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A Triple Bottom Line Framework for Sustainable
Tourism Development for International Donors

Defining Indicators for Conservation, Community
and Local Enterprise Development (Part I)

The effort to set sustainability standards for ecotourism has focused primarily on the private sector

since the late 1980s. The process of introducing standards for ecotourism development was steady in

the 1990s with guidelines developed for nature tour operators 1, ecolodges 2, and marine ecotourism 3

by The International Ecotourism Society (TIES), and the establishment of the National Ecotourism

Assessment Project (NEAP) 4 by Ecotourism Australia — the only ecotourism certification project in

the world.  These and many other guidelines and certification projects worldwide have focused

primarily on the private sector, while much less effort has been focused on systems for advance

project analysis and monitoring of donor funded projects, frequently being led by NGOs.

A study by The George Washington University (GWU), published in part by Conservation Interna-

tional (CI) and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) 5  investigated over 320 tourism-

related projects to determine the amount of donor funds channeled into tourism development and the

types of projects funded in 2002.  The investment totaled US $7 billion over 5 years.  Despite this

large investment, the donors (defined as bilateral and multilateral agencies) have not yet developed

clear and transparent guidelines for ecotourism project development, empirical data gathering

approaches for project selection, or published standards for project evaluation, except for one

notable exception— GTZ the German bilateral. 6

The need for a project analysis and evaluation framework for donors is underwritten by the fact that

donor funded ecotourism projects frequently disappear after funding cycles are over.  In his study for

UNEP, Donald Hawkins and his co-authors conclude that,

“many NGOs and donor agencies have attempted to work with communities, identify their

needs and provide communities with what they want (tented camps, craft villages).  Often

these initiatives have been supply-based, have not involved the private sector, and their
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sustainability is questionable.” 7

Tourism’s contribution to the gross domestic products of developing countries has been climbing

dramatically in the past decade, despite recent downturns in the marketplace.  The stakes are high

for successful new donor interventions in sustainable tourism and ecotourism. A study by the

Worldwatch Institute in Washington, D.C. found, that

“Tourism is the only economic sector where developing countries consistently run a trade

surplus, it’s especially significant in poorer countries that have few other options: for the

world’s 49 so-called least developed countries, tourism is the second largest source of

foreign exchange after oil.” 8

To advance dialogue on improving ecotourism project results, a project analysis and evaluation

framework is needed that defines indicators for conservation, community and local enterprise

development that can be inter-sectorally accessed on-line and reviewed by university researchers,

independent evaluation teams hired by donors, NGOs, communities, and the private sector.

A paper on this subject was presented as the keynote address at the Conference on Ecotourism and

Conservation in the Americas at Stanford University in 2002, and has since been through blind and

editorial review with the editors at Stanford University.  It awaits publication as a chapter in a book.

EplerWood Report will now excerpt this timely document.  The first of two parts, this report will

explore why a triple bottom line evaluation approach is of great importance.  And it will explore

monitoring parameters for Ecotourism as a Conservation Strateg.  The next report in September

2004 will explore the other two parts of the proposed framework, Ecotourism as a Community

Development Strategy and Ecotourism as an Enterprise Development Strategy.  And we will look at

the consequences of managing sustainable tourism projects without uniform indicators in a Special

Field Report by Oliver Hillel, member of the EplerWood Report editorial board, who will investigate

the issue from the point of view of donor project managers.

This series proposes a draft triple-bottom line evaluation framework in order to give as much impetus

as possible to a process of further input and review among experts.  It is not intended to be a final

product.  Nonetheless, the author suggests that a consistent triple bottom line project analysis and

evaluation framework for donors funding sustainable tourism is urgently needed and is crucial to the

success of donors to support ecotourism.
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Advancing Donor Cooperation
In 1999 donor representatives from IADB, the World Bank, and German, French, and Norwegian

bilateral aid representatives met at the Inter-American Development Bank to discuss with ecotourism

project leaders how to set standards for ecotourism projects. The results of this Ecotourism Develop-

ment Policy Forum held at IADB in Washington, D.C. in 1999, co-sponsored by TIES, Conservation

International, World Resources Institute, and the Environmental Enterprises Assistance Fund were

summarized, circulated and published with the following points, “1) there are critical gaps in existing

knowledge and information regarding ecotourism, 2) ecotourism projects in the donor community lack

coordination and have high overlap, 3) donor packages intended to conserve biological diversity

often have failed to properly account for tourism market realities” (Epler Wood 2002).

