Research ecotourism is a relatively new component of activities within the ecotourism

industry, providing research opportunities for visitors focusing on aspects of the

natural environment which are principally located in developing countries.
The positive nature of

socio-cultural impacts perceived by host communities alongside the irregular nature of

economic benefits to host communities is analogous with the altruistic surplus theory

of individual recognition of communal benefits. Certain characteristics of research

ecotourists are identified as contributing towards host reactions towards visitors which

reinforce the contention that this is a desirable form of ecotourism in similar locations.
ecotourism as an alternative income-generating activity

to facilitate management of the increasing number of protected areas proposed

under international conventions
A brief

outline of the situation with regards to tourism in Indonesia is required to illustrate

this point
The bombing of two Bali nightclubs frequented by Western

holidaymakers in October 2002 and the explosion at the Marriott Hotel in Jakarta

in August 2003 has cemented the official belief that Indonesia is unsafe for

nationals of the UK, US, Australia and other countries.
non-essential travel to anywhere in Indonesia,
comprising ‘hard

core nature tourists’ such as scientific researchers and more recently categorised
-longer periods of time then ecotourists

remote or isolated nature of the location, which

is commonly in national parks or other protected areas which may be more

distant from centres of population than those visited by nature-based ecotourists.
Specific to park

Research was conducted for two months in 2001 and again in 2002 using the

example of Operation Wallacea, a UK-based research ecotourism operator which

has been active in the Wakatobi Marine National Park in south-east Sulawesi,

Indonesia, since 1996 (Figure 1). The vast majority of research ecotourists

involved with this operator are UK-based higher education students undertaking

fieldwork projects which are designed to meet longer-term conservation

objectives whilst also serving to form the basis for their final year undergraduate

and Masters level dissertation projects
involves approximately two days’ boat travel from the nearest regional airport

located in the provincial capital of Makassar.
Sixty semi-structured interviews were conducted with residents of four

Kaledupan villages which focused on perceived impacts associated with the

presence of Operation Wallacea on the local economy and culture.
interaction with visitors, perceived impacts of

visitor conduct on resident behaviour, and individual ability to benefit in

economic terms from visitors. Sixty-four interviewees from two villages were

also asked to respond to statements concerning socio-cultural and economic

effects of ecotourism.
The other village, being located in a remote inland location with

difficult access, interacts with ecotourists solely through occasional recreational

visits being made to the locality.
one of acceptance and enthusiasm.
sense of pride in the

region, although the scientific rationale for the research being conducted was not

commonly recognised. Communal rather than individual benefits such as the

novelty of having young foreign people staying in villages and the excitement

this generated, particularly amongst children, were frequently highlighted as

positive outcomes. These are illustrated by the statements that ‘it is lovely to see

new and different faces’ and ‘tourists make children happy and smile’. Emphasis

was also placed on the value of frequent informal interaction with research
ecotourists which afforded individuals the opportunity to practise or improve

English language skills or engage in sporting activities.
Interviews with local residents revealed the significance of maintaining

cultural values, with considerable emphasis being placed on the importance of

maintaining codes of conduct in order to preserve the sense of community

stability. As expressed by the members of a women’s group in village A, ‘sometimes

young people want to copy Westerners and wear clothing such as vests,

which is totally intolerable’.
concern over the effects on the younger generation

witnessing conduct between sexes inappropriate to local norms and the

consumption of alcohol. As
As might be expected, standards of behaviour in young

people from a Western background and a Muslim society in a remote part of

Indonesia are vastly different, particularly with regard to sexual conduct and

alcohol consumption, which could constitute an area of concern.
information being distributed to all research

ecotourists prior to their arrival which details local standards of dress, conduct

between sexes and alcohol consumption and the need to observe these when

coming into contact with local residents. The survey indicated that, whilst all

were aware of dress codes, only half of the respondents were aware of restrictions

on drinking in public places. This may be attributable to the fact that there

are very few local residents on the island of Hoga, hence the perceived importance

