kenya's economy

Tourism is of fundamental importance to
the national economy and to its develop-
mentplans. Tourismiscurrentlythelargest
single primary foreign exchange earner,
moreimportantindividuallythan thethree
traditional export crops of coffee, tea, and
horticultural produce. Kenya earns $18
million a year in tourism revenues. The
directand invisible earnings account for 10
percent of Kenya's gross national product.
Revenue from public parks and reserves is
projected to increase from $23,6 million in
1990 to $53,7 million in 1995 (constant
1990 dollars) (Kenya Wildlife Services,
1990). Tourismemploysabout1,3 m11l1nn
Kenyans, approximately 8 % of wage
earning labour force an(ruﬁln prospects
of a faster expansion of employment op-
pormunities than in any other sector in
Kenya. With one of the world’s highest
rates of population growth of about 3,7 %
per annum, and with half the toral popula-
tion of 26 million under the age of 15, the
need for new jobs is urgent. 'Igcmnsm also

generates development in neglected re-
gions and contributes to the protecton of
natural resources. Wildlife, the prima
tourist attraction in East and Central
rica, is protected largely as a result of
tourism. Thus tourism justifies the estab-
lishment of the protected areas.

Impacts of tourism on Kenya's
natural environment

Behind the tourism success in the national
economy, are a multitude of problems that
have necessitared the need for ecotourism.,
Such problems include :

* Low level of local community sup-
port for the parks and the wild]ifl:::
This results from lack of community
involvement in the protected area
management and in benefits from
tourism revenue. [ ourism revenue
goes almost entirely to the national
treasury.

* Inadequate funding and enforcement
power of the authorities in charge of
parks.

* Poaching, especially of elephants and
rhinos that has reduced their popula-
tions. The elephant populadon in
Kenya, which totalled 130000in 1973,
has been reduced by 88 % o 16 000,
largely as a result of poaching. The
rthino populaton has suffered even
more severely, losing noless than 97,5
% of its total population of 20 000
animals in 1970 to reach only 500
animals by early 1980s. The rhino
population recently started increasing
following special protective measures.
It is expected that the rhino popula-
tion will reach 680 by end of the
century.

* Degradaton of public lands thar sall
contain wilderness for wildlife.
Kenya's human population has
increased tremendously from 14min
1970 to the current total of about 26
m. Consequently the pressure on
land has become veryacute, including
the land on which wildlife depends,
and which in wurn is the centre for
much of the tourism. As a result
natural wildlife habitatand migraton
routes are shrinking.

¢ Subdivision of land into individual
holdings, especially in the wildlife
dispersal areas adjacent o national
parks and reserves, is an area of
particular concern.
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In addition, many of the protected areas
today face various internal degradaton of
thenatural environment. Table 1 highlights
some of the problems facing protected
areas.

In attemps to integrate tourism and nature
conservation, provide the needs of the
country, and benefit the local people, the
KWS prepared a five year plan, A Policy
Frameworkand Development Programime,
1991-96. The plan has notyet been put in
action. The objectives of KWS as stated in
the plan are:

* Toconserve thenatural environment
of Kenya and their fauna and flora, for
the benefit of present and future

enerations and as a world heritage.

* TousethewildliferesourcesofKenya
sustainably for the economic devel-
opment of the naton and for the
benefit of people living in wildlife
areas.

* To protect people and property from
injury or damage from wildlife.

Ecotourismis expected to playarolein the
success of the KWS plan.

Opportunities (Benefits) of
Ecotourism to Kenyan
Communities

Oneofthe central aimsof thisarticle wasto
establish the benefits that could accrue
from ecotourism which will help reduce
negative impacts of tourism on natural
resources and promote local development
in Kenya. The evolution of tourism and its
growth in Kenya has been outlined above
in order to establish the role of ecotourism
in the country’s economy. The negative
impacts of tourism on the environment
have been described. Drawing from ob-
servations made in the literature by several
authors in recent years, the potential ben-
efits from ecotourism rather than the tra-
ditional tourism in Kenya will include the
following :

* Ecotourism will generate greater di-
rectbenefits o local communinesthan
those arising from the conventional
tourism. Local people will be more
involved in tourism, Tourist will be
integrated into the local communities.
As a result the local communities will
be more likely to support conserva-
tion measures in their areas. In the
past local people have not received

any direct benefit from tourism.
Ecotourism will create more
employmentopportunities generated
and the development of new markets.
“There will be mutual involvement of
local people and outside experts with
local people and integral research
studies. Asa result, there will be local
control of research, by and for the
local people resulting further intolocal
commitment and dedication to
tourism development and narural
resource protection. Local people
will also benefit fromselling souvenirs
to tourists. In addidon, more goods
and services will be purchased locally.
This will minimize money leakage
abroad. There will also be greater use
oflocal goodsand facilities ecotechnigues
attributed to generating greater
economic linkages with the local
economy andenabling the local people
to have more direct involvement in
the industry - both as employees and
as owners. |'he problem of i1solation
ofregions will be overcomeas tourism
will faglitate provision of roads. It
would offer long-term solution for
peripheral regions and boosts the lo-
cal economy while working toward
preservation of a wilderness area.
Small scale rourist facilides, owned
and operated by the local people will
bring tourism’s economic benefits
directly to the local area. Previously,
hulge I{cilitics owned by multinatio-
nal cooperations have been the order.
Small scale facilities tend to generate
little environmental negative impacts
because of its small scale.

