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Protected areas are a major component of the biodiversity 
conservation strategy of most countries. Far from being 
neutral, their creation, which is a highly political issue, is 
generally accompanied by economic, social and environ-
mental changes (Brechin et al., 2007; West et al., 2006). 
Often previously used by local communities for decades, 
their sudden appearance and the ensuing new rules com-
bine to modify local and regional dynamics, sometimes 
drastically (Borrini-Feyerabend et al., 2004a). As a result, 
even though protected areas can contribute in some cases to 
both biodiversity conservation and improved living condi-
tions in certain communities, they are very often the cause 
of increased poverty levels, particularly if rural commun-
ities are forbidden to carry out some of the traditional or 
non-traditional activities on which their collective welfare 
depends (CBD, 2008; Scherl et al., 2004). 

It is in this context that ecotourism is presented as a 
panacea for reconciling economic development, environ-
mental protection and the collective welfare of commun-
ities (Honey, 2008; WTO and UNEP, 2002; Goodwin, 1996). 
Ecotourism is a complex phenomenon dependent on quality 
natural resources and influenced in particular by develop-
ments in the tourism industry across various scales (Jamal 
and Stronza, 2009). For Hawkins and Mann (2007: 352-
353), recognition that tourism development is a multisec-
toral and multidimensional process is the most important 

lesson to be drawn from the literature of the past 25 years. 
This context led Farrell and Twining-Ward (2004, 2005) to 
suggest that the analysis of tourism activities would stand to 
gain if conducted from the perspective of socio-ecological 
systems – where human beings and ecosystems form an 
integrated system – so as to reflect all the complexity of the 
issues in this sector. This is particularly important when the 
destination is environmentally sensitive, as is often the case 
for ecotourism projects implemented in protected areas of 
countries in the South (Honey, 2008). How can political 
ecology, which is devoted to interactions between society 
and the environment, be innovative in renewing the analysis 
of natural resource management challenges, more specific-
ally in a context of ecotourism development?

The main goal of this article is to identify certain 
innovative resource management practices on the Island of 
Dominica, taking into account the role of stakeholders across 
different scales, as emphasized by political ecology. This is 
the first step in a more in-depth research project involving 
key contacts which aims to clarify the following questions: 
Why would a national government agree to share power 
with local and regional stakeholders in natural resource 
management and ecotourism? What would cause it to adopt 
rules that favour the decentralization of governance in these 
areas? Lemos and Agrawal (2006) provide some possible 
answers and mention several reasons that could account 
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for this trend, particularly in certain so-called developing 
countries: 1) a large number of nation-states do not have 
the human and financial resources to properly manage their 
territories; 2) growing pressure has pushed many countries 
to adopt democratic processes; 3) communal research in the 
past 30 years, which has shown that communities as well as 
other small social organizations have the ability to manage 
resources, has provided the intellectual groundwork to 
operate a change toward environmental decentralization. 
In this article, we explore how political ecology allows the 
debate to be reopened on the subject.

The contribution of political ecology:  
Innovation through power sharing 
Even though it is diverse, political ecology research shares 
the idea that environmental changes and ecological condi-
tions are the product of political processes. That involves 
three fundamental assumptions in addressing any problem 
(Bryant and Bailey, 1997):  1) costs and benefits associ-
ated with environmental change are distributed unequally 
among the stakeholders; 2) this unequal distribution 
reinforces or reduces existing social and economic inequal-
ities; 3) and leads to altered power relationships that now 
result among the stakeholders. In Land Degradation and 
Society, Blaikie and Brookfield (1987) clearly laid the foun-
dation for political ecology by defining most of the key 
concepts in this area, in particular a chain of explanation, 
which expresses, across different scales, a commitment to 
explore marginalized communities, and the perspective of 
a broadly defined political economy. We could summarize 
by suggesting that one of the key contributions of political 
ecology is to bring the concept of power to the centre of 
the analysis of so-called environmental issues with which 
ecotourism projects are associated. 

From this perspective, different stakeholders (the state, 
resource users, civil society, private sector, etc.) may be 
induced to share power and responsibilities in relation to 
natural resource management. This collaborative manage-
ment approach, commonly called co-management, or more 
generally included in the concept of governance, can take 
various forms, depending on the type of socio-ecological 
system in which it is found. 