In 2001 with a Sustainable Tourism Development Roundtable was organized by Conservation

International and The George Washington University which identified the concerns of the donors

when implementing tourism as part of development frameworks, their rationales, and issues and

actions of concern in such fields as biodiversity conservation, poverty reduction, economic growth,

sustainable development, and profitability within the private sector. 9   Three meetings have been held

among European Development Assistance Agencies in 2003 & 2004, further advancing the question

of donor cooperation. 10  These initiatives continue, and a meeting of a Sustainable Tourism Forum

has now been proposed for October 2004 for both European and North American donors, in Wash-

ington, D.C. to be held at The George Washington University.

A Triple Bottom Line Approach to Ecotourism Project Analysis and Evaluation
The discussion of how well ecotourism contributes to sustainability has frequently been reduced to

one biodiversity conservation bottom line for the purposes of evaluation and monitoring of project

success. 11 12  However, sustainable development literature has argued in the last eight years that the

triple bottom line of conservation, economic, and cultural/social benefits need to be considered

equally. 13

When working in the field, it is difficult to separate the goals of biodiversity conservation, community

and economic development.  A primary thesis of this series of papers is that each part of the triple

bottom line is essential to achieve sustainable development results.  If a project is designed for long-

term success it is clearly dependent on good design in all three disciplines, and each will be mutually

reinforcing.
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A perfect model would not separate each bottom line but explore their deep interdependence.

However, given that this type of framework has never been created before, this series of papers will

separate each of the bottom lines, and explore the indicators for each.  In future, the inter-relation-

ships between each bottom line could be studied and synergies and cross disciplinary influences

could certainly be reviewed   But first the triple bottom line system of analysis and evaluation needs

to be tested in the field, an exercise the author is presently undertaking with an ecolodge develop-

ment project in Sri Lanka supported in part by US AID, and is advocating for other donor projects to

begin as soon as possible. Examples from this project will be provided to illustrate how the author is

testing out the framework principles being discussed here.

Evaluation Framework for Ecotourism as a Conservation Strategy

1. To what extent has ecotourism contributed to the cost of protecting and managing natural

areas/ or the specific natural area under review?

There is no international database regarding the use of visitor fees to parks, but anecdotal

evidence indicates they have been introduced and/or increased at many developed and

developing country natural areas in the 1990s. 14 TIES assisted Colorado State University with a

study 15 published in 1994 that surveyed 319 protected areas in the world and found that over

50% of revenues for protected areas in developing countries was from visitor entrance fees.  To

study actual conservation impact, however, the exact portion of the fees that are used directly in

the protected area must be included.  The 1994 Giongo study showed that 32% of these fees

were returned to the protected areas, the remainder going to central treasuries.

It is well documented that funding of protected areas is not adequate around the world. The

International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) estimated that 80% of protected area

budgets are not being covered by any source, and that an estimated “$20-30 billion annually over

the next 30 years is required to establish and maintain a comprehensive protected area system

including terrestrial, wetland, and marine ecosystems.”16

One of the problems identified at the 2003 World Parks and Protected Area Congress sessions on

the Financial Security for Protected Areas was that “revenues from tourist income are not being
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earmarked for protected area management.” 17  It has been estimated that the 60,000 nationally-

designated protected areas each require an average of USD 500,000 per year for their

maintenance – making the total cost of maintaining the global network of protected areas around

USD 27.5 billion per year.  However, very few protected areas generate sufficient income to cover

their maintenance costs at present. 18 Ecotourism cannot constitute the sole source of support for

protected areas, because  tourism is a fluctuating economy dependent on many external issues

impossible for government to control, such as health, natural disasters, and security.  But this

does not imply that tourism should not be an important source of revenues for protected areas

that offsets national treasury costs.

Advance project analysis and evaluation questions should include, how much total revenue

ecotourism is providing to protected areas, what percentage is being earmarked for conservation

in specific protected areas, and what proportion of total protected area budgets are being covered

by ecotourism.

