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INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT

Ecotourism is advocated as a method of supportongamies in peripheral, developed,
resource dependent areas of the world (Che, 208&)d, 2009). Ireland provides one
such example where ecotourism has been promotgohra®f a quest for sustainable
long term development, in areas impacted by outmtign and reliant on agriculture.
Two ecotourism destinations, The Greenbox and Tineel3, have been designated in
Ireland, both of which are located in UNESCO Gekpain recognition of a distinctive
geology and high landscape value. This paper dssushe Greenbox, the longer
established of these destinations. The centr&ctibps are to assess the understanding
of ecotourism held by providers and the future tlgu@ent of ecotourism in northwest
Ireland. The objectives were addressed throughvietes which sought the views of
ecotourism providers with regard to the definitioh ecotourism, the role of the
Greenbox in its promotion, and the potential futdevelopment of ecotourism in
northwest Ireland. Wider implications for the prdma of ecotourism in peripheral
areas of developed countries are considered.

Ecotourism has been defined in many ways in thermational literature and has been
found to be based on a number of underlying prlesipHetzer (1965) qualified the
concept by discussing ecotourism in terms of fallarg of minimum environmental
impact, limited interference on host communitiesgximum economic benefits and
utmost fulfillment for tourists. These four pillahgve been used as the foundations of
many contemporary definitions. A consistently citddfinition was developed by
Ceballos-Lascurian (1988, p. 14), who describedoecsm as “travelling to relatively
undisturbed or uncontaminated natural areas wighsibecific objective of studying,
admiring and enjoying the scenery and its wild fdaand animals as well as any
existing cultural manifestations (both past andsent) found in these areas”. At a
tourism trade level, The International Ecotourisatisty (TIES) defines ecotourism as
“responsible travel to natural areas which consetiie environment and improves the
welfare of the local people” (TIES, 1990). The darties in these definitions lead to
ecotourism being discussed in the context of timrakunifying factors of: occurring in
nature; minimal environmental impacts; provisiongains for host communities; and
activities that have an educational remit (Fenra€lQ1).

The origins of ecotourism are associated with werieras. Some scholars suggest that
ecotourism always existed as travellers were repgavisiting natural landscapes and
the concept was only perceived as innovative becéusas being marketed as such
(Wall, 1994). However, the concept could also havigins in the legalisation of
hunting in 1950s Africa and the development of Exiges and safaris (Miller, 2007).
Others posit that it emerged at a later date, tiivdbe 1970s eco-development literature
or the sustainable development movement of the 498fllowing the Brundtland
Report (Fennell and Weaver, 2005). Ecotourism heenlkengaged as a development
tool in many urban and rural, developing, and dgvedl world contexts. Most relevant
to this study is its application as a rural regatien tool in developed world areas that
historically were dependent on agriculture, extv@cindustries and natural resources
(Che, 2006). Certification labels in ecotourism dadween devised and assigned to
approved ecotourism products and destinations (BycR002). Concerns about ‘green
washing’ saw an increase in the number of eco4abarldwide (Font, 2002). The
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endorsement of 2002 as the International Year afttoecism by the UN further
amplified the importance of the concept and thalrfeeregulation through certification
(Cater, 2006). These labels are uncoordinated argkly misunderstood (Buckley,
2002).

STUDY AREA

The Greenbox was established in 2003 as a pilgeqréo develop ecotourism. The
area occupies a cross-border location betweemtiedad Northern Ireland and includes
counties Fermanagh, Leitrim, west Cavan, northcSlgputh Donegal and northwest
Monaghan (Figure 1). The rural nature of the atie&existence of low carbon outdoor
activities, such as walking and cycling, and thespnce of an established center for
organic food production, led to ecotourism beingpmsed as an appropriate form of
rural development in the 1990s. The proposed eshabént of an ecotourism
destination in this area emerged, following thensig of the Stormont Agreement in
Belfast, on Good Friday, the "l0of April 1998, by the British and the Irish
governments. This development marked the end dd g€ar period of political, and
civil unrest in Northern Ireland. The Agreementated to a number of legal and
democratic issues of merit to citizens across #hend and called for cross-border
collaboration on projects which included tourismhe$e projects were proposed to
contribute to economic development which had be#rbited during the period of
unrest.
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Figure 1: Greenbox area

