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Linking Health and Ecotourism for a Sustainable Future 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

My contribution today is a culmination of interests based on 

the research work I do at University of Utah, and the applied 

work I do with The International Ecotourism Society, and Global 

Sustainable Tourism Council. 

 

It is also informed by my various roles and experiences within 

the tourism industry, including international guide, founder of 

an ecotourism venture in Fiji, dive instructor, sailboat captain, 

and environmental educator. 

 

First, I will make the case for a healthy environment linking to 

healthy people; providing links between nature and healthy 

humans, followed by building a case for ecotourism; 

 

And, lastly, I will introduce a program in Fiji and the linkages of 

ecotourism to health and well-being. 

 

Ecosystem Services  
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So let’s set the stage with beautiful photos of landscapes and 

nature, and a brief discussion about our planet’s “ecosystem 

services” which contribute to human health and well-being.   

 

Generally speaking, ecosystem services refer to a complex array 

of symbiotic relationships that characterize the Earth’s 

ecosystems. 

 

These relationships are typically broken down into four 

categories: provisioning services, regulating services, cultural 

and supporting services (Chivian & Bernstein). They represent 

functions that different organisms play for one another in 

ecosystems characterized by biodiversity. 

 

Provisioning services include products obtained from 

ecosystems like food, fuel, and medicine. 

 

Regulating services include processes that clean air, purify 

water, mitigate floods, control erosion, and detoxify soils. 

 

Cultural services refer to nonmaterial benefits obtained from 

ecosystems, including aesthetics, intellectual stimulation, 

recreation, and a sense of place.  Supporting services enhance 

all other ecosystem services and include functions like nutrient 

cycling, pollination, and seed dispersal (Chivian & Bernstein). 
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Human-induced changes compromise the ability of ecosystems 

to deliver services across all four categories – which results in 

an unwelcome turn of events for everyone – including the 

agents of change. 

As the architect Buckminster Fuller observed, “Nature is trying 

very hard to make us succeed, but Nature does not depend on 

us.  We are not the only experiment” (Chivian & Bernstein, P. 

163.) 

 

The challenge facing humankind is to step down from its 

anthropocentric pedestal to assume a more humble station 

among the Earth’s creations, and to live life in a way that 

honors and protects the larger web of life. 

 

When We Health-Circle of Life 

To assist in this educational process, my colleagues and I have 

tied the concept of ecosystem services to an ecological model 

of health to illustrate how organisms throughout nature work 

cooperatively to deliver provisioning, regulating, cultural, and 

supporting services. 

 

Ecological Model 

As this model shows, at the heart of a healthy planet is 

biodiversity.  In its fullest expression, a biologically rich planet 

sustains itself through an intricate web of ecosystem services, 

of which our species, homo sapiens, is but one of countless 

service providers.  The star and directional arrows all point 
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toward interactions and interdependencies that service as 

channels for ecosystem services to be delivered back and forth 

to sustain the web of life. 

 

FROGS-lion fish 

To be truly healthy, the Earth’s ecosystems must be 

characterized by reciprocity based on an appreciation of the 

symbiotic nature of things.  Just as amphibians, non-human 

mammals, invertebrates, fish, birds, and plants all play their 

parts in the give and take of things, so, too, must humans play 

their part. 

 

SNAKE 

Health should be understood as a dynamic relationship that can 

best be conceived in broad ecologic terms.  Health, from an 

ecological perspective, is a measure of the wellness of the 

individual and the community considered together. 

 

REDWOOD-WOLVES 

The individual cannot be healthy independent of the condition 

of the larger community, and the larger community cannot be 

healthy independent of the condition of the individuals who 

put form to the community. 

 

Healthy individuals require healthy families, families require 

healthy communities, communities require healthy nations, 

and nations require a healthy planet. 
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Health, at its core, is symbiotic in nature (Schwab, Dustin, & 

Bricker, 2009). 

 

An ecological model of health illustrates that human health and 

environmental health are part and parcel of the same thing.  