2. What are the biophysical impacts of tourism in natural areas?

The significance of biophysical visitor impacts on natural areas worldwide has never been

quantified biologically.  Tracking impacts is dependent on having or obtaining baseline data, which

is frequently unavailable.  Giongo and co-authors19 found that monitoring of impacts was taking

place in just over 50% of parks in developed countries and in fewer than 35% in developing

countries.   The publication “Sustainable Tourism in Protected Areas: Guidelines for Planning and

Management” jointly published by UNEP, The World Conservation Unit (IUCN) and the World

Tourism Organization (WTO) in 2002 states,

“Monitoring is an essential component of any planning or management process, for without

monitoring managers know nothing about progress towards the objectives that have been

set for visitor management”20

Indicators to be tracked include: trail depth, water quality, site spreading, vegetation and wildlife

impacts. A study, using interviews with U.S. park superintendents in 51 parks, found 30% of the

parks had significant impacts on vegetation, 37% on wildlife, 22% on water quality, 15% on air

quality. 21  Similarly, the Giongo study showed that managers had concerns about erosion, site-

spreading, trail depth, water quality and vegetation impacts.  But neither study reported on the

http://www.eplerwood.com


EPLERWOOD
 I N T E R N A T I O N A L.......................................................................................................

............................................................................................................
❻

THE EPLERWOOD REPORT © 2003 EPLERWOOD INTERNATIONAL · WWW.EPLERWOOD.COM · INFO@EPLERWOOD.COM · 802.865.3351

percentage of total park area impacted, an absolutely required statistic to gather if the impact of

tourism is to be understood by monitoring teams.

Another evaluation focal point for the impacts of tourism in natural areas is the existence of direct

management strategies, including zoning, required guides, citations and fines, campsite designa-

tion, limitation of visit duration, reservation systems, and visitor number limits.  Ten years ago

these strategies were used by fewer than 50% of developed world parks, and in fewer than 40%

of most developing world parks according to Giongo and co-authors.  Unfortunately this study was

never repeated, so current concerns are unknown, but the existence of regulations to manage

visitation in parks and protected areas around the world is an important indicator of progress in

the future to understand if ecotourism is having an impact on conservation of natural areas.

Indirect management techniques include signs, patrols, tour operators, introductory talks, written

material, displays, etc.   These management approaches can also be tracked as part of an

evaluation framework, to understand how well natural areas are using information to educate

visitors.

3. Are there initiatives to manage ecotourism impacts via land-use management techniques

and environmental regulations in buffer zones, or areas in the zone of influence of pro-

tected areas?

While some attention is generally paid to visitor impacts on areas within the borders of protected

areas, startlingly little attention has been paid to the management of visitor impacts outside of

the borders of protected areas. The use of land by both private landowners and commercial

developers outside of protected areas can have a devastating effect, and this must be tracked in

order to understand more broadly the impacts of ecotourism on natural areas. The Nature

Conservancy guidelines for visitor monitoring 22 recommended monitoring outside of protected

areas because of the impacts of tourism on local communities.

Regulatory mechanisms must also be tracked, such as the municipalities’ ability to control density

of land-use, and what types of environmental impact analysis is required to receive building

permits.  In many areas municipalities still have no ability to limit commercial buildings that do not

have sewage treatment or other basic health and safety requirements.
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It is difficult to imagine progress toward sustainable tourism unless important regulatory and

policy gaps are addressed. In just one case study in Belize, authors of the report Rural

Ecotourism Assessment Program,23 found that while significant donor funds are flowing toward

NGO projects concentrating on the conservation of biodiversity off the coast of Belize within

marine protected areas, local communities living below the poverty line in buffer zones directly

adjacent to marine protection areas have no sewage treatment system and no source of financial

support from their government or donors to develop such a system.

4. What direct impact is tourism having on biological diversity?

While tourism’s impacts on wildlife and vegetation have been tracked by protected area managers

in the past decades to a limited degree (see question # 1), efforts to track tourism’s direct impacts

on biological diversity are just beginning.  Challenges can be found particularly in the tropical rain

forest, where the scientific research on these complex ecosystems is still underway, leaving many

questions about how to manage visitor impacts.

