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Abstract: This study analysed the nexus of risk management and local community
participation within the context of ecotourism sustainability. A mixed-methodological
approach was employed in data collection and analysis. A sample of 210 people were
conveniently selected from the two study communities. The study results were
categorised under the following themes; NGOs and their roles in ensuring ecotourism
sustainability; community participation toward ecotourism sustainability;
government’s role in ecotourism marketing and mechanisms; local communities’
understanding of ecotourism sustainability, and tourist relationship with local
communities. Overall, the study revealed land encroachment, illegal logging, extreme
weather, poaching, bushfires and robbery as the main risks threatening the
sustainability of the ecotourism sites in Ghana. In sum, the empirical and theoretical
outcomes of the study can help toward developing practical risk management
strategies for sustainable ecotourism development in Ghana.
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INTRODUCTION

The concept of sustainability in ecotourism literature continues to receive research
attention especially in the developing countries, owing to it being seen as a win-win
strategy for purposes of biodiversity conservation and economic development (Amoako-
Acheampong, 2013; Yang & Nair, 2014; Romero-Brito et al., 2016; Ramoén-Hidalgo et al.,
2018). Although ecotourism cannot replace mass tourism, it is moving away from simply
being considered a niche-market to becoming a flagship tourism market in such countries
as Ecuador, Nepal, Costa Rica, Kenya and South Africa (Honey, 2008; Akama et al., 2011,
Fennell, 2014). However, a number of ecotourism sites are either rapidly degrading, or
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have already been degraded (Honey, 2008; Fennell, 2014; Romero-Brito et al., 2016).
Current works on the degradation of ecotourism sites have cited issues of poaching,
human-animal  conflicts, local community marginalisation, greenwashing,
marginalisation of local ecological knowledge, leaking and diversion of funds for
biodiversity conservation as the overarching causes (Adjewodah & Beier, 2004; Yang
Romero-Brito et al., 2016; Ramén-Hidalgo et al., 2018; Eshun & Tichaawa, 2019). Indeed,
literature on ecotourism positions community participation congruently with the goal of
achieving sustainability through the niche-market (Tosun, 2000; Scheyvens & Momsen,
2008; Akama et al., 2011; Becken et al., 2014; Eshun & Tonto, 2014; Harilal & Tichaawa,
2018b). The above has called for critical research into the nexus of community
participation in ecotourism, risk management and ecotourism sustainability
(Kanlayanasukho, 2014; Yang & Nair, 2014; Rogerson, 2015; Harilal et al., 2019).

Despite the increasing research on the potential of ecotourism in sub-Saharan
African countries (Akama et al., 2011; Agyeman, 2013; Amoako-Acheampong, 2013;
Mensah & Adofo, 2013; Eshun & Tagoe-Darko, 2015; Dumbe et al., 2018; Harilal &
Tichaawa, 2018a; Eshun & Tichaawa, 2019), little published evidence from sub-Saharan
Africa exists, that teases out the nexus of sustainability, local community participation
and risk management at ecotourism sites. Literature on tourism is replete with the
premise that health, safety and security issues greatly influence a destination’s appeal to
actual and potential visitors (Bentley et al., 2004; Moreira, 2007; Gabbatt, 2010; Tarlow,
2011; Idowu et al., 2014; Yang & Nair, 2014; Hajibaba et al., 2016). Indeed, empirical
work into the nexus of risk management and ecotourism is germane from the standpoint
that ecotourism as nature-based tourism involves coming often in direct contact with
especially faunal species, which can pose a direct danger to visitors (Honey, 2008;
Amoako-Acheampong, 2013; Yang & Nair, 2014). The panoply of activities that can be
associated with ecotourism sites such as traipsing through rainforests, climbing
mountains, scuba diving, canopy walking, sleeping in treehouses, camping in the woods,
canoeing, paragliding, direct contact with local communities among others place risk
management issues directly within the milieu of ecotourism sustainability (Tosun, 2000;
Tarlow, 2011; Pennington-Gray & Schroeder, 2013; Becken et al., 2014; Ural, 2015).

