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ABSTRACT 

 

This study explores the opportunities and risks of establishing an ecotourism certification program in 

Hawai`i.  Tourism is Hawaii’s number one industry and ecotourism is one of the fastest growing sectors of 

that industry.  As both depend heavily on the health of the unique, limited, and vulnerable natural and 

cultural resources that exist here, there is an imminent need to install some sort of mechanism that will help 

to ensure that Hawaii’s visitor industry improves their stewardship of these resources.  In many parts of the 

world, ecotourism certification programs have been developed to serve this purpose through a voluntary, 

market-based process.  Could a program like one of these succeed in achieving these goals in Hawai`i 

despite the islands’ unique needs? If an existing program could be used as a general template, what changes 

would be required to consider those unique needs, or is certification the wrong approach altogether?  These 

questions were posed to members of the Hawai`i Ecotourism Association to understand the issues from an 

industry perspective.  The results demonstrate that many of those involved with the ecotourism industry in 

Hawai`i generally support the idea of establishing an ecotourism certification program in the islands.  

Furthermore, they seem to believe that a program based on a combination of structural elements found in 

other existing programs, along with a few Hawaii-specific additions would produce the desired goals of 

perpetuating the vitality of Hawaiian ecosystems, communities and cultures, while improving the islands’ 

economic sustainability. 

 



 vi

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
Acknowledgements ........................................................................................................................................iv 
Abstract  ...................................................................................................................................................v 
List Of Tables.............................................................................................................................................. viii 
List Of Figures................................................................................................................................................ix 
Chapter 1:  Introduction...................................................................................................................................1 
 1.1  Thesis Overview................................................................................................................................1 
 1.2  Introduction to the Case Study Area: Hawai`i...................................................................................2 
 1.3  Research Significance .......................................................................................................................4 
  1.3.1  Impact of the Tourism Industry & Ecotourism Sector ............................................................4 
  1.3.2  Potential for Ecotourism Certification.....................................................................................7 
  1.3.3  Ecotourism Certification Challenges.......................................................................................8 
   1.3.3.1  Complexity of Certification ..........................................................................................8 
   1.3.3.2  Inconsistent Definitions & Terms .................................................................................9 
   1.3.3.3  Proliferation of Inconsistent Programs........................................................................11 
 1.4  Problem Statement ..........................................................................................................................12 
 1.5  Research Objectives & Questions ...................................................................................................13 
Chapter 2:  Literature Review .......................................................................................................................15 
 2.1  Context of Ecotourism Certification................................................................................................15 
 2.2  The Historical Roots of Ecotourism Worldwide .............................................................................19 
 2.3  Evolution Of Ecotourism In Hawai`i...............................................................................................23 
 2.4  Ecotourism’s Opportunities and Risks ............................................................................................25 
  2.4.1  Opportunities.........................................................................................................................25 
  2.4.2  Risks......................................................................................................................................27 
 2.5  Ecotourism Certification Today ......................................................................................................28 
  2.5.1  Green Globe 21 (GG21)........................................................................................................30 
  2.5.2  National Ecotourism & Accreditation Program (NEAP) ......................................................31 
  2.5.3  Certification For Sustainable Tourism (CST) .......................................................................32 
  2.5.4  Sustainable Tourism Eco-Certification Program(STEP).......................................................34 
  2.5.5  SmartVoyager .......................................................................................................................35 
  2.5.6  Horizons: Saskatchewan Ecotourism Accreditation System.................................................36 
  2.5.7  Cook Islands Tourism Accreditation Scheme .......................................................................37 
Chapter 3:  Methodology...............................................................................................................................39 
 3.1  Overview .........................................................................................................................................39 
 3.2  Survey Development .......................................................................................................................39 
 3.3  Survey Design .................................................................................................................................39 
 3.4  Sampling..........................................................................................................................................40 
 3.5  Survey Administration ....................................................................................................................40 
 3.6  Follow-Up Interview Development & Design ................................................................................41 
 3.7  Follow-Up Interview Administration ..............................................................................................42 
 3.8  Data Analysis ..................................................................................................................................43 
 3.9  Summary Of Methodology..............................................................................................................43 
Chapter 4:  Data Analysis & Discussion .......................................................................................................44 
 4.1  Study Participant Profiles ................................................................................................................44 
  4.1.1  Activities & Services Provided .............................................................................................44 
  4.1.2  Company Positioning ............................................................................................................45 
  4.1.3  Company Size .......................................................................................................................47 
  4.1.4  Geographical Distribution .....................................................................................................48 
 4.2  Ecotourism Certification Concepts..................................................................................................49 
  4.2.1  Defining Ecotourism in Hawai`i ...........................................................................................49 
   4.2.1.1  Official Definition for Ecotourism in Hawai`i ............................................................49 
   4.2.1.2  Defining Elements of Ecotourism in Hawai`i .............................................................50 
   4.2.1.3  Ecotourism Term Alternatives ....................................................................................52 
  4.2.2  Goals of Ecotourism Certification.........................................................................................53 
  4.2.3  Summary of Program Foundation Results ............................................................................54 
 4.3  Confidence in Ecotourism Certification ..........................................................................................55 
  4.3.1  Certification Program Support ..............................................................................................55 