The analysis of biodiversity impacts of tourism is still a very new field.  Scientific institutions

already working on biodiversity conservation and monitoring are ideal partners and should be

enlisted in donor projects to provide the baseline data that is available, and advice on how to

monitor impacts.  In this author’s Sri Lanka project, a biodiversity monitoring team has been

established to establish indicator species and review project impacts over a 2 year period.  Local

research specialists have been identified with expertise in important flagship species, both flora

and fauna.  They will be supervised by Sri Lankan senior academic scientists, who will sit on a

scientific advisory board for the project.  This has been budgeted for a cost of 8% of the total

donor funds invested in the project.  While prices will vary in different parts of the world, the point

is that an investment in biodiversity monitoring need not be prohibitive, and can likely be borne by

donors as part of project investment.

5. What impact is ecotourism having on the development of new government policies that

support the sustainable development of tourism?

At the World Ecotourism Summit (WES) in May 2002 in Quebec, there was an effort to collate and

synthesize all preparatory meetings and presentations made during the event.  Table A provides a

breakdown of the recommendations made at WES according to the Policy Type needed, Policy
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Tools recommended, and Policy Actions required.  This table provides a good framework for future

donor policy analysis.

At the international level, it is clear from the results at WES that legislative and legal frameworks for

ecotourism are still lacking.  There will need to be a long-term effort to develop legal policies for

tourism at the national, provincial and local level.  There is also a pressing need to develop budget-

ary mechanisms for implementation of ecotourism policy frameworks.  Until fiscal commitment is

achieved, planning will not result in action.

Table A
International Ecotourism Policy Analysis24
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Evaluation of government policies should be a part of any donor evaluation framework, and in-depth

analysis of each of these categories should be undertaken as part of a project initiation framework.

6. Is ecotourism contributing to a better understanding of the environmental and social

setting of the site/region being visited?

The role of ecotourism in educating visitors and the community has been stressed throughout

the world, but in particular in Australia.   Interpretation, which assists the visitor to gain a better

awareness, appreciation, and understanding of and as a result, greater enjoyment from natural

areas is an integral component of ecotourism.  In addition, good interpretation can help generate

contributions for important local conservation initiatives.
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Understanding how ecotourism delivers information about the environment and local cultures is

fundamental to evaluating it.  An interpretive program should be evaluated by the following

criteria:

• It is critical that the interpretive activity is based on sound information that is presented in a

balanced manner so that visitors are able to form their own opinions.

• There should be a clear distinction between facts and opinions.

• There should be cooperation between the agency and the ecotourism operator to ensure

the integrity of the content of interpretation.

• There should be an interpretive strategy that focuses on messages to be delivered and

appropriate techniques to deliver the message.

• There should be training of interpretive staff. 20

Conclusion
This paper has sought to use recent literature, results of global participatory meetings, the author’s

experience in Sri Lanka with establishing a monitoring program, and other evaluation frameworks for

sustainable development to determine if a set of basic questions for ecotourism development

evaluation could be derived.  A final draft framework for the first part of this framework is provided

as Table B.  Without such a framework in the future, ecotourism will lack proper oversight and put

donor investments at risk.  A final framework, that has the benefit of multistakeholder review, will be

a valuable contribution of great importance to NGOs, communities, the private sector and donors

worldwide.

Table B.
Draft Triple Bottom Line Evaluation Framework Part I
Questions on Ecotourism as a Conservation Strategy

1 To what extent has ecotourism contributed to the cost of protecting and managing

natural areas/ or the specific natural area under review?

- Total revenue provided to protected or natural area system?

- Percentage earmarked for conservation in specific protected or natural areas?

10

http://www.eplerwood.com


EPLERWOOD
 I N T E R N A T I O N A L.......................................................................................................

............................................................................................................
THE EPLERWOOD REPORT © 2003 EPLERWOOD INTERNATIONAL · WWW.EPLERWOOD.COM · INFO@EPLERWOOD.COM · 802.865.3351

- Percentage of budget provided by ecotourism to total protected or natural area system?

- Percentage provided to individual park or natural area budget?