The Greenbox project consisted of a managementdhibat included organisational
representatives from local authorities and theomati tourism authorities in the two
jurisdictions and other regional and local orgatiises relevant to tourism (Conway and
Cawley, 2012). A separate provider network was asmposed. Tourism providers
could become members of the project by paying dlde®m A professional staff was
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tasked with developing ecotourism and advising te&vant organisations and
ecotourism providers on how best to achieve sutidessotourism products and a
thriving area in which ecotourism could be promotéttotourism was defined,
following a board level discussion, and the TIESirdg#on was adapted for use as:
“travel which is small scale, low impact, cultusakensitive, community orientated,
primarily nature based, educational and capabldrofdening people’s minds and
enlivening their souls, but providing a unique eaxgece, firmly grounded in

sustainable principles and practices”.

The responsibilities of the Greenbox included theémiaistration of a capital
development programme and provision of grant aiduibable ecological businesses,
the development and regulation of the network oft@arism providers, and the
marketing and promotion of the Greenbox area ascamtourism destination (Ol #1:
2011). The project also had five main aims whiclatesl to: the creation of new
tourism products; the establishment of the islanfi‘'st ecotourism certification
programme; the promotion of the EU Flower ecologleael for the certification of
accommodation providers, who had reduced their renmental impact
(http//ec/europa.eu); the development of ecotauesperiences to attract tourists; and
the delivery of economic benefits for the tourismmsinesses and local communities
(WDC, 2011: http://www.wdc.ie). Eco certificationaw a central focus of the project.
Following Buckley’'s (2002) terminology more emplsasivas placed on physical
structures and buildings (‘grey’ criteria) than ontdoor tourism activities and the
natural environment (‘green’ criteria), in complkanwith the EU Flower label which
promoted a more technical accreditation focus. $iasce, in terms of ecotourism
training and advice, was available to tourism paevs who applied for the EU Flower
and funding was also available from the Greenbavatds the technical upgrading of
buildings, in order for businesses to meet thecat The EU Flower can currently only
be obtained by tourism businesses that have ameuodation component. The label
was monitored externally by the National Standafdghority in Dublin and the
Department of Agriculture in Belfast.

The funding for the project was obtained from exé¢rsources and totalled c. €3
million. Seventy five percent of the total was dgezhby the European Union (EU)
Interreg IlIA Programme and related to measuresahd 1.4 which pertained to cross-
border collaboration. The remaining 25% was covergdthe EU Peace Fund, the
International Fund for Ireland, two local authaiin the Greenbox area and a regional
statutory authority in Ireland. The project was deémed suitable for funding under the
Interreg IVA Programme, and monies could not baioled from other sources because
of economic recession. Due to this lack of finahassistance at the end of the pilot
phase (late 2007), when the available funding waerded, the Greenbox effectively
ceased to operate.

METHODS

The research followed a qualitative approach ta datlection and analysis. The total
population of tourism providers in the area wasidied initially (c. 200). Purposive
sampling was used to select businesses.They intlpdst members of the Greenbox
and other businesses which complied with the dedmiof an ecotourism business in
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the literature (Carter and Lowman, 2004). The taitere selected following analysis of
individual company websites and the ecotourism tmr@€ and principles they
promoted. In total, 37 representatives were ingaveid and denoted a range of tourism
business types (Table 1). Data were collectedutitroface-to-face, semi-structured
interviews of 1.5 hours duration on average. Thsiress owner was interviewed in
most cases but where a manager had primary regdydor the business they were
interviewed.

Table 1: Provider types

Typeof Provider Number Interviewed

(n=37)

B&B 9

Caravan park 2

Country home 2

Guesthouse 1

Hostel 3

Self-catering 2
4

2

5
1

Small hotel

Educational centre

Surf school

Spa

Water based activity 3

Yoga centre 1
1
1

Boat charter
Fishery

The interviews were recorded, with permission, &matscribed verbatim into a data
base. Analysis of textual statements was complegealitatively and followed an
iterative approach, through which central themed anb-themes were identified
(Bryman, 2004). The respondents were guaranteedideatiality and quotes are
attributed accordingly.

