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ECOTOURISM INITIATIVES IN ASIA AND THE PACIFIC 
Lee Choon Loong - President/CEO of DISCOVERYMICE 

Chairman – Asia Pacific Ecotourism Society 

 
Sawadee Kap! 

First and foremost I would like to thank the hosts for the wonderful hospitality and my appreciation to UNWTO for 

inviting me to present “The Ecotourism Initiatives in Asia and the Pacific” to such a distinguished audience of 

tourism policymakers and practitioners. Thank you and Koh Pun Kap!    

 

DISCOVERYMICE produces and organises world and regional tourism conferences. These world conferences 

are non-profit which often incorporate high level meetings, symposiums and business events. Held in 

collaboration with host countries and UNWTO, they are designed to produce transformational tourism policies, 

promote regional cooperation and generate investments. The goal of our conferences is to help developing 

countries transform into tourism countries, galvanising public resources and driving private sector initiatives.  

 

The World Ecotourism Conference is our signature event, and it has been held in Laos, Malaysia and Cambodia. 

This year the 4th World Ecotourism Conference will be held in South Korea at the Korean International Exhibition 

Centre (KINTEX) from 2nd to 5th September in collaboration with UNWTO, Korean Ministry of Culture, Sports 

and Tourism, Gyeonggi Tourism Organisation and Ecotourism Korea. 

 

The global interest in ecotourism started way back 10 years ago when the World Ecotourism Summit, was held in 

Quebec City, Canada to mark 2002 as the International Year of Ecotourism. The Summit was an initiative of the 

World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) and United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP).  

 

The purpose of the Summit was to bring together governments, international agencies, NGOs, tourism 

enterprises, representatives of local and indigenous communities, academic institutions and individuals with an 

interest in ecotourism, and enable them to learn from each other and identify some agreed principles and 

priorities for the future development and management of ecotourism. 

 

Since this year is the 10th anniversary of International Year of Ecotourism, I thought it would be more meaningful 

if we were to review the initiatives based on issues that were raised 10 years ago. 

 

Based on 2002 World Ecotourism Summit report, one of the issues submitted by the Asia Pacific region was the 

need to integrate a range of perspectives, with communications being the key. It was recommended that: 

1) governments should establish an open dialogue with local communities, private companies and NGOs; 

2) governments should develop transparent communication, consultation and decision making processes; 

and 

3) public-private partnerships should be seen as a key facilitating mechanism, particularly for informing and 

educating the travelling public about the consequences of their travels as well as their potential.  

The other issues were the need  

 to provide capacity building for both the public and private sector and  

 to develop guidelines, criteria and indicators.  

There were also issues on difficulty in enforcing regulations and controlling unsustainable activities 

 



 
 

 

3 

7 years later in 2009, the Government of Lao PDR through the Lao National Tourism Administration took the first 

ecotourism initiative to galvanise public sector support and action in the region. They hosted the 1st World 

Ecotourism Conference which produced the Vientiane Declaration on Ecotourism for Developing Countries.  

 

The Vientiane Declaration on Ecotourism for Developing Countries adopted during the 1st World Ecotourism 

Conference held in Vientiane, Lao PDR in 2009 is probably the most important ecotourism initiative in recent 

years. The Vientiane Declaration underlines the commitment of representatives from over 30 countries, mainly 

from Asia and the Pacific, to mainstream sustainable tourism principles and practices into all aspects of tourism 

development.  

 

This declaration endorsed by UNWTO demonstrates the determination of the region to address the negative 

impacts of tourism with concerted and strategic resolutions that help to accelerate the development of ecotourism 

and green tourism in the region. 

 

This Vientiane Declaration on Ecotourism has been recorded as the first ecotourism declaration in Asia and the 

Pacific region to be endorsed by UNWTO. This Declaration has rejuvenated the tourism industry and set the 

momentum with 5 affirmative actions to spur ecotourism development in the region: 

1) Committing to adaptive synergies and private-public sector partnerships 

2) Identifying and adopting value chain analysis  

3) Strengthening tourism human resources through education and training,  

4) Inception of the Asia Pacific Ecotourism Society (APES)  

 

Another important initiative was the 1st Ministerial Round Table on Ecotourism held in conjunction with the 3rd 

World Ecotourism Conference last year.  It was chaired by the Cambodian Minister of Tourism and in attendance 

were distinguished Ministers, Deputy Ministers and senior officials from Kenya, Tanzania, Lao PDR, Vietnam, 

Myanmar and Malaysia. The outcome of the Round Table was the adoption of the historical Sihanoukville 

Declaration on Multilateral Cooperation in Ecotourism Development . 