Co-management can be defined as “a collaborative 
arrangement in which the community of local resource 
users, local and senior governments, other stakehold-
ers, and external agents share responsibility and author-
ity for management of the natural resource in question” 
(Tyler, 2006: 95). Through this partnership, several social 
actors collectively negotiate, define and implement a cer-
tain number of functions, benefits and responsibilities 
for a given territory or set of natural resources (Borrini-
Feyerabend et al., 2004b).

In recent years, the concept of adaptive co-management 
of natural resources has been advanced more and more 
frequently. It is generally presented as a combination of 
two approaches: co-management and adaptive management 
(Berkes et al., 2007). While the first emphasizes sharing 
power and responsibilities among different stakeholders in 

managing natural resources, adaptive management focuses 
instead on learning-by-doing (Tyler, 2008; Berkes et al., 
2007). For Tyler (2008: ii), this is reflected by the conver-
gence of some elements of adaptive management (emphasis 
on natural sciences and ecological systems), social learning 
(people’s power of action and their interactions) and the 
reflection on resiliency (often associated with socio-eco-
logical systems seen as complex and dynamic entities). 

Learning is central to the concept of adaptive co-man-
agement (Armitage et al., 2009; Fennell et al., 2008). To 
some extent, this is what allows a socio-ecological system 
to respond to disruptions through appropriate strategies. 
Under conditions of great complexity, uncertainty and 
connectivity across several scales (micro, macro and meso; 
and geographic, political and economic, etc.), the concept 
of learning is not applied in the same way as it would be 
in a situation with controlled parameters. Armitage et al. 
(2009: 97) therefore highlights four core issues to be con-
sidered under these conditions: 1) systemic learning under 
such conditions requires meaningful social interaction and 
a concerted effort to build trust; 2) the transition toward 
adaptive co-management signals a need to apply diverse 
learning strategies, which are intentional and focus on the 
development of flexible institutional and organizational 
arrangements to encourage reflection and innovation; 3) 
special attention to how learning is defined and concep-
tualized; and 4) the importance of who is learning and the 
linkages among learners. 

Adaptive co-management is therefore an evolutionary 
process, with emphasis on social processes that encourage 
flexibility and innovation, two key ingredients of adaptive 
capacity (Armitage et al., 2009). From a political ecology 
perspective, it also recognizes the importance of power and 
of the resulting dynamics when new institutional agree-
ments are implemented. Finally, it suggests that contextual 
specificity be considered because it is difficult to transpose 
an adaptive co-management experience from one location 
to another (Berkes et al., 2007).

Ecotourism and co-management in Dominica: 
Exploring an innovative experience
The case of Dominica is unique in several respects. It is 
a Caribbean island whose natural resources are relatively 
preserved in comparison to its neighbours, and whose 
vegetation and mountainous terrain replace white sand 
beaches in tourism development for this island space that 
is marketed having the “pristine allure of an undiscovered 
destination” (Dehoorne and Murat, 2010a, translation). 
Given the decline in the island’s agricultural economy, 
based notably on banana production, which has been in 
crisis for several years, government stakeholders (depart-
ments, agencies, etc.) are presenting Dominica’s natural 
environment as a building block for economic diversifica-
tion, focusing in particular on ecotourism development. 

Protected areas account for close to one fifth of the 
territory of this island state, and include Morne Trois 
Pitons National Park (see Figure 1). Traditional activities 
such as fishing, hunting, farming and logging practised 
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by the neighbouring communities have been prohibited 
in this park since it was created in 1975 (CANARI, 2006: 
Appendix 5). The economic alternative proposed by the 
government is to set up the Waitukubuli National Trail, 
which is to become the vehicle for Dominica’s tourism 
development. The 184-kilometre trail runs from the north 
to the south of Dominica through rural communities that 
are marginalized both economically and geographically. 
Some communities organize a unique experience at the 
beginning or end of a trail segment. Food and lodging are 
provided at homes in the communities, along with a varied 
range of activities. Other things to do include visiting 
nature sites “…or meeting villagers as they go about their 
daily routine while tourists visit their coffee and cocoa, 
bay oil production, and organic aromatic herb operations. 
Tourists take part in whatever harvest is under way and 
are introduced to the local cuisine as well as craft skills” 
(Dehoorne and Murat, 2010b, translation).