RESEARCH RESULTS

Defining ecotourism and certification

Defining ecotourismldentifying how providers in the Greenbox arearekcotourism

is important in order to gain an appreciation sfrible as a form of rural tourism. In
doing this, understanding may be gained about whee how ecotourism can be
applied successfully in order to regenerate laggumgl regions. The responses relating
to the definition of ecotourism varied. Two respents defined ecotourism using the
TIES definition. Eighteen respondents defined emd$éon in terms of preserving and
protecting the environment, technical criteria anddoor activities which complied
with ecotourism principles. Others equated cedtfan with the definition of
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ecotourism. Seventeen providers did not definecec®m. Many understandings of
ecotourism provided did not reflect the holism ofepted definitions (Fennell, 2001).

Table 2: Defining ecotourism

Definition Number
(n=37)
Did not define 17
TIES 2
Preserve and protect environment 6
Technical criteria and EU Flower compliance 5
Outdoor activities which comply with ecotourism 7

The definition of ecotourism promoted by the Greenls the TIES (1990) definition of
“responsible travel to natural areas which consetiae environment and improves the
welfare of the local people”. Two providers men#gdnthat they followed this
definition. These were a hotel owner and an edocaticentre manager, both whom
had been Greenbox members. While one of thesendspts, a hotel owner in Leitrim,
recognised this definition and stated that he fedld it, he proceeded to state that he
would define ecotourism more in terms of what tbheehdid on a daily basis: “I would
be aware of (and follow) the Greenbox definitionf bwould define it more by what
we do...” (BI# 2). This was one of the first hotéislreland and Britain to receive the
EU Flower and therefore was used as a best praet@eple by the Greenbox, which
possibly influenced the choice of definition. Theesnd respondent who adhered to the
Greenbox definition was the male manager of an &thutal centre, also located in
Leitrim. He stated that the business would definet@urism “as the Greenbox does
really, that's in some of our documents” (BI#7).i9business had a role in the initial
development of the Greenbox, which may also hadetéethe use of the accepted
definition.

Others chose to define ecotourism by relating ithte impact of the business and
tourists on the natural environment. The termsseree and protect’ were used many
times, in a colloquial way and the actual undeditagn and implications of using such
terms may not have been fully grasped. This contioinaf terms was used mainly by
non Greenbox member businesses. The provisiontdbouactivities such as cycling,
walking and canoeing was also used as a methodefifingy ecotourism and is
comparable to the ‘green’ criteria discussed by KBac (2002). For example, the
response of a hotel owner based in Fermanagh Wese: det a lot of fishermen myself;
| run a coarse fishing competition... and a loEoglish fishermen come” (BI#22). A
caravan park manager in a Sligo seaside town esgules similar view: “Out and about,
fishing holidays, cycling holidays, whatever, aneldnd has a lot more to offer ... than
any other European country” (BI# 27). Other outdperspectives were given by surf
school owners, none of whom were involved with tGeeenbox, who defined
ecotourism as preserving and protecting the enmmesrt by not littering and
campaigning against sewage. Some respondents wdw thie environment as being
part of their role in ecotourism coupled this witkher aspects such as ‘maximum
satisfaction for the tourist’ and as a result begaformulate a more holistic view of
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ecotourism: “We have a lot of people who go in taat (the road) and would not come
out again for the rest of the week, so it is thelraspect just as well as the energy
saving aspect” (Bl # 21).

Seventeen providers reported not having a defmitibecotourism. There were several
apparent reasons for this. These were: no awarafidhe Greenbox; no involvement
with ecotourism; owners or managers did not thimrtbusiness could become part of
the Greenbox; a cited negative experience with@Gheenbox; and not promoting what
they deemed to be an ecotourism product. Thespquiges raised questions as to the
regulation of ecotourism, as all respondents wenesen because their websites
illustrated that they promoted ecotourism as defimethe literature. The relationship
between the Greenbox, the EU Flower certificatiod how providers chose to define
ecotourism in a technical (grey) way emerged asonapt. Those whose businesses
were not certified by the EU Flower tended to defatotourism by referring to ‘green’
natural environmental criteria (Fennell, 2001).