We cannot have one without the other. 

 

That is because humans are part of nature after all, and what is 

good for one is good for the other and what is bad for one is 

bad for the other.  While other non-human creatures may not 

understand this, humans can and must understand this if our 

grand experiment is to last. 

 

OVERLOOK IN YNP 

 

What distinguishes our species from the rest is self-awareness.  

We have the ability to step outside ourselves, reflect on our 

circumstances, and make changes when necessary. 

 

We have the capacity to mend the errors of our ways.  That, if 

anything, is what separates us from our fellow mortals.  Our 

ongoing challenges is to put our self-awareness to work in 

service of the larger web of life, plain and simple. 
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As natural capital and ecosystem services experience increased 

stress and become even less abundant in the future, we can 

only expect the value OF NATURE to increase. 

 

So let’s look at the various connections to ecotourism… 

 

Girl in Water-Indonesian Band 

As John Muir one said, “Everybody needs beauty as well as 

bread, places to play in and pray in, where Nature may heal and 

cheer and give strength to body and soul alike.” 

 

Research has demonstrated restorative and positive benefits of 

nature on human beings – yet we rarely connect ecotourism to 

health and well-being. 

 

Well-being is defined as a state of being comfortable, healthy, 

or happy! 

 

And we define mental health as a state of well-being in which 

every individual realized his or her own potential, can cope with 

the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, 

and is able to make a contribution to her or his community. 

 

FLOWERS - KIDS 

Every year, about 42.5 million American adults (or 18.2 percent 

of the total adult population in the United States) suffers from 
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some mental illness, enduring conditions such as depression, 

bipolar disorder, or schizophrenia. 

 

 

 

 

 

• A typical American now spends 90% of his or her life 

within buildings; 

• City living and urban upbringing affect neural social stress 

processing in humans (Nature, 474: 498-501.); 

• And, not yet fully explained – the disadvantage that 

individuals from urban environments have is in processing 

stress when compared to their rural counterparts; 

 

This trends permeates the rest of the world-as many cultures 

with strong traditional ties to their surroundings and natural 

environment have found themselves under the assault of 

modernization, development, and environmental degradation. 

 

BACKPACKERS 

We know that being in the outdoors not only provides 

restoration, our parks, white and green spaces have a 

restorative impact on peoples’ increased perceptions of well-

being. 
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Consider Norway for a moment. When Norwegians were asked 

to express their happiness and well-being using ratings from 0 

to 10.  Norwegians ranked the highest for 2014-16, bestowing 

Norway as the happiest country in the world!  And, as most of 

you may already know, there are many reasons for this---there 

is less pollution, great drinking water, and you take your leisure 

time seriously.   

 

According to one study, the average Norwegian takes every 

weekend off and has five weeks paid vacation per year.  

 

Good health and an active lifestyle are important. Your 

evenings and weekends are often filled with activities, from 

theatre performances and concerts to outdoor activities and 

sports. You have also become an adventurous group of people 

who love to travel. 

 

Therefore, the connection between the travel and tourism 

industry supporting a healthy planet is critical– in that our 

support of a healthy planet ultimately links to the health and 

well-being of all living things. 

 

STUDENTS IN SHADOWS – ecotourists 

Human health is defined by the World Health Organization as 

“a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being and 

not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.” 
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This broader definition of health as well-being is increasingly 

reflected in national and international health plans, which are 

providing an opportunity for environmental conservation 

strategies to play a much greater role in ensuring health. 

 

 

DROUGHT-SHRIMP 

According to the World Health Organization, approximately 

one-quarter of the global disease burden and over 80 percent 

of the diseases and injuries they monitor are affected by 

modifiable environmental factors and such factors are related 

primarily to environmental degradation. 

 

If we understand health in its holistic sense to include the social 

and environmental context in which we live, at present, many 

aspects of our health are continuing to be eroded. 