of rules regarding the public consumption of alcohol or their enforcement

may be lessened. Similarly, alcohol is sold by both the research ecotour operator

and locally owned shops on the island, which may again reduce the significance

of public drinking in the eyes of visitors. However, 98% of the research

ecotourists questioned stated that they were willing to follow rules regarding
dress and alcohol consumption, highlighting the extent to which they would

adapt to local cultural standards.
regards to income-generating opportunities. These were realised

through direct employment, rental of accommodation for visitors or the sale of

handicrafts and food. However, interviews and personal observations indicated

that the extent to which individuals can appropriate these benefits is largely

dependent upon the possession of capital or personal attributes. Direct employment

required particular skills such as English language or boat handling ability,

whilst the numbers employed were noted to remain constant from year to year,

reflecting the availability of qualified individuals within the local community as

well as the similar number of visitors.
the sale of handicrafts and food is open to a greater variety of individuals

and affords groups such as women, the young and older members of the local

community the opportunity to participate.
village A, giving rise to the significance accorded to renting out accommodation

and the greater recognition of economic benefits to residents of this village.

In contrast, residents of the more remote village B see the sale of handicrafts as

presenting most potential. It is evident that the quantity and regularity of income

generated from these activities will differ to the detriment of individuals in

village B, which could generate resentment between communities. However, it is

important to bear in mind that the seasonality of the research ecotourism activity

is such that employment or accommodation rental is restricted to a maximum of
three months each year, hence such income as is generated is seen as an addition

rather than alternative to existing sources of income. Furthermore, repairs to the

physical infrastructure of villages which are carried out by some individuals

during their stay represents a further intangible economic benefit to a wider

cross-section of residents
It can therefore be seen that the majority of income streams associated with

research ecotourism are highly seasonal in nature and are realised by predominantly

male landowners or individuals with specific skills who are resident in

communities which by dint of location have greater interaction with the research

ecotour operator. This pattern of periodic cash gains accruing to particular elites

has been characterised elsewhere as creating opposition or resentment to

ecotourism and generating economic disempowerment within host communities
However, this case study has demonstrated the extent to which

local residents welcome and are positive about the presence of research

ecotourism and the absence of any adverse impacts on community values or

visitor/host relations. The emphasis on intangible benefits to the wider community

arising through frequent informal contact with visitors rather than direct

economic benefits indicate that the impacts on host communities are explicable

with reference to the altruistic
creating opposition or resentment to

ecotourism and generating economic disempowerment within host communities
The

mutual dependence of members of isolated communities such as those on

Kaledupa, particularly in periods of economic instability such as those which

have afflicted Indonesia since the late 1990s, could also be considered as contributing

towards the strengthening of community values.
Tourist profiling

importance of using the opportunity to gain

newexperiences, primarily related to the natural environment of the destination.

These results indicate that the typical research ecotourist could be summarised

as an undergraduate student in the natural sciences, interested and willing to get

involved in environmental issues and motivated by a general desire to realise

personal goals and gain new experiences which involve a combination of the

natural and human environmental characteristics of the destination. Such characteristics

differ from mainstream ecotourists whose motives focus more on

experiencing wildlife and natural areas to the exclusion of interacting with local

residents
Factor analysis and details of Likert scale responses relating to

motivational statements amongst research ecotourists
demonstrated the existence of intangible socio-cultural benefits

associated with research ecotourism in a developing country destination which,

despite the domination of local elites with regard to economic benefits, generate

support for research ecotourism amongst local residents.
sector of the market could

be a more stable long-term prospect which is less vulnerable to external political

influences than other forms of ecotourism such as nature-based ecotourism,

which typically involve older more affluent individuals with a wider choice of

destinations.

These considerations take on added significance given the pressure to develop

ecotourism as an income generating activity in the outer islands such as Sulawesi

(Dalem, 2002) and the ongoing devolution of political authority to provincial and

lower tiers of government which will provide greater autonomy and, hopefully,

a greater ability to take account of local characteristics in the planning of

ecotourism in these locations.
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