Since the 1990s, Ghana has been receiving visitors who could be classed as
ecotourists. Currently, Ghana is ranked among the top 25% of African countries with the
greatest diversity of wildlife, inter alia: mammals (220 species), birds (725 species), and
butterflies (850 species). Ghana is also home to many endangered International Union for
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) — Red Data Book Species, including plants (34 species),
birds (10 species), mammals (17 species), and reptiles (5 species) (Eshun, 2014). In 2018,
the tourism industry in Ghana maintained its position as the fourth highest foreign
exchange earner for the country after cocoa, gold and oil and gas. This notwithstanding,
risk management practices at ecotourism sites are largely absent in literature despite the
impressive literature on ecotourism in the country (see Hens, 2006; Amoako-
Acheampong, 2013; Mensah & Adofo, 2013; Eshun & Tonto, 2014; Dumbe et al., 2018;
Eshun & Tichaawa, 2019). According to the National Disaster Management Organisation
([INADMO], 2015), tourism sites in Ghana, for the past five years, have recorded the
occurrence of avoidable accidents. An example of such an accident is the one that
occurred at the Bunso Arboretum, where the canopy walkway collapsed, due to poor
managerial attitudes that neglected the walkway’s precise physical carrying capacity. The
above signifies that good sustainable practices are not ensured at some of the ecotourism
sites, thus militating against ecotourism goals serving as a viable tool for the attainment
of biodiversity conservation and local development. The current paper, therefore, seeks
to contribute to the filling of this knowledge gap in ecotourism research.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Ecotourism, in depicting the interaction between the tourists and the local
resources, focuses on capitalist and community development, poverty alleviation and the
conservation of wildlife and plants (Regmi and Walter, 2017). The unique selling
proposition of ecotourism is its much-publicised image of generating local benefits and
also the way in which it affects how tourists perceive, experience and learn about nature,
as well as about its landscape, biodiversity, habitats and cultural relics (Kiper, 2013;
Eshun and Tagoe-Darko, 2015). Rusko and Prochazkova (2011) note that sustainable
development is concerned with development that does not erode ecological, cultural,
social, economic and political systems. Recent studies have outlined that sustainability
has grown beyond the environment to include human assets and institutions.

In addition, Ural (2015) argues that the sustainability of a tourism destination is
significantly influenced by its ability to adapt to changing market conditions, to use
resources efficiently and to deliver innovative planning and development strategies
regarding risk management. One key consideration that falls under sustainable
ecotourism is the consideration of minimising risks, especially at ecotourism sites, so as
to ensure safety, health and cutting-edge experiences for the visitors (Eshun, 2011;
Amoako-Acheampong, 2013). The ‘moments of truth’ for ecotourism business lie in its
adherence to sustainable tourism principles (Fennell, 2014). Such moments may be seen
in the quality of the drinking water, the degree of security provided for tourists, the good
culinary services, and environmental education (Angelkova et al., 2012). Ultimately, the
rubrics of risk, crisis and disaster management reflect the congruence of tourism risk
management (Moreira, 2007). Although the rubrics are used interchangeably, they are
not without their fine distinctions. Though the term ‘risk management’ can be nebulous in
meaning, such management in tourism refers to the planning and implementation of
processes that are directed towards managing the adverse effects of crises and disasters
on tourism (Tarlow, 2011). As the marketplace is moving at a nanosecond pace, tourism
risk management has become an ongoing process, entailing the regular monitoring and
review of hazards and the elements at risk, as well as the progress, outcomes and efficacy
of risk treatment measures (PATA [Pacific Area Travel Association], 2011).

Generally, a crisis affecting the tourism sector manifests as an event that damages
the market potential and the reputation of a tourism business and the neighbouring
regions (PATA, 2003; PATA, 2011; Yang & Nair, 2014; World Travel and Tourism
Council, 2019). For example, due to the outbreak of Ebola in 2014 in West Africa, of
which the Gambia did not report even a single case, the tourists’ hotel reservations
dropped by 65% (Idowu et al., 2014). Some authors distinguish between a ‘crisis’ and a
‘disaster’, with the key differences being that crises tend to be more predictable, are
caused by anthropogenic action, evidence an observable build-up, and tend to be of
relatively long duration, whereas disasters tend to be more sudden, less predictable,
caused by natural forces, and generally shorter in duration (Tarlow, 2011; Hidalgo, 2015).
Disasters are often defined as high-severity events, and they are seldom frequent (Kuto &
Groves, 2004; Ural, 2015; Agyeman et al., 2019). Crises in the tourism industry can take
many shapes and forms, inter alia deadly disease outbreaks, terrorism, acts of nature,
such as hurricanes or earthquakes, or a jet crashing into a hotel, and vandalism (Tarlow,
2011). Tarlow (2011, p. 2) posits that “the tourism risk manager must be well versed with
knowledge on the potential crisis, and the probability of the crisis occurring and must
have a plan ready to attempt to prevent the crisis before it occurs”.