 

We know that “Nature’s goods and services are the ultimate 

foundations of life and health.  The quality of the air we 

breathe, the water we drink, the food we eat, and many other 

features of our natural environment play a significant role in 

health outcomes. 

 

VILLAGES/WEB/DALO 

In daily life, regions and businesses are interlinked systems into 

a web of people and nature, driven and dominated by the 

manner in which they respond to and interact with each 
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other…they are complex systems continually adapting to 

change. 

 

The current ruling paradigm – that we can optimize 

components of a system in isolation of the rest of the system – 

is proving inadequate to deal with the dynamic complexity of 

daily life.  Sustainable solutions to our growing resource 

problems need to look beyond a business as usual approach 

(Walker and Scott, 2006, p. 8). 

 

Planet 

As a sector which depends so much on the natural 

environment, tourism has a special responsibility towards the 

planet, with the potential to harness this dependency to 

promote conservation. 

 

DOLLARS-Airplane 

As we all know, Tourism is a significant economic driver. 

 

It ranks fourth (after fuels, chemicals and automotive products) 

in global exports, with an industry value of US$ 1.3 trillion a 

year, accounting for the equivalent of 7% of all global exports in 

goods and services and 30% of the world’s exports in services 

alone--providing 1 in 11 jobs worldwide. 
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An ever increasing number of destinations have opened up and 

have invested in tourism, turning into a key driver of socio-

economic progress through 

• export revenues, 

• the creation of jobs and enterprises, and, 

• infrastructure development. 

 

Yellowstone-great wall-Everest-Chinese 

And, despite occasional setbacks, international tourist arrivals 

have shown virtually uninterrupted growth and according to 

the UNWTO’s long term forecast, arrivals worldwide are 

increasing by 3.3% a year, to reach over an estimated 1.8 billion 

by 2030. 

 

Due to the size and reach of the tourism sector on our planet, 

its enormous growth rates, and risks of negative impacts, 

sustainable development and management of the tourism 

system has the potential to significantly influence key elements 

of sustainable development, which include: 

• Sustainable economic growth 

• Social inclusiveness, employment, and poverty reduction 

• Resource efficiency, environmental protection, and 

climate change 

• Cultural values, diversity, and heritage  

• Mutual understanding, peace and security 
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Colorful ladies-STARRY NIGHT 

Certainly the United Nations World Tourism Organization has 

recognized this, conveying that for tourism to contribute to 

sustainable management and development, it must… 

 

“…take full account of its current and future economic, 

social and environmental impacts, addressing the needs 

of visitors, the industry, the environment, and host 

communities…” 

 

Hence, ecotourism’s contribution to health and well-being has 

the potential to hail significant…and how we develop and 

manage it in the future will have direct linkages to health and 

well-being in its broadest sense. 

 

SAFARI GUIDE 

David Western, long-time advocate and leader for wildlife 

conservation in East Africa, argues that ecotourism should be 

seen as a “set of evolving principles and practices for improving 

nature tourism as a whole.” 

 

The International Ecotourism Society, for example, states that 

ecotourism is about uniting conservation, communities, and 

sustainable travel.  This means that those who implement, 

participate in, and market ecotourism activities should adopt 

the following ecotourism principles: 
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• Minimize physical, social, behavioral, and psychological 

impacts. 

• Build environmental and cultural awareness and respect. 

• Provide positive experiences for both visitors and hosts. 

• Provide direct financial benefits for conservation. 

• Generate financial benefits for both local people and 

private industry. 

• Deliver memorable interpretative experiences to visitors 

that help raise sensitivity to host countries’ political, 

environmental, and social climates. 

• Design, construct and operate low-impact facilities. 

• AND LASTLY, Recognize the rights and spiritual beliefs of 

the indigenous People in communities and work in 

partnership with them to create empowerment. 

 

Person in the TREES 

In TIES definition, we have multiple stakeholder groups which 

should benefit: visitors and staff from interpretation and 

education; ecosystems; and local people.  Increasingly, there 

are challenges associated with satisfying all stakeholders 

simultaneously. 