 

In comparison with the Vientiane Declaration, the Sihanoukville Declaration is more specific with four aspirations 

and six clear affirmative actions. No timeline was set in order for respective countries  

 to make organisational changes and adjustments and  

 to further deliberate on the implementation plan at a later stage.   

 

The aspirations as professed in the Declaration were: 

1) Developing ecotourism, not only  as a socio-economic tool  for poverty alleviation but also as an 

emerging and vibrant tourism economic activity.  

2) Development of projects of varying scale that is including some projects which can be bigger but they 

have to be greener too. 

3) Unlocking abundant rural and natural resources. Although these resources are primarily for 

conservation, areas which are less eco-sensitive can be zoned for ecotourism 

4) Marketing and positioning the region in the world ecotourism map 

 

The Declaration calls for affirmative actions: 

1) To share experiences and exchange best practices  

2) To develop multi-pronged  strategies for the development and promotion of  ecotourism  including 

advising the World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) or any relevant United Nations agency  

3) To collaborate with the Asia Pacific Ecotourism Society (APES),  
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4) To encourage development partners to provide technical and financial supports into their development 

agendas; 

5) To pursue ecotourism development based on geographical, community, economic and ecological 

constraints and yet deliver benefits to the community and local economy   

6) To follow up related ecotourism declarations referring to the Quebec Declaration and the Vientiane 

Declaration  

  

These are the very first ecotourism declarations ever adopted by Governments in the region and endorsed by 

UNWTO.  How significant are these Declarations to the stakeholders, the region and the world? 

 

1) Asia Pacific has now a common regional agenda for ecotourism development as well as Government 

consensus on a set of affirmative actions  

2) It promotes regional cooperation and open dialogue between tourism industry players and facilitates 

access to trans-boundary ecotourism, regional marketing, financial investments and technical exchange 

particularly to sustain rural communities and sites of natural and cultural value. 

3) It spurs opportunities for public-private-people partnerships and investments,  promoting and 

encouraging  “community-led,  private sector-driven” ecotourism developments in the region 

4) It acts as a de-facto roadmap for ecotourism development in the region and helps to attract development 

investments 

5) It was instrumental to the formation of the Asia Pacific Ecotourism Society (APES) which now acts as a 

regional centre for the ecotourism fraternity 

6) APES and its members can now look forward to provide technical assistance and capacity building, 

particularly in community-based ecotourism, privatisation projects, park management, research studies 

and tourism consultancy. 

 

The initiative to form the Asia Pacific Ecotourism Society (APES) was mooted during the 2006 Asia Pacific 

Ecotourism Conference (APECO) 2006 held in Malaysia.  It was conceived by a small group of ecotourism 

practitioners and academics representing Japan, Laos, Sri Lanka, Malaysia and Thailand. The proposal was 

reinforced when the Board of Directors of The International Ecotourism Society (TIES) based in North America, 

was invited to the 2007 Asia Pacific Ecotourism Conference. Discussions were centred on the formation of a 

regional ecotourism society as well as encouraging the formation of national ecotourism associations throughout 

the region. Today there are about 20 ecotourism advocacy groups or associations in the region which include, 

among others Thailand, Malaysia, Mongolia, Nepal, India, Japan, South Korea, Indonesia, Australia, Pakistan 

and Australia. 