 vii

  4.3.2  Anticipated Benefits of Certification.....................................................................................56 
  4.3.3  Certification Concerns...........................................................................................................57 
   4.3.3.1  Time & Money............................................................................................................58 
   4.3.3.2  Program Rigidity Vs. Program Credibility..................................................................58 
   4.3.3.3  Barrier to Entry for Non-Westerners...........................................................................59 
   4.3.3.4  Hawaii-Specific Challenges ........................................................................................61 
  4.3.4  Summary of Certification Confidence...................................................................................63 
 4.4  Preferred Program Features.............................................................................................................63 
  4.4.1  Benefits for Certified Members.............................................................................................63 
  4.4.2  Certification Costs.................................................................................................................67 
   4.4.2.1  General Willingness to Pay.........................................................................................67 
   4.4.2.2  Willingness to Pay by Company Size .........................................................................68 
  4.4.3  Criteria & Standards..............................................................................................................72 
   4.4.3.1  Determining Standards................................................................................................72 
  4.4.4  Certification Program Administration...................................................................................74 
Chapter 5:  Conclusion ..................................................................................................................................76 
 5.1  Project Summary .............................................................................................................................76 
 5.2  Results & Recommendations ..........................................................................................................77 
  5.2.1  Preliminary Actions...............................................................................................................77 
  5.2.2  Certification Program Framework.........................................................................................79 
   5.2.2.1  What to Certify............................................................................................................79 
   5.2.2.2  How to Certify ............................................................................................................79 
   5.2.2.3  Certification Levels.....................................................................................................80 
   5.2.2.4  Program Fee Structure.................................................................................................80 
   5.2.2.5  Certification Rewards..................................................................................................80 
 5.3  The Journey Forward.......................................................................................................................82 
  5.3.1  Potential Opposition..............................................................................................................82 
  5.3.2  Future Research.....................................................................................................................83 
  5.3.3  New Developments ...............................................................................................................83 
 5.4  Conclusion Summary ......................................................................................................................84 
Appendix A:  Certification Scheme Matrix...................................................................................................86 
Appendix B:  International Ecotourism Standard..........................................................................................92 
Appendix C:  CST Questionnaire ................................................................................................................123 
Appendix D:  STEP Checklist .....................................................................................................................132 
Appendix E:  SmartVoyager Criteria ..........................................................................................................140 
Appendix F:  Ecotourism Operator Questionnaire ......................................................................................172 
Appendix G:  Interview Questions 1 ...........................................................................................................177 
Appendix H:  Interview Questions 2 ...........................................................................................................179 
Appendix  I:  Green Globe 21 Indicator Sample .........................................................................................182 
Notes: ..........................................................................................................................................................184 
References: ..................................................................................................................................................185 



 viii

LIST OF TABLES 
 

Table   Page 
 
1. Distribution of Respondents by Ecotourism Services Provided.............................................................44 
 
2. Array of Activities Provided by Respondents Associated with Ecotourism Businesses ........................45 
 
3. Most Important Feature Highlighted for Each Company’s Marketing Strategy ....................................46 
 
4. Weighted Score of Product Features Highlighted in Marketing Materials.............................................46 
 
5. Breakdown of Annual Revenue Among Ecotourism Operator Respondents .........................................47 
 
6. Island/Regional Distribution of Study Participants ................................................................................48 
 
7. Relative Importance of Ecotourism Principles .......................................................................................50 
 
8. Term Preferences for Hawaii’s Ecotourism Industry .............................................................................53 
 
9. Support for Hawai`i Ecotourism Certification Program.........................................................................56 
 
10. Expected Benefits of Certification .........................................................................................................57 
 
11. Relative Significance of Selected Barriers to Participation....................................................................58 
 
12. Highest Ranking Certification Benefits..................................................................................................64 
 
13. Weighted Score of Certification Benefits...............................................................................................64 
 
14. Preferred Educational Topics .................................................................................................................66 
 
15. Fees Associated with Two Existing Certification Programs ..................................................................67 
 
16. Company Size Categories and Corresponding Weights .........................................................................70 
 
17. Preferred Certification Program Administrators ....................................................................................75 
 
 



 ix

 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 
 
Figure   Page 
 
1. Pacific Ocean Map ...................................................................................................................................3 
 
2. Hawai`i Map.............................................................................................................................................3 
 
3. A Sample of Existing Ecotourism Certification Programs.....................................................................28 
 
4. Volcano Guest House, Big Island of Hawai`i 2004 ...............................................................................42 
 
5. Geographical Distribution of Study Participants....................................................................................48 
 
6. Average Price Willing to Pay by Revenue Category..............................................................................68 
 
7. Willingness to Pay by Staff Size ............................................................................................................69 
 
8. Average Willingness to Pay by Staff Size Category ..............................................................................70 
 
9. Willingness to Pay by Weighted Company Size ....................................................................................71 
 
10. Average Willingness to Pay by Weighted Size Class ............................................................................71 
 
11. Willingness to Pay by Facility Size........................................................................................................72 
 
12. The Three-Legged Stool.........................................................................................................................85 
 

 