 

Over the years many have argued for a more narrowed focus, 

proposing that benefits to biodiversity conservation are 

considered the bottom line for at least ecotourism and nature-

based tourism endeavors, if not all tourism enterprises. 
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So as I ponder elements of ecotourism actually making a 

contribution to the health and well-being of society, it brought 

me to the idea that Tourism Operators are facilitators and have 

a lot of influence – they are where the rubber meets the 

proverbial road… 

 

Today tour operators are seen as a “pivotal link between the 

tourist and the destinations, and thereby represent a leverage 

point for leading the move towards sustainability.”   

 

As such, there is increased acknowledgement of the 

importance of tourism operator’s ability to influence and shape 

the relationships between a destination’s communities, natural 

and cultural heritage, and economic development, which 

represent the key outcomes of sustainable tourism (UNEP, 

2006). 

 

GIRAFFE-Masai OVERLOOK 

Analogous to an ecosystem, there is an existing understanding 

by those facilitating ecotourism experiences of the 

interdependency between social, economic, and environmental 

systems. 

 

In essence, those facilitating ecotourism experiences are 

playing an increased role in what happens on the ground, in 

local communities, and natural areas. 
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These relationships ultimately influence what occurs within the 

destination and the perception of the destination by those who 

reside there and those who visit it. 

 

FIJIAN VILLAGE 

The diverse roles of tour operators have been identified and 

minimally include: 

• Influencing customers’ choices and behaviors 

• Directing the flow of tourists 

• Influencing the supply chain 

• Influencing the development of destinations 

• Influencing the well-being of destinations and local 

communities 

 

As you can probably guess from your own experiences, 

important in this discussion is the “sphere of influence” tour 

operators potentially have with respect to the destinations 

where they operate and introduce guests (Budeanu 2007). 

 

ELEPHANTS 

Tour operator’s sphere of influence is conceived at three levels 

varying from direct control to minimal control: 

1) The sphere of direct control OR where there is high 

influence), is the way in which they operate internally and 

develop their product; 
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2)  A tour operators medium influence, would include areas 

of supply chain management and their customer relations; 

and 

3) And their sphere of low influence, would include their 

various destination relationships (Budeanu 2007; Tepelus 

2005). 

 

Ecotourism operators also have many management roles and 

responsibilities that can assist in ensuring the health and well-

being of destinations. 

 

WATERFALL-MOJI 

They have Internal Management, which applies sustainability 

practices to the operations of the company’s headquarters, and 

includes changes that are relative to energy efficiency, 

minimizing waste, and ensuring acceptable staff working 

conditions; 

 

Everest-PRAYER FLAGS-Turtles 

They have Product Development and Management, which 

applies to the design of ecotourism programs and products that 

minimize negative environmental, social and cultural impacts, 

while producing acceptable economic returns; ideally 

contributing to and benefitting the conservation of natural 

areas. 
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SUPPY CHAIN 

Ecotourism operators also influence Supply Chain 

Management, which applies to the selection and contracting of 

service providers and may include actions such as setting 

sustainability standards, assessing performance and supporting 

improvements of suppliers, or the provision of incentives for 

these improvements (e.g., preferred provider, increased 

commission, ets,); 

 

Students in WATERFALL-BUY LOCAL-HIKERS 

Ecotourism operators are deeply engaged in Customer 

Relations: which applies to building consumer awareness of 

conservation, health and well-being and community issues 

through information sharing and interpretation on appropriate 

visitor behavior, such as the purchase of local products, 

respecting local culture, and minimizing guest’s negative 

environmental impact of their visit; 

 

They are also engaged in Cooperation with Destinations, which 

applies to the influence tour operators, either individually or 

through industry forums, can have on sustainability at the local 

level, including destination planning decisions and engaging in 

activities to support the health and well-being of their locale 

and society. 
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WOLF WATCHING-VILLAGE 

In addition to these areas of action, tour operators can also 

influence the volume of visitors entering destinations, and the 

type of demand for the destination through the way in which 

the destination is represented in marketing and promotion 

materials (Leiper 2000; Fredericks et al., 2008). 

