
                                    
 
 
 

 
 
 

Background Note 
 

Tourism has been labelled as the world’s biggest industry in terms of its contribution to global gross 
domestic product, the employment opportunities it generates and the
number of clients it serves.1 In most countries that have high levels of poverty, tourism receipts are a 
significant and growing component of the economy. 2 It is estimated that between 1990 and 1997, 
tourism in developing countries accounted for over 2% of gross domestic product, and registered growth 
rates of 50%.3 Even in the midst of an on-going global financial crisis the tourism industry recorded a 
growth of 3.8%. 4 In 2011, international tourism receipts were pegged at more that US$ 1 trillion 
worldwide, surpassing records in most destinations.5 This ‘growth in the face of adversity’ reflects the 
resilience of the tourism industry.6   
  
Although it is only a small part of global tourism, nature-based tourism has been one of the fastest 
growing tourism sectors. The IUCN categories of protected areas recognise recreation and tourism as 
one of the primary objectives of national park creation and management.7 A review of nature-based 
tourism noted increasing visitors to protected areas; in the less wealthy countries rapid increases in 
tourist visitation to protected areas were tied to international rather than domestic tourists.8 In many 
instances, increasing tourism in protected areas is at least partly associated with the use of flagship 
species such as the tiger and panda for fund-raising by international conservation organisations.9 In fact 
global conservation organisations such Bird Life have actively encouraged nature-based tourism 
amongst members to facilitate greater spread of the message of conservation for birds as well as 
demonstrate the economic benefits of bird conservation to local communities. It is believed that tourism 
offers the potential to off-set at least some of the costs that local people faced as a result of living in 
proximity to these large mammals.10 
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The growth in the tourism industry, its relevance to economies of developing countries, and the potential 
for generating win-win outcomes for biodiversity and poverty through tourism has resulted in its 
advocacy as a conservation tool.11 To prove its mettle as a conservation strategy however, tourism must 
be sustainable, and contribute not only to poverty reduction but also to biodiversity conservation.12 Such 
tourism, referred to as ecotourism in the context of this conference, can be situated in the overlap 
between sustainable tourism, pro-poor tourism and nature-tourism (See Figure 1). This has the potential 
to generate positive outcomes for both conservation and development through the development of 
positive synergistic relationships between tourism, biodiversity and local people. 

Figure 1: Conceptualising Ecotourism13 
 

 
 
In Indian conservation policy, debates around ecotourism have become particularly salient as a 
consequence of recent orders of the Supreme Court of India and the National Tiger Conservation 
Authority. Competing (and conflicting) perceptions of conservation and the role of ecotourism therein, 
have become evident in the positions adopted by different stakeholders, mainly the state, the tourism 
industry and affected ‘local’ communities. As a result, although the language of ‘ecotourism’ has been 
readily adopted in policy, its operationalization as a conservation strategy remains embroiled in 
contestation. 
  
The aim of this conference is to come up with a meaningful conceptualization of eco-tourism that meets 
policy requirements, reflects existing ground realities and strikes a balance between conservation, 
tourism and local livelihoods. To achieve this, the conference will facilitate deliberations among 
international experts, policy-makers from the Government of India and State governments, academics, 
NGOs and representatives of communities currently engaged in tourism. The technical sessions of the 
conference will look at international best practices of multi-stakeholder involvement as well as on the 



national level ecotourism framework in India. The platform of this conference will also be channelized 
for generating specific policy inputs for Madhya Pradesh’s Ecotourism Policy as well as for discussions 
on harnessing the tourism potential of Madhya Pradesh’s rich and important religious destinations with 
special emphasis on its historical Buddhist sites. 
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