Limited, highly controlled develop-
ment and selective marketing attrac-
tionssmaller numberofafluent wurist
who spend more and stay longer than
conventional tourists.

The rourists industry will support
conservation organization financially
as an investment to further its own
interestsin natural areasasattractions.
Asaresultmore protected narural and
cultural areas will be established to
meet the increased requirements of
ecotourismand distribute the potential
demand for such areas.

There will be more greater coopera-
tion between tourist authorities and
wildlife managers regarding the plan-
ningofnaturalareas. Theywill actvely
contribute to efforts made by conser-
vation groups to educating tourists to
respect nature and maintain natural

resources. More efforts will be made
to involve schools, universities
students and similar groups thereby
raising awareness and contributing to
the goal of conservation. Publicanon
ofmaterialsthatwill explain the natural
resources and their artributes to the

eneral Kenyan will increase.
ﬁbomurism will also play a role in
supporting educationand professional
training activities that deal with the
tourism-conservation relationship
such as guides and other park person-
nel courses.

* Ecotourism will help reduce the
conflict berween wildlife, protecred
areasand the local peoplein Kenya by
compensating losses incurred due to
wildlife damage an provided economic
incentives to local people for the
forgone use of the resources of the
protected area,

Challenges : How can ecotourism
work in Kenya?

In order to be truly sustinable in Kenya,
ecotourism development should :

* FEcotourism must meet the sustained
needs of the national economy and of
the local people in terms of improved
living standards both in the short and
long term periods.

* Ecotourism mustsatisfy the demands
ofthe growing number of tourists and
continue to attract them in order to
meet the needs of the local people.

* Ecotourism mustsafeguard thenatural
environment to continue attracting
more tourists.

Difficulties facing implementation
of ecotourism

Whereas ecotourism will possibly enable
local partcipation and local deveropmem
in Kenya, thereare several handicaps. First,
is the international nature of ecotourists.
Ecotourist originate from the more de-
veloped countries (MDCs). Most tourists
acovitiesin Kenyaareownedand contralled
by foreign organizationsincludingair-lines
used to mansport wurists. Payments for
holidays expenditure are often made to
travel agents and tour operators in tourist
origin countries so that only a percentage
reaches Kenya. In addition, payments for
imports consumed by tourists in the coun-

and remittance of profits interests and

" dividends to foreign owners of tourism
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Table 1
The Negative Effects Tourism in Kenya's Protected Areas

Factor Involved Impact on Natural Quality Comments Example of
Protected Areas
Crowding Environmental stress, animals irritation, Amboseli, Masai
show changes in behaviour reduction in Mara
: qmli!y,
carrying
capacity limits,
displacement
Owerdevelopment Excessive man-made unsightly urban Mwea, Keekerok
structures, intruding on concentrations, MNirai Ndethya
visual quality reduced
aesthetic values
Roads and Tracks Habitat loss, drainage aesthetic scars Kuinga Marine
change, barriers to animals biasphere
reserve, lake
_'1']1rknna
Access-motor Disturbance to animals, loss noise pollution, Mt Kenya,
vehicles, of quiet, trail erosion lowss o Kichwa Tembo
powerboats, disturbs wildlife wilderness area in Masa
pedestrian intergroup Mara
conflict,
aesthetic impact
Anti-social activity Interference with natural irritation Many areas
noise, radios, etc. sounds, wildlife impairment aesthetic Joss,
litter of scene, habituation of health hazard
wildlife to garbage
Vandalism Mutilation and facility loss of natural Many areas
destruction beauty
Vehicle speeding Wildlife mortality, dust aesthetic Sibiloi
values, reduced Mational Park
safety concerns
Driving-off-road Soil and vegetation damage, loss of Masai Mara,
and night time disturbance to wildlife wilderness, Sambura,
driving disruption of Ambaoseli
wildlife viewing
Feeding animals Behaviourial changes, poor danger to Amboseli,
diet LTSS MNairobi, Masai
Mara
Souvenirs and wood Removal of natural perceived All areas
collection attractions, disruption of inappropriate
natural processes loss of behaviour in
Ilegal logging habitat, Small wildlife national park
Trespass martality
Poaching
Urban expansion
Powerlines Destruction of vegetation, Aesthetic All areas
Artificial water erosion impacts