Pennington-Gray and Schroeder (2013), in discussing safety and security risks,
suggested seven types of perceived risk for tourists, namely crime, disease, physical
challenges, equipment failure, weather, cultural barriers, and political crises. A cardinal
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component of risk management, therefore, is to spearhead communication and
consultation among the stakeholders. Risk communication and consultation has to be
undertaken at each stage in the process, so as to ensure that all the stakeholders involved
contribute to the tourism risk management process (Moreira, 2007; Tarlow, 2011; Ural,
2015). Another important component of risk management is the monitoring and
reviewing activity concerned. The component helps to ensure continual improvements
and the relevance of the tourism risk management process (Granger, 2000; Yang & Nair,
2014). Ultimately, risk management processes must identify, analyse, evaluate, treat,
monitor and review risks to the tourism destinations (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Stages in risk management (Source: Granger, 2000: 20)

Although often ignored in tourism risk management, how the various subsectors in
the tourism industry demand different risk management scholarship and practice are
important. A clear example of an attempt made to fill the existing knowledge gap, in the
above respect, was performed by Bentley et al. (2004). The researchers examined the
parameters of the New Zealand tourism industry to establish priorities for intervention,
so as to reduce adventure tourism risk, and so as to identify the existing client injury
control measures, with the view to establishing guidelines for the development of effective
adventure tourism safety management systems. Agyeman et al (2019) maintain that sites
with mountains and coasts are likely to be more vulnerable than are those that depend on
cultural, or historical, attractions. In addition, risk management in tourism, especially in
Africa, is often an ad-hoc activity for addressing what is often catastrophic and
cataclysmic events (Eshun, 2011). Bentley et al. (2004), thus, caution tourism risk
managers to focus on both the minor (e.g. slips, trips and falls), as well as the
catastrophic, events. Hidalgo (2015) also cautions that, with the ascendance of
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agritourism, enotourism and ecotourism in the rural areas, there is an urgent need to
build the capacity of especially the local communities in addressing climate change
impacts on their livelihoods and properties, as well as on the natural environment. Some
of the major crises that have occurred in the twenty-first century have had ramifications
for tourism. For instance, Regmi and Walter (2017) show that a massive earthquake of 7.6
magnitude hit central Nepal on 25 April 2015, with it being followed by an aftershock of
6.8 magnitude on May 12. The occurrence killed about 9000 people, injured about 23
000, and affected one-third of Nepal’s population of 28 million people (National Planning
Commission, 2015). Another instance is the case of the Pacific Island countries.

The World Bank (2006) reported the occurrence of 207 major natural disasters (of
which 157 were windstorms) between 1950 and 2004 in the region. The disasters
concerned affected about 3.5 million people in the region, with an economic damage cost of
over US$6.5 billion. Also, more recently, the 1990s were believed to have endured disaster
damage of around US$2.8 billion in the South Pacific (World Bank, 2006). In the Maldives,
the combined direct and indirect costs to tourist resorts, and the loss of government
revenue from reductions in the number of tourist arrivals as a result of the 2004 Indian
Ocean tsunami, were estimated to exceed US$300 million (Becken et al., 2014).

Two broad categories of tourism-related crisis exist. The first category includes
those crises that are beyond the control of the managers, the politicians and the
policymakers (e.g. natural disasters and sudden global economic events). The second
category includes those crises that are marked by poor management in tourism
development, and the destruction of the existing infrastructure, due to fire, war,
terrorism and political upheavals (COMCEC Coordination Office, 2017). Currently,
some of the attempts that have been made to address the nexus of tourism and risk
include the UNWTO Toolbox for Crisis Communications, the UNEP Climate Change
Adaptation and Mitigation in the Tourism Sector, and the UN Tourism and Disaster
Risk (PATA, 2011; Kanlayanasukho, 2014). The above notwithstanding, the impacts of
crises on tourism are often silent in terms of risk management assessments undertaken
at tourism sites, and more so at the ecotourism sites situated in the developing
countries (Regmi & Walter, 2017). Regmi and Walter (2017) note further that, despite
the devastating nature of Nepal’s earthquake in 2015, the National Planning
Commission Post-Disaster Needs Assessment sidelined the tourism sector, and no
assessment of the earthquake’s impact on ecotourism has yet been undertaken.