   

In 2009, APES was formally established under the auspices of the Vientiane Declaration. Its central role as an 

advocacy and development partner sets to engage in public-private-people partnerships with governments of 

regional countries as envisioned under the Sihanoukville Declaration. Currently with 99% of the 328 provisional 

members from the Asia Pacific region, it is probably the most influential ecotourism advocacy organisation in the 

region. The current board members comprise of dedicated tourism practitioners and academicians from Japan, 

Korea, Indonesia, Malaysia, China and Laos. Each year it holds its annual general meeting and co-organises the 

Ecotourism Research Symposium in conjunction with the World Ecotourism Conference, the latest being 

convened in Sihanoukville, Cambodia last year.  

 

APES will be collaborating with ASEAN Secretariat and Cambodia to conduct an international workshop to 

develop a framework for the implementation of the Vientiane Declaration and Sihanoukville Declaration. 
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The 2002 World Ecotourism Summit also agreed that ecotourism is best developed to enhance and complement 

current community lifestyles and economic activities and is community-driven. 

  

Community-based or community-driven ecotourism (CDT) is the most popular public-private people partnership 

initiative being implemented throughout the Asia Pacific region. The objective of this over-arching initiative serves 

to engage, empower and enrich communities through ecotourism.  

 

Developed as pro-poor social economic projects, Governments often provide an enabling environment for rural 

communities to develop community-driven ecotourism. The targeted results are higher disposal incomes, 

conserve natural areas and preserve cultural heritage.  

 

The initiative to develop community-driven ecotourism seems ideal in rural and remote areas but based on many 

studies it is easier said than done. Most communities are actually interested in nature tourism and they are 

confused with ecotourism. Major challenges in start up community-driven ecotourism sites often fail due to lack of 

a local champion, lack of leadership and lack of capacity building in conservation and ecotourism practices. 

Starting ecotourism from well-managed protected lands and national parks and then introducing local 

communities and cultural elements seem to find better success.  The main advantage is that National Park 

managers support the community led ecotourism initiatives with institutional support, funds and capacity building. 

This becomes a “win-win” situation for all parties. 

 

However the biggest challenge of all is the difficulty to realise the full economic potential of CDT. In order develop 

the commercial value of CDT needs the expertise of tourism professionals to develop marketing plans and 

provide capacity building for stakeholders to under the dynamics of international tourism business. 

 

Although the essence of CDT is community empowerment, the “bottom up” approach in building the framework 

for CDT has weaknesses. Without institutional directions and Government funding the projects often fail to 

achieve ecological and financial sustainability. In countries like Malaysia, there is a mixed deployment of “bottom 

up” and “top down” approaches to find a balance between . Communities are encouraged to set up community 

cooperatives. As cooperatives, they receive technical and financial support from the Government. 

 

There are public sector initiatives where joint ministerial task forces were established to facilitate the development 

and marketing of ecotourism sites.  In the case of Malaysia, there was a desire by the Ministry of Tourism to 

promote ecotourism in national parks managed by the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment. As a 

result, a joint ministerial committee was established which led to the formation the Malaysia Mega Biodiversity 

Hub (MMBH) managed by a board comprising of appointed officials from both Ministries, NGOs and private 

sector. 

 

Regional destination initiatives have the highest potential to develop mega biodiversity areas into full blown 

ecotourism demand destinations through proper zoning and management: 

 Heart of Borneo project, to protect and sustainably manage 240,000 square kilometers of forest in areas 

bordering Brunei, Indonesia, and Malaysia on the island of Borneo. 

 Coral Triangle Initiative which covers  5.7 million square kilometers of ocean waters off the coasts of 

Indonesia, Malaysia, Papua New Guinea, the Philippines, Solomon Islands and Timor-Leste.  

Innovative private sector–led initiatives 

There is also a long list of innovative private sector led initiatives that have mushroomed in the region. 
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 On eco-certification, Ecotourism Australia has developed their International ECO Certification Program 

which is a world first. 

 

 Interesting ecotourism developments include the Keeree Warin river ecolodge in Thailand and the 4 

Rivers ecolodge in Cambodia. These ecolodges are built using enviro-friendly materials. 

 

 New ecotourism experiences are offered by New Zealand’s Heritage Expeditions where tourists are 

taken on voyages to photograph rare birds and marine mammals in the Western Pacific. More 

interestingly they participate in bird conservation activities under the supervision and guidance of Birdlife 

scientists.  