Certification: Certification more generally raised issues. Lalieds had just one level of
attainment were criticised and the need for mudtilglvels of certification within each
ecolabel was highlighted (Buckley, 2002). Obtainaugreditation was generally viewed
as an onerous process. Only businesses which al-developed ecological product
prior to seeking the Flower did not indicate thgome also mentioned that, had the
Greenbox not paid for the initial certificationgthwould not have engaged in obtaining
it themselves. All but one declared that they wesesure if they would apply for the EU
flower accreditation again, when it was to be resd@was they did not see an increase in
tourist numbers and it was expensive to monitor eswdlew. A respondent who was
supported financially by the Greenbox mentioned thay had upgraded elements like
insulation in order to obtain the EU Flower: “wedh&a do some stuff for the
cottages...increased insulation ... recycling, andecreasing the water use ... things like
that, that was for the EU flower (BI#6).

A manager, based in Northern Ireland, who was a loeemf the Greenbox and had
received funding to obtain the EU Flower, discusdiitulties he had encountered with
the accreditation. He discovered, having attendeBla Flower information and training
event in Ireland, that the accreditation procedwere different in Northern Ireland. This
was interesting as the EU Flower is a European &t& may be perceived to have one
clear set of requirements. This tourism business laeated in a historic building which
was protected under Northern Ireland’s planningsla®@onsequently, he encountered
problems relating to the different planning and elepment regulations that surround
upgrading of listed buildings in Ireland and Northdreland: “we were told what to do
from a southern Ireland point of view ... we waglel (in the south of Ireland) that if you
had a listed building category, you were exemptethf... insulation ... this is not true of
the UK” (Bl #19). This respondent took issue withetfact that a label that was
purporting to be an EU wide programme was integareh different ways in different
countries: “You can’'t have one country interpretingne way and another interpreting it
another way, but they refused to budge, so | athan EU flower for a year...” (Bl #19).

He also discussed the Sustainable Travel Bronzedaarad how he could obtain this
certification. Buckley (2002) highlights the impance of certification methods which
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have various levels of attainment. With this awdrdsinesses can start at the bronze
level and progress to a gold level over a periodmé. A weakness of the EU Flower is
that it has only one very high level of certificati Other former Greenbox members had
a more positive view of the EU Flower, as they faictady been working towards
various technical criteria that were necessary. Busness manager explained that the
owners decided to apply for the Flower because¥%'@® things were in place anyway”,
so there was very little additional work to be doimberefore, in defining ecotourism,
certified providers used the EU Flower as adhereéadhe technical criteria associated
with the label. This illustrates a need amongst phaviders for recognition of their
ecological efforts but also highlights the roleceftification in understanding the concept
of ecotourism.

Understanding of the Greenbox project

Understandings of the project varied and coulditieet to the geographical location of
the business and levels of involvement. Understagsdirelated to promotion and
marketing, funding, networking, and education araning. The statements made are
central in gaining a critical understanding of hegotourism operates in the Greenbox as
they relate to perceptions of the project and howwviders used the services offered.
Eleven providers discussed the role of the Greenbathe context of promotion and
marketing. Views expressed varied in terms of §ymetof promotion and marketing
discussed. Some debated the role as the promotnon naarketing of ecotourism
providers, whereas others discussed the promotidnnaarketing of the area. Another
view was that the role was to promote ecotourisrg aoncept, more generally.

A Leitrim B&B owner who was not a Greenbox membtated: “Well | suppose it was to
promote all the counties: Fermanagh, Sligo, Leitrand the others as well” (Bl #15).
Other respondents supported this. A former Greenbwmber and B&B owner
mentioned: “I think its role was to promote the aaf@st and foremost, and then, to
promote the facilities and the accommodation, &edacilities within the area” (Bl #18).
Raising awareness of the concept of ecotourismtivadinal way that promotion and
marketing was viewed: “To promote and develop aeoasm, that's what | would have
thought anyway (former Greenbox member)” (Bl #ZIyvo non Greenbox members
mentioned the promotion of an ecofriendly approaont place to visit. Some used the
word ‘green’ instead of eco or ecological: “to pmten the area as green that was it,
wasn’t it?” (Bl #27). A similar view was expressibg a Greenbox member: “to promote
green and eco, really” (Bl #35). The interchangealse of the terms ecotourism and
green tourism is commonly discussed as difficulewldefining ecotourism (Buckley,
2002). The promotion and marketing view was heldafly by members and non-
members of the Greenbox and, therefore, beingiaaéd with the Greenbox did not
appear to have an impact.