2 What are the biophysical impacts of tourism in natural areas?

- Is monitoring of impacts taking place?

- Is baseline data being collected?

- What categories of biophysical impacts are there?

a. wildlife b. vegetation c. water quality d. air quality e. erosion

- What percentage of the natural area is being affected?

- What direct management techniques are being used?

a. zoning b. required guides c.citations and fines d. campsite designation e. limitation of

duration of visit e.reservation systems f.visitor number limits

- What indirect management techniques are being used?

a. signs b. patrols c. tour operator concessions d.introductory talks e.written guidelines f.

displays

-   Is a management response system in place?

3 Are there initiatives to manage ecotourism impacts in buffer zones or zones affected

by ecotourism development?

- Are growth management strategies being used?

a. zoning b. visitor mangement c. tourism plans d. design plans

- Are regulatory mechanisms being used?

a. building permit with environmental standards b. environmental impact statements c.

standards for sewage treatment d. watershed protection

-   What capabilities do local authorities have to implement these mechanisms?

4 What impact is tourism having on biological diversity?

- Establish data base of research on zone where tourism is to be developed, use existing

biodiversity indices and establish baselines as recommended by research institutions

already working on site

- Develop a data base on indicator species, flora and fauna, 3-4 months before project

initiation

- Assign field researchers with expertise in flora and fauna to site for monitoring over a

period of 1 year.  Monitor impacts on a periodic basis thereafter.

11
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- Develop parallel research programs on flagship species and other important research

topics that are site specific to continue for at least one year and are monitored regularly

by project thereafter.

5 What impact is ecotourism having on the development of government policies that

support sustainable development of tourism?

- What legal frameworks exist to provide incentives for sustainable tourism development?

- Are there participatory planning programs that include rural and indigenous communi-

ties?

- Is there an ecotourism plan?

- What budgetary mechanisms are in place to support ecotourism plans?

- What training programs are in place to support community participation?

- What finance mechanisms are in place for small businesses?

6 Is ecotourism contributing to a better understanding of the environmental and social

setting of the site/region?

- Are interpretive activities based on sound information and presented in balanced

manner?

- Is there cooperation between natural areas and private sector to develop interpretive

programs?

- Is there an interpretive plan or strategy for natural areas?

- Is there training for interpretive staff?

Literature Cited
1 The International Ecotourism Society (TIES) 1993, Ecotourism Guidelines for Nature Tour

Operators, TIES, Washington, D.C., USA
2 Mehta, Hitesh, Ana Baez, and Paul O’Laughlin, 2002, International Ecolodge Guidelines, TIES,

Washington, D.C. USA
3 Halpenny, Elizabeth, 2002, Marine Ecotourism Guidelines, TIES, Washington, D.C., USA
4 Ecotourism Australia, 2004, The eco-tick assurance for Operators, Protected Area Managers,

Local Communities & Travellers, http://www.ecotourism.org.au/neap.asp
5 Christ, Costas, Oliver Hillel, Seleni Matus, Jamie Sweeting, 2003, Tourism and Biodiversity,

Mapping Tourism’s Global Footprint, Conservation International, Washington, D.C., USA

www.uneptie.org/pc/tourism/documents/tourism%20and%20biodiversity

12

http://www.eplerwood.com
http://www.uneptie.org/pc/tourism/documents/tourism%20and%20biodiversity


EPLERWOOD
 I N T E R N A T I O N A L.......................................................................................................

............................................................................................................
THE EPLERWOOD REPORT © 2003 EPLERWOOD INTERNATIONAL · WWW.EPLERWOOD.COM · INFO@EPLERWOOD.COM · 802.865.3351

6 Steck, Birgit, Wolfgang Strasdas and E. Gustedt, 1999, Tourism in Technical Cooperation: a guide

to the conception, planning, and implementation of project accompanying measures in regional

rural development and nature conservation, GTZ, Eschborn, Germany
7 Hawkins, Donald E., Kristin Lamoureux and Auliana Poon, 2002, The Relationship of Tourism

Development to Biodiversity Conservation and the Sustainable Use of Energy and Water