holes and sale
wrovision
}ntmduction of
exotic species

Unnatural wildlife
concentrations, vegetation
damage

* Modified from Thorfell, 1984
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business. So although on paper some tour
operators and hotels especially the Kenya
owned like African tours and hotels have
the objective of investing in and operating
relatively undeveloped areas, and a policy
ofpurchasing from local supplies wherever
possible, the majority stll import. Often
their tour, travel and accommaodation needs
are largely coordinated by firms based in
those countries. Consequently, whilst
ecotournists may be affluent, much of their
expenditure is not made in Kenya. It has
been estimated that the portion of total
inclusive tour price retained locally drops
to only 22 %- 25 % if both the airline and
hotel used areforeign owned. Furthermore
ithas been pointed out that true wilderness
tourist is a poor economic bet, because
there is nothing to spend money on. In
Kenya, most of the tourism investment is
owned by foreign developers based in
MDCs. These conditions pose difficulties
in realizing the benefits of ecotourism.
Second, is a problem of tourism develop-
ment enclaves whereby some areas are
preferred. While thismay be advantageous
since the adverse effects of tourism are
confined to clearly defined areas, it cause
stress to the areas involved.

The third issue is the rapide growth of
ecotourism itself. Kenyans tourists are
rapidly growing. Iris esumated thatabout
1 million tourist will bevisiting the coun
per year. How will this be managed?
Fourth is the issue of the demand and
interests of the visitors. Visitor interests
and satisfaction are crucial in continuing to
attract tourists to a destination in order to
provide the needed money. In additon,
the rastes and needs of the tourist in terms
of food and accommeodation must be
checked. In most tourist lodges in Kenya,
even thosein the remoteareas attempts are
made to provide the dishes as diverse as
those of North American. Nobody expects
the tourist to risk their lives or use sub-
standard facilives. How will the visitor
satisfaction be maintained while promot-
ing use of local statf?

Some guidelines for sustainable
ecotourism in Kenya

It is important for future reference to in-
troduce a careful monitoring programmes
so that success and failures can be under-
stood. Tourist need to be made more fully
aware of the damaging potental of their
stay and modify their behaviour and ex-
pectations accordingly. Tourism enter-

prises need to ensure the environmental
integrity of their operationsvia procedures
such as environmental impact assessment
and green auditing. One of the most
important aspect in Kenya to ensure true
sustainability of ecotourism and the re-
sources upon which it is based is that the
local peopleisinvolved in the management
of the resources and benefit directly from
the udlization of the resources. For local
people to participate, we must understand
their needs. They must be educated about
the purpose of the projects and be given a
voice in government decisions giving them
control over resources and decisions that
affect their lives.

There is also need to study how to educate
the travellers, the tour operators to be
more sensitive to the environment and
conscientious guests rather than invaders.
Thestandards ofbehaviour of tourists must
be promoted. There is need for informa-
ton on the carrying capacity of nature
reserves. [hereis need to know how many
visitors an area can absorb. The vulner-
ability of species and habitarts, problems of
pollution, waste disposal, and the disrup-
ton of cridcal ecological processes by
tourism are not clearly understood. There
is need for environmental assessment to
measure and reduce harassmentlevels. Itis
importanttoassess differentareasin Kenya
in terms of their potenual and carrying
capacities to determine level and type of
tourism scale, ownership, location and
aming of the various touristdevelopments.
There is a danger of assuming that the
ecotourist is automatically an environ-
mentally sensitive breed. Certain types of
ecotourists may be of less responsible
behaviour.

There is need for coordination. All sectors
involved incduding KTDA, MTW, KWS5,
private enterprise, local communities, tour
operators, conservation professionals, park
managers, government officials, lodge
owners, guides, researchers, consultants,
and other professionals striving to imple-
ment ecotourism. NGOs must work to-
Eg;her. At the moment, for instance, most

eliers, tour operators and travel agents
participate in their respective trade asso-
ciations, the Kenya Association of
Hotelkeepers and Caterers, Kenya Asso-
ciations of T'our Operators (KATO) and
Kenya Association of Travel Agents
(KATA). These associations act as private
sector pressure groups, engaging in such
activities as lobbying the government to

maintain and improve the quality of tour-
ism infrastructure, for example roads and
water availability. Ecotourism activites
are intended to conserve natural areas,
nativeculture orendangered species. There
isneed for a national tourism plan as partof
anintegrated planning strategy thatinclude
the environment and ecotourism guide-
lines.

Conclusions

The advent of ecotourism provides major
opportunities to help minimize damage to
Kenya'sdisappearing ecosystems, maximize
economic returns to the government, in-
volve and benefit rural communities and
help integrate conservation and develop-
ment, but only if it is well planned and
properly managed. If poorly managed, it
mayresultin more profound damagesthan
the traditonal tourism as more peripheral
natural areas of Kenya will be opened up
forecotourism. Thereisneed for additional
research to help set guidelines for sustain-
able tourism activines and public partci-
pation. There is need for coordination of
all theinvolved parties from the national to
the grass-root levels. .f.
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