The tourist attractions offered near the trail are the result 
of cooperation between local communities, NGOs and the 
government (sectoral departments and agencies). As sug-
gested by Geoghegan (2002), in the case of a process simi-
lar to participatory forest management, an agreement must 
be reached on the common objectives of projects that have 
both ecological and socio-economic dimensions because the 
motivations of stakeholders differ. The stakeholders involved 
play various roles, including those of partner, initiator, mobil-
izer, catalyst, regulator and technical advisor. For instance, in 
the case of forest management associated with ecotourism 
development in Dominica, NGOs play a major role in sup-
porting the participation of marginalized communities that 
are natural resource users (Geoghegan, 2002: iv).

Methodology and discussion
The procedure used in this article is exploratory, from a 
theoretical and empirical perspective. Deductive and quali-
tative, it is based exclusively on documentary sources dealing 

Figure 1 : Tourism 
and development of natural 

resources in Dominica 
(source : Dehoorne and Murat (2010a)).
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with management of natural resources and their develop-
ment for tourism in Dominica. We support the hypothesis 
suggesting that decentralizing governance generally pro-
duces greater efficiencies, brings decision-making closer to 
those affected by governance and can help decision-makers 
take advantage of more precise local knowledge about nat-
ural resources (Lemos and Agrawal, 2006: 303).

With regard to the resources and strategies of the dif-
ferent actors involved in governance, partnerships are often 
asymmetrical, and most of the time, stakeholders from civil 
society are the ones at a disadvantage (vis-à-vis the market 
or the government) (Lemos and Agrawal, 2009). However, 
that is not always the case, and the large international NGOs 
in conservation that operate in developing countries are a 
good example of this (Espinoza and Lipietz, 2005; Chapin, 
2004). Protected areas and ecotourism interventions can 
thus be analyzed as environmental governance strategies 
that combine the efforts of NGOs and the government, but 
also of communities and private partners.

An analysis done by Tighe Geoghegan (2002) on behalf 
of the Caribbean Natural Resources Institute on 17 cases 
of co-management of forest resources in the Caribbean –
including Dominica – shows that the success factors, i.e., 
cases in which forest management objectives were met 
while at the same time providing benefits to most of the 
stakeholders, have the following characteristics in common 
(Geoghegan, 2002: 17):
1) at least one technically competent actor (government 

agency, NGO, international organization) gets the 
process started and maintains support for it until the 
arrangement is functioning effectively;

2) the objectives of all parties are respected, even when 
they differ, and are compatible with overall management 
objectives;

3) the roles and responsibilities of all parties are clearly 
spelled out;

4) the rights of all parties are secured through a formal 
agreement such as a management plan accepted by all;

5) the benefits to all parties are perceived by the parties to 
be commensurate with their investments;

6) mechanisms for ongoing dialogue and negotiation 
among the parties are effective and their rules are based 
on mutual respect and equal rights.
Still according to Geoghegan (2002: v), co-management 

agreements often involve arrangements that include strict 
contracts and formal and informal agreements between the 
stakeholders involved and the decision-making bodies. The 
more stakeholders are involved in negotiating and imple-
menting the arrangement, the greater its potential manage-
ment effectiveness. In many instances of co-management of 
natural resources in the Caribbean, the involvement of local 
communities has helped to change certain practices that 
were harmful to the environment and has reduced overuse 
of natural resources while increasing the quality of resource 
management, thereby having a positive effect in terms of 
ecological, economic and social factors.

From this point of view, the Waitukubuli National Trail 
project carried out in Dominica is an example of a novel 

co-management practice for ecotourism-related resources. 
Dehoorne and Murat (Dehoorne and Murat, 2010a: 154-
155) demonstrate that, although not a panacea, this project 
allows for a more systemic reading of development by con-
sidering the needs of marginalized communities. Because 
they emphasize conservation of biodiversity and ecosystems, 
protected areas like Morne Trois Pitons National Park are 
prime locations for ecotourism, which largely depends on a 
quality natural environment. According to Goodwin (1996), 
ecotourism can benefit protected areas in three ways: by 
generating money to manage and protect natural habitats 
and species, by enabling local people to gain economically, 
and by offering a means by which people’s awareness of the 
importance of conservation can be raised. This contribution 
can therefore be direct (by generating income that will be 
specifically allocated to conservation activities) or indirect 
(by offering communities an alternative). Tourism is thus 
one of the most frequently used means to justify and legit-
imize conservation through protected areas (Brockington 
et al., 2008: 131). Ecotourism, however, like any form of 
activity, will always have some negative impacts, both on 
the natural environment and on the social system of which 
it is a part, because of tourists, infrastructure or even new 
institutional arrangements that alter socio-political and 
economic dynamics on the ground (Brechin et al., 2007; 
Borrini-Feyerabend et al., 2004a).