 

 The Homestay Program in Malaysia, which focuses strongly on Malay culture and traditions in the rural 

areas is a success story for community-driven ecotourism in the region. The program entails 150 

clusters involving over 3000 operators. Revenue earned in 2011 was over US$5 million.    

CONCLUSION 

Let me conclude by summing up what I see as ecotourism opportunities for this great region where it is reckoned 

to be the fastest growth region in the world, at least for the next 3 years. When there is growth, industrialisation 

and urban economies will naturally grow in tandem to support high consumer consumption. If the idiom “All work 

and no play makes Jack a dull boy” holds true, leisure travel , nature tourism, adventure tourism and ecotourism 

are expected to play important roles in reducing work related stress and mental fatigue among working 

populations in bustling cities and urban areas.   

 

It comes down to the basic question of what sort of industry do we want to see in the next decade; a high 

consumption tourism industry that has to spend more money cleaning up waste or a smart industry that makes 

more money by reducing waste. Waste can be in many forms and resources, from deforestation to pollution and 

from energy to water. This is a multi-sectoral problem and there is no better time to “come together, be together 

and work together”. 

 

Communications based on multilateral advocacy and diplomacy has provided a unique and invaluable foundation 

for regional cooperation and consensus. It is a vision which has helped us to explore beyond borders, to break 

down barriers between economies and peoples, and to build the multilateral institutions which have done so 

much to spread the benefits of travel and tourism around the world. 

 

On our own home ground, the challenge ahead of us is not unsustainable tourism development, which is a 

growing reality but our system of governance, management and enforcement of tourism, natural resources and 

environment. Communications will be the key to build a new vision for ecotourism development. We must embark 

on ground breaking initiatives to provide not only communication opportunities like workshops and seminars, and 

tools like tablets and smart phones, but also broadband internet across urban and rural areas to break all forms of 

communication barriers between the public sector and private sector in urban areas and communities in rural 

areas. 

 

As Chairman of the Asia Pacific Ecotourism Society and on behalf of the Board, we would like to prove to any 

government in the region that with broadband internet access in rural areas, the sustainability of ecotourism 

enterprises in rural areas can be Asia Pacific’s success story. 

 

With this, I would like to share a parting thought with all of you - “Knowing is not enough; we must apply. Willing is 

not enough; we must do.” 
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I thank you for your kind attention. 

 

 

HANDOUT NOTES: 

 

Vientiane Declaration on Ecotourism for Developing Countries 

 

With the support of the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), the Pacific Asia Tourism 

Association (PATA) and The International Ecotourism Society (TIES), over 300 participants comprising the public, 

private and non-governmental sectors from 30 countries met at the World Ecotourism Conference 2009, hosted 

by Lao National Tourism Administration in Vientiane, Lao PDR between 15 and 17 July 2009. 

  

The participants of the World Ecotourism Conference, comprising representatives from national and local 

governments including the tourism, environment and other administrations, private ecotourism businesses and 

their trade associations, non-governmental organizations, academic institutions and consultants, 

intergovernmental organizations, and indigenous and local communities: 

  

Reaffirming the International Year of Ecotourism 2002, the World Ecotourism Summit 2002 and the Quebec 

Declaration on Ecotourism 2002 as agreed by all parties attending the Summit 

  

Acknowledging that in spite of the Declaration and the overall consensus reached during 2002, the term 

“ecotourism” is still being misused and abused as a mere marketing and promotional tool by many companies 

and destinations, without any sense of responsibility or respect towards the natural and human environments 

  

Recognising the limitations of this consultative process to incorporate the input of all developing countries, 

including representatives from the Greater Mekong Sub-Region (GMS), the Indonesia-Malaysia-Thailand Growth 

Triangle (IMT-GT) and Brunei-Indonesia-Malaysia-Philippines East ASEAN Growth Area (BIMP-EAGA) 

  

In light of the above, the participants of the World Ecotourism Conference, having met in Vientiane, Lao PDR 

from 15 to 17 July 2007, produced a Visionary Statement: 

  

1) To mainstream sustainable tourism principles, processes and practices into all aspects of tourism 

initiatives, management, development, interpretation, programs, plans, policies, projects, proposals, 

propositions, strategies, systems and undertakings to meet the challenges of the Energy-Climate Era, 

while respecting geo-cultural and civilised heritage, shall also responsibly include and express values of 

localization and cultural differences. 