Three providers discussed the role of the Greenbderms of funding provision and
administration. A respondent who discussed fun@is@ role also discussed the role as
marketing and ecotourism awareness: “I was nevatlyresure...was it, funding,
administration, marketing, ecotourism promotion ¢&). This provider was a former
Greenbox member and appeared to understand th&rdenbox fulfilled a number of
roles. Another respondent appeared to have morgycia terms of their views on the
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role: “the marketing and promotion of an ecotourjraduct along with the provision of
capital funding” (Bl #24), and in essence graspee many roles involved. Here, a
previous affiliation with the Greenbox appearsdad to a more nuanced understanding
of the project.

The Greenbox staff engaged in networking with e@aeson providers and the project was
originally designed to develop links and a netwbetween providers. Three providers
discussed the institution’s role as networking besses. A member dBlue Book
Ireland, a network of Irish country house hotels, manoudes, castles and restaurants,
which promote environmental sustainability, statéd: was a grouping together of
ecofriendly tourism providers...there is nothingtgplace, so you are on your own, | am
trying to do everything, plus promote ecotourismg & cannot do it... | need something
like Greenbox” (BI # 19). This provider joined teenbox because he was developing
his ecological image and felt that becoming invdieelped this effort. He understood
the role of the Greenbox as networking but he #soented the loss of the project
because he had to market and promote his produbbuwti external assistance. This
sentiment was echoed by others and highlightsritpoitance of a lead organisation to
assist with the development of niche tourism presiuc

One of the assigned roles of ecotourism, as defiméernationally, is to educate
providers, locals and tourists about the meritsecbtourism. The Greenbox had an
educational and training function. One non Greento@mber had a broad view relating
to promoting sustainability: “I think it was to ethte people on ... reuse, recycle, all of
that” (Bl #1). A former member who was more awairéghe Greenbox activities, referred
to improving the tourism sector and developing esosm in the northwest region (BI
#7). Another former member discussed the multiples of education, environmental
sustainability and the promotion of an ecotourisodpct (Bl # 33).

The future of ecotourism and perceived threats

Threats: Threats to the future development of ecotourisnthie Greenbox primarily
related to ‘fracking’, the economic recession anavinment mismanagement.
Hydraulic fractioning or ‘fracking’ was seen as theeatest threat to ecotourism. Nine
respondents cited fracking to extract natural gasmfgeological structures, for which
licenses were sought in 2010, as the main threaause of the environmental
degradation it would cause. An activity centre owimerural county Fermanagh and
former Greenbox member and EU Flower holder stdtégcking is definitely the main
threat at the moment. The recession you can mtistaugh... The fracking is somewhat
bigger out of your control. If the lake is pollutgdu are not going to get people into it
and your insurance wouldn’t cover it!” (BI#6).

Another activity centre owner and former Greenberber in Leitrim concurred:

“Well fracking is a big one. You can forget it ifat happens... we have an image
of a green beautiful place, so that is the firshghthat will go, and then the
whole house of cards will tumble after that if kagy starts...forget the food
industry, forget the agriculture industry, the istimdustry, it is all going to be
lorries, quarries, dust, sickness and gas... | Baee it in America... where it has
happened. It just poisons the whole place” (BI#10).
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These sentiments highlight how threats to the enwirent, in which ecotourism is based,
were considered to be detrimental to the futureaaftourism products which hinged on
the high quality of the natural environment in thgion.