To compensate for asymmetrical spinoffs of ecotourism 
in Dominica, public stakeholders (government depart-
ments and agencies) and private ones (local and inter-
national NGOs, communities and businesses) are engaged 
in a co-management process that partially meets the suc-
cess criteria presented by Geoghegan (2002). The process 
is based, among other things, on the emergence of a supply 
of accommodations in the villages around the Waitukubuli 
National Trail “[where] there is technical assistance for local 
construction and management of these structures, around 
which the local tourism economy and the sale of local prod-
ucts are organized, providing new outlets for agriculture 
and various services” (Dehoorne and Murat, 2010a: 154, 
translation).

The trail is managed by the nearby communities to 
ensure that the hikes offered to ecotourists end at an accom-
modation facility (guest house, small hotel or campground) 
run by the community. All the accommodations are private, 
family or community facilities, apart from the shelters put 
up by the national bodies that manage the forest. Local par-
ticipation and involvement in planning tourism have led 
to the development of tourism corridors between the seg-
ments of the trail and the creation of welcome centres in the 
villages, which permit the structuring of a certain number 
of jobs as a result of the visitors (Dehoorne and Murat, 
2010a; Dehoorne et al., 2009). For instance, the creation of 
guest houses made of thatch and wood in some Carib com-
munities, among the poorest in Dominica, allows visitors to 
enjoy a unique cultural experience where tourists’ interests 
coincide with the interests of local stakeholders who want 
to showcase their way of life. Recognizing that they need to 
protect their natural environment has also led communities 
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to set up projects to manage the catchment basin. In this 
specific case, ecotourism seems to suitably meet the shared 
objective of the Carib population and the government of 
Dominica to revitalize local culture, economy and ecology. 
In this regard, Slinger (2000) suggests that ecotourism has 
helped to create a more diversified economy for these com-
munities. It has also encouraged renewed interest in and 
rediscovery of the Carib culture, including language, dance, 
music, cuisine and architecture. At the same time, the desire 
to promote the territory as an ecotourism site has increased 
awareness of the importance of maintaining the quality of 
the neighbouring environment in order to meet subsistence 
agriculture needs and provide a source of raw materials for 
crafts, as well as potential sites for nature tourism.

Conclusion
Although we are limited by secondary sources, the case 
of ecotourism development of the Waitukubuli National 
Trail in Dominica, and particularly of the neighbouring 
Carib population, presents an example of co-management 
which, while it does not meet all the conditions outlined 
by Armitage et al. (2009) to define adaptive co-management, 
does cover the basics of what Geoghegan (2002) has iden-
tified as success factors in project implementation. From 
the perspective of political ecology, the social and environ-
mental concerns that guided the development of the trail 
allow the identification of points of convergence between 
the different stakeholders’ objectives and the promoting of 
positive impacts. While the co-management process has its 
limitations (see, for example, Lambert 2009), in addition to 
the new jobs and income that the trail has brought to the 
neighbouring communities, operating the trail is contribut-
ing to the conservation and management of natural resour-
ces in the areas that the trail crosses and is helping to reduce 
geographical disparity in wealth. 

Ecotourism is not a homogeneous phenomenon. But 
however it is interpreted, an ecotourism operation in a socio-
ecological system brings about changes that affect dynam-
ics across several scales. As we have outlined in the case of 
Dominica, political ecology, by emphasizing the notion of 
sharing power through co-management, makes it possible 
to tackle analysis of the issues related to ecotourism in an 
innovative way. While Morne Trois Pitons National Park was 
created based on a classical top-down model, the trail project 
within the park, in both its design and management, brought 
things partly back into balance by emphasizing collaboration 
between public sector and private sector actors and actors 
from civil society, especially nearby residents. Given the 
complexity inherent in the development of ecotourism, it is 
nonetheless necessary to take the research further in order 
to more fully understand the strategies adopted by the vari-
ous actors and their motivation to take part in the process 
of decentralizing governance in this area. We think that an 
approach that draws on political ecology and co-manage-
ment makes it possible to go beyond the industrial core 
of the tourism system in order to explore in an innovative 
manner the complex interactions between this form of activ-
ity and the system of which it is a part.   
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