Resources :A Stakeholder Management Framework, A UNEP Report, Paris, France
8 Mastny, Lisa, 2002, Traveling Light: New Paths for International Tourism, Worldwatch Paper 159:

Worldwatch Institute, Washington, D.C., USA
9 Sustainable Tourism Development Roundtable Minutes, October 11, 2001, The George Washing-

ton University, Washington, D.C.
10 Blangy, Sylvie, personal communication with minutes from Hanover, Germany 2003; Aix en

Provence, France 2003, and Berlin, Germany 2004
11 Brandon, Katrina and Richard Margoluis, 1996, The Bottom Line: Getting

Biodiversity Conservation Back into Ecotourism, in The Ecotourism Equation,

Bulletin Number 99, Yale University, New Haven, CT, USA
12 Christ, Costas, Oliver Hillel, Seleni Matus, Jamie Sweeting, 2003, Tourism and Biodiversity,

Mapping Tourism’s Global Footprint, Conservation International, Washington, D.C., USA

www.uneptie.org/pc/tourism/documents/tourism%20and%20biodiversity
13 SustAinability, 1996, Engaging Stakeholders: Volume 1 The Benchmark Survey, London,UK
14 Lindberg, K.  2001.  Protected Area Visitor Fees: Overview.  Report for The International

Ecotourism Society, Washington, D.C, USA
15 Giongo Francesca, Jean Bosco-Nizeye, and George Wallace, 1993, A Study of Visitor

Management in the Worlds National Parks and Protected Areas, Professional Paper, Colorado

State University, Fort Collins, CO, USA
16 International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), 2003, Recommendations of the Vth

World Parks Congress, http://www.iucn.org/wpc2003/pdfs/outputs/wpc/recommendations.pdf
17 Ibid
18 Font, X., 2004, personal communication, extracted from upcoming report on ability of tourism to

financially contribute to protected area management, Leeds University, Leeds, U.K.
19 Giongo Francesca, Jean Bosco-Nizeye, and George Wallace, 1993, A Study of Visitor

Management in the Worlds National Parks and Protected Areas, Professional Paper, Colorado

State University, Fort Collins, CO, USA

13

http://www.eplerwood.com
http://www.uneptie.org/pc/tourism/documents/tourism%20and%20biodiversity
http://www.iucn.org/wpc2003/pdfs/outputs/wpc/recommendations.pdf


EPLERWOOD
 I N T E R N A T I O N A L.......................................................................................................

............................................................................................................
THE EPLERWOOD REPORT © 2003 EPLERWOOD INTERNATIONAL · WWW.EPLERWOOD.COM · INFO@EPLERWOOD.COM · 802.865.3351

20 Eagles, Paul, Stephen F. McCool, Christopher D. Haynes, 2002, Sustainable Tourism in Protected

Areas, IUCN 2002, Gland, Switzerland http://www.uneptie.org/pc/tourism/library/

st%20in%20prot.areas/Best-Practice-8.pdf
21 Wang, Chih-Yung and Paul S. Miko, 1997, Environmental Impacts of Tourism on U.S. National

Parks, Journal of Travel Research, Spring 1997
22 Rome, Abi, 1999, Ecotourism Impact Monitoring : A Review of Methodologies and Recommenda-

tions for Developing Monitoring Programs in Latin America, The Nature Conservancy, Arlington,

VA , USA http://www.conserveonline.org/2001/06/s/

Ecotourism_Impacts_Monitoring;internal&action=cs.plain.action
23 Lash, Gail and Alison Austin, 2003, Rural Ecotourism Assessment Program (REAP), EplerWood

International, Burlington, VT USA, www.eplerwood.com
24 EplerWood International, in press, A Review of International Markets, Business, Finance &

Technical Assistance Models for Ecolodges in Developing Countries, World Bank/IFC/GEF,

Washington, D.C., USA
20 Charters, Tony and Kerren Law, eds., 2000, Best Practice Ecotourism in Queensland, Tourism

Queensland, Brisbane, Queensland, Australia

14

http://www.uneptie.org/pc/tourism/library/
http://www.conserveonline.org/2001/06/s/Ecotourism_Impacts_Monitoring;internal&action=cs.plain.action
http://www.eplerwood.com