Economic recession was cited as a threat by fispamdents. One former member and
B&B owner in County Cavan cited the rising costretycling as a deterrent for getting
involved in ecotourism. “Well | suppose with theing costs of recycling ...people might
not recycle because of costs” (Bl#11). Owners &&B and an activity centre run by

family members, who were former Greenbox membdss, discussed the higher costs
required to get involved in ecotourism, associatgith energy efficient measures. This
perspective is interesting because developing gnefficient measures is generally
employed as a cost saving method for householdseVer, these providers were aware
that a prohibitive cost may be involved (Honey, 200

Other respondents cited environmental mismanageraadt pollution as threats to
ecotourism development. A Spa owner, based in side#&own, discussed the potential
threat of environmental pollution from oil spill&id their impacts on the beach and the
seaweed crop, which would directly impact his bess (Bl #26): “| suppose the biggest
threat would be environmental pollution, god forkixére was a oil spill... that would be
huge” (Bl #26). He also referred to raising awassnend avoiding littering of beaches by
groups drinking at night: “education through primmachools and to try and get people to
buy in and have a love of the environment” (ibW)B&B owner (non member) in a rural
area of county Cavan discussed access, in relatipoor signage and access to points of
interest in the area:

“Walking has become huge and there are good fasilit once again it is all
about making sure they are kept up to date, andrigbng in this area... a lot of
lakes are not accessible...there are no standseom @ lot ... have rotted away...
| don’'t see any money being put into it ...makihgaccessible for people...”
(BI#12).

A number of former Greenbox members, some of wheid the EU Flower and were
conscious of the demands of ecotourism, referred tange of issues. One mentioned
that not maintaining high standards in ecotourisouldd impact negatively on tourist
numbers. Lack of grants was mentioned by a Slaget country house owner (with the
EU Flower) as a possible threat, but he felt thatas necessary for people to seek aid or
do the jobs themselves (BI#33). An accommodatiooviger in rural county Sligo
mentioned the threat of cheaper hotels in Sligg, eithich would affect his business
directly and, consequently, ecotourism (Bl #35ymall hotel in a county Leitrim village
discussed how competition from other tourism bussee in the area was a threat (BI#9).
This provider was a Greenbox member but stated hbahad only joined in order to
obtain funding and was not actively involved in tcwism. It is evident that threats to
ecotourism are not uniquely environmental, none®l environmental threats were
considered to be most significant. By contrastegseproviders did not feel there were
any direct threats to ecotourism.

Future: Ecotourism is promoted increasingly in Ireland a$oan of tourism that is
appropriate in remote rural areas which comply vatme of its inherent principles.

10
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Although the Greenbox project had formally endecemlthe interviews took place, it

was considered important to obtain the views of tespondents on the future of
ecotourism. An accommodation owner in a rural aeshort distance from Sligo city,

who promoted accommodation of an unusual designgusustainable construction

methods, discussed how, when the Greenbox waseftsiblished, there was a belief
among the providers that “the whole mother earthevgwing to arrive on the doorstep”

(BI#37). He also mentioned: “I don’t know if eve@% come here for anything eco ...
the groups do... | don’t know if there is some ygudrson sitting somewhere in Bolzano,
saying: ‘I will only go to eco places’, | don’t thk so, but maybe there are!” (BI#37).

This respondent was uncertain if ecotourism actusdd a future. He stated that it would
be hard to predict. He did state that it was notegftral importance to him because his
business primarily attracted international schomugs, with whom he had long term

links, who did not ascribe a central importancedotourism.

Respondents were also asked for their views oevbition of ecotourism over the next
five years. Six stated that ecotourism will prograsd grow. Five providers were of the
opinion that ecotourism would not progress furtinan it had already done, because of a
lack of interest from tourists but also a lack ofrrent organisational support. Five
respondents considered that ecotourism needed prdoeoted and marketed further in
order to evolve. Others suggested that the devedapand promotion of new ecotourism
projects may foster future success. One of theseqmrs reflected on the fact that they
felt the future of ecotourism was dependent on Yol of local politicians by the
providers, to get them to support the developmérgcological packages, in order to
attract tourists: “Em, | think the providers wilaye to probably start realising the value
of what they have... they need to put pressureheir politicians ...it's just a problem
with people not knowing where they can go, whatytlean do, so that has to be
addressed...” (BI#10).