 

2) Supported by a series of affirmative actions to be disseminated to all member countries of UNWTO:- 

3) Synergies and Partnerships Committing to adaptive synergies and private-public sector partnerships in 

meeting the challenges of the Millennium Development Goals 

 

4) Measuring the Value of Tourism Products and Services Identifying and adopting value chain analysis 

and other acceptable forms of evaluation to measure the value of private sector tourism products and 

services in meeting the triple bottom line objectives while remaining commercially competitive. 
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5) Capacity Building and Role of Academia Strengthening tourism human resources through education and 

training, with special focus on youth and women and recognizing the important role of academia in 

incorporating sustainable principles and ideology in tourism education curriculum. 

 

6) Inception of Asia Pacific Ecotourism Society Building a framework and common platform for the Asia 

Pacific region to develop and nurture leadership among ecotourism players and stakeholders, 

particularly in the developing countries as well as to foster private-public-people partnerships in 

delivering the action plans and achieving the vision and goals set forth by the World Ecotourism 

Conference in Vientiane. 

  

Vientiane, 17th July 2009 

 

 

Sihanoukville Declaration on Multilateral Cooperation in Ecotourism Development 

 

Under the aegis of the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), over 300 participants from over 20 countries, 

comprising of tourism leaders and captains of the industry representing the public sector, private sector, 

academic institutions, civil societies and ecotourism stakeholders congregated at the 3rd World Ecotourism 

Conference 2011, at Preah Sihanouk Province, Kingdom of Cambodia,  3 - 5 October 2011;  

 

AND The Ministry of Tourism, Cambodia;  the Ministry of Information, Culture and Tourism, Lao PDR;  the 

Ministry of Tourism, Malaysia; the  Ministry of Hotels and Tourism,  Myanmar,  and  the Ministry of  Culture, 

Sports and Tourism, Vietnam,  represented by the respective Honourable Ministers, Deputy Ministers and heads 

of  delegates met at the 1st Ministerial Round Table Meeting  on Multilateral Cooperation for Ecotourism 

Development on 4th October 2011, a parallel session held in conjunction with the 3rd World Ecotourism 

Conference at Preah Sihanouk Province, Kingdom of Cambodia, hosted by the Ministry of Tourism, Kingdom of 

Cambodia adopted the following Declaration; 

 

The Ministry of Tourism of Kenya and the Ministry of Natural Resources and Tourism of Tanzania recognized the 

value and the importance of the Declaration; 

 

Reaffirming the United Nations declaration of International Year of Ecotourism 2002 as well as the World 

Ecotourism Summit 2002, producing the Quebec Declaration on Ecotourism 2002, the UN Resolution adopted in 

December 2010 on promotion of ecotourism for poverty eradication and environmental protection, and the 1st 

World Ecotourism Conference producing the Vientiane 2 

Declaration on Ecotourism for Developing Countries 2009, endorsed by the UNWTO; 

 

Recognizing  the  commitment of UNWTO to the cause of ecotourism having organised related regional 

conferences and seminars, as well as having contributed to or published research projects, declarations, books 

and studies to raise the level of awareness on ecotourism; 

 

Recognizing the commitment of the Royal Government of Cambodia, as the host country of this  3rd World 

Ecotourism Conference 2011, in developing ecotourism in a sustainable and responsible manner so as to 

contribute to poverty alleviation and respond to climate change; 

 

Acknowledging that sustainable management of ecosystem will play an important role in promoting ecotourism 

development and improving climate resilience of local communities and tourists; 
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Mindful of the various declarations promoting regional cooperation for tourism -ASEAN Declaration on Heritage 

Parks 2003, ASEAN Declaration on Enhancing ASEAN Tourism Cooperation 2004, Langkawi  Declaration on 

Shifting Paradigm, Prospering The Region 2005 and Siem Reap Declaration on Mekong Tourism 2005; 

 