 

This suggests a significant responsibility for tour operators 

when it comes to their role in working with a destination and 

the pace of change and sustainability of a destination 

(Fredericks et al. 2008; Tepelus 2005; Budeanu 2005, Carey et 

al., 1997, Holden and Kealy 1996). 

 

Ultimately, these actions begin to set the stage on the role a 

tourism operator can play to achieve sustainability and health 

and well-being for guests.  For example, tour operators can 

have a significant influence on a supply chain in terms of the 

service providers they select and contract with – i.e., whether 

they insist on suppliers meeting sustainability criteria, and 

whether they provide incentives to encourage more sustainable 

procedures and practices. 
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BONITO BRAZIL 

As an example, in Bonito, Brazil, tour operators work together 

to achieve a high level of environmental protection of sites and 

a quality ecotourism experience.  Local tour operators formed 

an alliance with travel representatives who sell ecotourism 

experiences in the area.  All representatives sell the tour for the 

same agreed upon price – so no price wars or competition 

based on pricing.  In addition, there are voluntary agreed upon 

limits of how many people can join each tour. 

 

These limits are set and upheld by each operator to protect the 

environment, the natural experience, and safety of each guest.  

The entire industry in the area supports these limits and meets 

monthly to discuss aspects of their tours, what is happening in 

the industry, and guest satisfaction.  In addition, some of the 

tour operators monitor the local fauna of the areas they 

operate in conjunction with scientists, conservation groups, and 

government requirements. 

 

RED ROCK HIKERS 

As tourism numbers increase, greater demand is placed on all 

resources within the supply and value chain, largely promoted 

and utilized by tour operators.  In a world of dwindling 

resources, tour operators must look at how they are valuing 

ecosystem services, because inherent in the promise of 

sustainable tourism as David Orr (1994) suggests is that we take 

a closer look at the way in which we “do” business. 
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He suggests that we need to learn “how to build local 

prosperity without ruining some other place…And, to revitalize 

an ecological concept of citizenship rooted in the 

understanding that activities that waste resources, pollute, 

destroy biological diversity, and degrade the beauty and the 

integrity of the landscape are forms of theft from common 

wealth…” (p. 168). 

 

Dive Boat and Rainbow 

Tourism operators are the link between the destination and the 

tourist and as such play and important role in moving the 

tourism industry to a more sustainable future. 

 

RIVERS FIJI CASE STUDY 

To highlight some of these ideas, I would like to share a project 

I have been involved in for almost 20 years…Rivers Fiji. 

 

Rivers Fiji (RF) began whitewater rafting and kayaking 

operations in 1998. In 2000, the company established the 

Upper Navua Conservation Area (UNCA), a 24-kilometer 

freshwater river, now protected from commercial extractive 

use within the primary corridor.  This is the first lease for 

conservation of its kind in Fiji, and possibly all of the South 

Pacific. 
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This unique conservation effort calls upon tourists’ dollars to 

support the protection of Fiji’s third largest freshwater drainage 

– home to unique species of fish, parrots and iguanas, Fiji’s only 

boa constrictor, and the largest in-tact groves of sago palm, 

now threatened in the rest of the pacific. 

 

Since the formation of the Upper Navua Conservation Area, the 

river has been designated as Fiji’s first and to date only 

Wetland of International Importance, as part of the 

International Ramsar Convention. 