Two providers mentioned the need for a new umbggitaup locally, like the Greenbox,

which would continue to develop and promote ecasour One of the respondents, a
B&B provider based on the Cavan/Leitrim border, redrery positive view of the

Greenbox, although not a member. The other was mbme and felt that a similar

organisation or group was necessary in order tovtaia momentum. This respondent
linked the future of ecotourism to the establishtnehthe Marble Arch Caves and
Geopark in the area:

“l think...with the Geopark providing more of a lirio this area, | would hope
that would push the idea that this is still veryama natural area and that most
people living in the area do take care of theirimmment. | mean | know a
couple of years ago the whole Greenbox was kindeo§y much a buzz word
and... something kind of slipped then, you know beathey didn’'t get funding
or that, and that's what | mean when | say theeesar many different groups
and they are there for a while and then next thirey are gone again... you
know it would be more kind of consistent if thegfkind of kept them there all
the time” (BI#12).

This respondent felt there might be a place forGleepark in continuing the role of the
Greenbox because the park has a deep environnfeated and attracts visitors to the

11



Title: Perspectives on ecotourism: examining tourism provider understandings

area. This provider also mentioned the proliferattb groups, a feature that is considered
a problem with rural development and tourism. A rdoy house ownerBlue Book
member) had a similar view: “We will continue taprote it but we need help ... like an
organisation like the Greenbox. If the nationalrtem authorities ... would set up some
sort of organisation to promote tourism in Irelandder some Irish banner of some sort
with qualifications, simple, that is they way fomd& (Bl #19). What this provider is
essentially calling for is an organisation to praéenecotourism in the island of Ireland in
a unified way.

A former Greenbox member and a non-member bothiored the need for funding and
incentives. A Spa owner (former member) mentiomedrteed for the support of national
organisations to sustain ecotourism and also tenpte ecotourism in the northwest
region (BI#26). One former member and owner of agghip ecotourism project
mentioned that he felt it was very hard to predns future of ecotourism, especially
given the current economic climate (Bl #37). Inrierof a business’s role in the future of
ecotourism, all interviewees stated that they warddtinue what they were doing and
hopefully exist post-recession. Should they succaesmall number stated that they may
then look at expanding their ecotourism products.

CONCLUSION

The Greenbox ecotourism initiative was identifiesl @ potentially viable project to
stimulate cross-border collaboration in 2003, ara$ \@eveloped on the existing natural
resource base and prevailing low impact activitiesthe area. The availability of
significant funding allowed the project to gain stamtial momentum in a short time. The
project offers an example of a government led, &ahgroject that, although short lived,
creatednter alia, an increased understanding of ecotourism andication. The results
are discussed with reference to definitions, urtdaings of the project and the future of
ecotourism.

Considerable interest in the concept of ecotoungms reflected in the interviews with
the ecotourism providers. Providers’ appreciatidneocotourism related to how they
chose to define the concept. Definitions were gahebased either on grey (technical)
criteria or green (natural environment), criteredlecting the divide that other studies
have uncovered (Buckley, 2002). Those who held Ekk Flower tended to define
ecotourism in a more technical manner than those wére not certified. This reflects
the grey criteria of the EU Flower and provideradarstanding of the technical aspects
of ecotourism. Only two providers followed the TIEffinition, as adopted by the
Greenbox, reflecting the need for more than onentliein for ecotourism, based on
specific types of activities promoted.

Dissatisfaction with certification was highlight¢Buckley, 2001). The need for labels
with more than one level of attainment was ideadif(Buckley, 2008). In 2011 a new
network, calledThe Greenbogkwas established by former members of the Greenbox
Members of The Greenbook are required to be eddiedrbut a number of different
labels are accepted. Some have multiple leveldtainanent, illustrating learning by the
providers relating to successful methods of ectifwation. The EU Flower led to some
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specialist tourists visiting the area and providemntioned that becoming EU Flower
certified reduced the running costs of their bussn@ he understanding of the Greenbox
project varied and reflected how providers engamittd the services provided.

Some providers felt that ecotourism had a futurthénorthwest but others were unsure,
unless a lead organisation was established to alewbe product further. Threats that
were considered most frequently were fracking dr@dcurrent economic recession. This
research has wider implications, as provider uridedsngs of ecotourism in a developed
world context have not been researched extensividlg. Greenbox offered a unique
context to explore these understandings due tooitspleted lifecycle and these findings
can inform further research. The results illugtréte need for research to examine: 1)
how the support of a lead organisation can affeet definition of ecotourism; 2) the
benefits of technical certification in ecotouris&);how ecotourism in the Greenbox will
find expression in the future, without externalistssice in the form of funding or
support.
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