Recalling the initiatives made during the 1st World Ecotourism Conference 2009, held in Vientiane, Lao PDR and 

the 2nd World Ecotourism Conference 2010, held in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia to bring global ecotourism players 

together to network, collaborate and share their experiences, best practices and technologies for the betterment 

of nature conservation, environment protection, preservation of local /culture and consequently the advancement 

of ecotourism around the world; 

 

Reiterating in particular the vision and four affirmative actions, Synergies and Partnerships, Measuring the Value 

of Ecotourism Products and Services, Capacity Building and Role of Academia and Inception of Asia Pacific 

Ecotourism Society (APES), collectively adopted under the Vientiane Declaration on Ecotourism for Developing 

Countries  2009 and  endorsed by the United Nations World Tourism  

Organisation (UNWTO); 

 

Recognizing the importance of global sustainable tourism criteria (GSTC) as a tool to define and implement 

global standards in sustainable tourism; 

 

Acknowledging the limitations of this consultative process to incorporate the input of all developing countries, 

including key representatives from  the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN), the Greater Mekong 

Sub-Region (GMS), the Indonesia-Malaysia-Thailand Growth Triangle (IMT-GT) and Brunei-Indonesia-Malaysia-

Philippines East ASEAN Growth Area (BIMP-EAGA); 

 

Recognising the fruition of three (3) affirmative actions adopted under the Vientiane Declaration on Ecotourism for 

Developing Countries 2009 with  

a) the formation of the Asia Pacific Ecotourism Society with provisional members from 14 countries, to foster 

public-private-people partnerships in delivering the action plans and achieving the vision and goals set forth; 

b) the inception of the 1st Ministerial Round Table on Multilateral Cooperation for Ecotourism Development held 

in conjunction with the World Ecotourism Conference, committing to adaptive synergies and public-private sector 

partnerships; 

c) the inception of the Ecotourism Research Symposium at the World Ecotourism Conference 2011 to reinforce 

the role of academia in incorporating sustainable principles and ideology in tourism education curriculum. 

 

And in pursuance of the following aspirations, 

a) Developing ecotourism  not only  as a socio-economic tool  for poverty alleviation but also as an emerging and 

vibrant tourism economic activity to revitalize vast rural areas economically, contributing to the conservation of 

natural resources, reducing the causes of global warming and responding to the climate change mitigation; 

b) Development of projects of varying scale, managing in an appropriate, sustainable and responsible manner, to 

designated ecotourism areas that can deliver positive and valuable economic returns to local communities and 

natural areas; 

c) Unlocking abundant rural and natural resources for sustainable tourism development and ecotourism activities; 

d) Marketing and positioning the region in the world ecotourism map. 

Do hereby declare: 

1) To share experiences and exchange best practices in the programs and activities in the development, 

management, capacity building and marketing of ecotourism;  

2) To gradually develop multi-pronged strategies for the development and promotion of  ecotourism  including 

advising the World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) or any relevant United Nations agency to take the necessary 
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steps to support, endorse, fund or assist in any  identified initiatives or programmes that promote sustainable 

tourism development and ecotourism pursuits particularly in developing countries; 

3) To collaborate with the Asia Pacific Ecotourism Society (APES), to undertake the formulation of an institutional 

framework for regional cooperation for the development and advancement of ecotourism in the Asia Pacific 

region; 

4) To encourage development partners to strongly take into consideration regional ecotourism development 

through directly incorporating technical and financial supports into their development agendas; 

5) To pursue ecotourism development  based on geographical, social and economic characteristics, 

encompassing involvement and contributions from a wider range of stakeholders to guarantee comprehensive, 

sustainable and responsible growth, by developing and encouraging the development of projects of varying scale 

in a responsible and sustainable manner within the framework of the regional countries. 

6) To follow up related ecotourism declarations and the UNWTO resolutions for ecotourism development; 

 

All participants recognize the importance of organizing the annual World Ecotourism Conference and 

acknowledge that the formalisation of multilateral cooperation and more specific terms of references shall 

continue to be discussed among us. 

 

Done in Preah Sihanouk Province, Kingdom of Cambodia on 4th October 2011 

  

 