 

Some of the things we have learned from this operation are 

that: 

• A relatively small ecotourism operation can have positive 

economic impacts on a region, typically cut off from the 

benefits of tourism; adding economic diversity and new 

community opportunities 

• And can expand employment through direct and indirect 

opportunities, with increased openings for training and 

education;  

• The economic and social benefits have given communities 

and government political capital to protect the cultural 

and natural resources in the region; 

• There have been ancillary health and well-being activities 

have emerged, including the development of schools, 

health clinics, and improved technology for drinking water; 
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• RF operation has also been an impetus for greater 

conservation efforts in the region 

 

To enhance conservation of the area’s fragile ecosystems, 

environmental outreach programs were developed through a 

partnership between Rivers Fiji and Nature Fiji (an NGO focused 

on the protection and conservation of the country’s natural 

environment). 

 

Together they provide local communities with a series of 

environmental education river trips to experience first-hand the 

economic, environmental, and cultural importance of their won 

“backyard.” 

 

IGUANA 

In an effort to inspire future decision-makers, these programs 

are designed to motivate children and their families to think 

about sustainability and other conservation-based benefits for 

the future.  The results have been inspiring, and brought an 

increased understanding to communities in and around Fiji’s 

first and only Ramsar site. 

 

Let’s take a look at this pacific island project and what some 

of the people of Fiji think about it… 
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I think we all know that the development of tourism is 

accompanied by significant challenges in the form of non-

renewable energy intensive transportation; excessive water 

consumption compared with residential use; discharges of 

untreated water; generation of waste; damage to terrestrial 

and marine biodiversity; and the threats to the survival of local 

cultures, built heritage, and traditions. 

 

Research demonstrated that SUSTAINABLE ecotourism can play 

a significant role in conservation of natural areas in many parts 

of the world and that the virtuous circle of ecotourism leads to 

a self-reinforcing activity of positive attitudes and visitation to 

natural area sites. 

 

Ecotourism engages travelers in the outdoors, which can be 

restorative, can promote physical activity, and assist in 

developing an appreciation for nature… 

 

This visitation provides support for conservation in several ways 

as well – tourism spending that supports local economies, 

tourists may donate time or money to conservation projects 

and may lobby governments to support biodiversity 

conservation. 
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Another aspect of ecotourism is the development of 

Partnerships, whether at a local, regional, national or global 

level have the capacity to assist in delivering conservation, 

economic, and health and well-being goals. 

 

Turtle Conservation 

An example of partnerships in ecotourism, is with international 

sea turtle conservation strategies, which have demonstrated 

the capacity to benefit local communities through revenue for 

conservation programs, alternative sources of income for local 

residents, increased community support for conservation, 

volunteer assistance and raising tourists’ awareness of 

conservation and sustainability. 

 

AND, data shows that non-consumptive use of sea turtles has 

greater economic, social and environmental benefits than 

consumptive use. 

 

Village and Guests 

Partnerships between local groups and national and 

international organizations are an important component of 

ecotourism projects.  Partnership opportunities exist through a 

number of mechanisms such as direct community based 

tourism development, stimulating small business for long term 

partners, and buying from a community based tourism 

organization or local tour operator. 
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Partnerships were and continue to be incredibly important to 

Rivers Fiji and the protection of a river corridor called the 

Upper Navua Conservation Area… 

 

 

While we certainly are not naïve to believe ecotourism is the 

panacea to all the challenges we face as a global society, we do 

believe it has the potential to support the health and well-being 

of residents, which are inherently linked to biodiversity 

conservation efforts, and cultural heritage preservation – it also 

creates a mechanism for education, sustained economic 

development, equal opportunities for women, and human 

rights – ultimately working toward a system of positive change 

into the next millennium. 

 

In this presentation I have illustrated how the Earth’s organisms 

depend on one another to sustain themselves.  To behave as if 

human beings are somehow outside of or beyond this 

intricately woven web of life is wrong-headed.  I have also 

illustrated ecotourism’s connection to the promotion of health 

and well-being, as part of what needs to occur in the next 

millennium.  We are a part of, not apart from, nature, and we 

are obligated to abide by nature’s laws.   
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And while people might someday prefer to live on other 

planets, for now the Earth is our only home, and we would do 

well to conserve its biological treasures and enhance access 

and our own health and well-being.   

 

 

Thank you! 