Noteworthily, destination branding and risk management are regarded as being
coterminous (Qu et al., 2011). Many authors posit that destination branding is ineluctably
intertwined with a destination’s competitiveness in the marketplace, since the existing
destinations are becoming replaceable, due to increasing competition from new and
emerging destinations worldwide (Goeldner & Ritchie, 2003; Assaker et al., 2011).
Indeed, destination branding becomes a key strategy after crises have occurred at sites,
since the occurrences often affect a destination’s image, in terms of the evoked set of
actual and potential visitors (Qu et al., 2011; Angelkova et al., 2012). Hajibaba et al.
(2016), showed how the Bali nightclub bombings of 2002 resulted in a 50% drop in the
number of tourist arrivals in the six months following the attacks, but gradually the
destination is once more gaining market share, due to successful rebranding.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The current study used a cross-sectional study design and a mixed methodological
approach. ‘Risk’, as a term, is embedded within quantitative-related paradigm, with it
often sidelining qualitative studies (Korstanje, 2011; Gozner et al., 2017; Ilies et al., 2018;
2019; Lincu et al., 2018; Deac & Gozner, 2019;). However, the constructivists posit that
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risk is socially constructed and that it is interpreted differently across varying social
structures and cultures (Yang & Nair, 2014). Thus, the current study employed the
mixed-methodological approach to allow for the undertaking of a nuanced
investigation, as the strength of one approach can cover up for the weakness in another
(Eshun, 2011; Manful & Eshun, 2015). The study population was drawn from Wechiau
and Larabanga, which are the study communities that host the Wechiau Hippo
Sanctuary (WHS) and the Mole National Park (MNP), respectively (Figure 2)
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Figure 2. Map of Ghana (Source: Researchers’ construct, 2020)

The WHS was initiated by the local community in 1999, which consists of a 40km
stretch down the length of the Black Volta River. In terms of biodiversity, the site is a
habitat to bats, chameleons, hedgehogs, lizards snakes and over 200 species of birds.
Hippos are the flagship species at the Sanctuary (Wildlife Division, 2000). Of the 17
reviews at TripAdvisor on the Sanctuary as at December 2019, 47.1% indicated excellent
ecotourism experience, 17.6% very good, 35.3% average and none being poor.

The site is an excellent location for bird watching, village tours, river safaris, and
nature walks (Wildlife Division, 2000; Eshun, 2011). The MNP is close to Damongo, the
District capital of Larabanga in the Savannah region of Ghana. The Park is the largest of
Ghana’s national parks and covers 4,840 kms2 of undulating terrain in the northern part
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of the country. The vegetation is pristine Guinea Savanna with gallery forests along the
rivers and streams. Some 742 plant species are represented in the Park. Furthermore, the
Park contains 93 mammal species, 33 reptile species, nine species of amphibians and
about 300 species of birds. Large animals include the elephant, buffalo, roan antelope,
kob, hartebeest, waterbuck, lion, leopard, hyena, four primate species and crocodiles.
About 600 elephants are estimated to live in the Park (Wildlife Division, 2020).

Of the 124 reviews on MNP at TripAdvisor as at December 2019, 50.0% indicated
excellent ecotourism experience, 32.3% very good, 16.1% average and only two (1.6%)
reviewers indicated a poor experience. While Kakum National Park enjoys high
visitorship numbers in southern Ghana, MNP is the most popular ecotourism site in
northern Ghana (Wildlife Division, 2000). The convenience technique was used to derive
information from the residents by means of the administering of semi-structured
questionnaires. Churchill and Brown (2004) note that obtaining an accurate sample size
in a study relies on the nature of the population, and on the purpose of the study.

The quantitative facet of the study involved 210 people as the sample size, with 105
being selected from each of the two categorised study areas. The purposive sampling
technique was employed to select the experts required for the study. Through the
conducting of interviews with the experts, the qualitative data were collected. The key
stakeholders interviewed included the site managers from the two ecotourism sites, four
officers from the Ghana Tourism Authority (GTA), and an officer each from the
Environmental Protection Agency, NADMO and the Forestry Commission. Each interview
took between 30 to 55 minutes. Following ethical standards as espoused by Manful and
Eshuh (2015), informed consent was sought from all the interviewees before any audio-
recording was done. The data collected from the survey were processed using descriptive
and inferential statistics, with the aid of SPSS version 25. The tools used included
correlation and frequency, and the results were presented in tables and charts. The
qualitative data were thematically analysed (Eshun, 2011; Mkono, 2013; Eshun, 2014).

RESULTS DISCUSSIONS

Sociodemographic data of the respondents

Of the 210 respondents involved in the study, 105 were selected each from Wechiau
and Larabanga, which are the leading local communities for WHS and MNP, respectively.
The data gathered from Mole revealed that 43% of the respondents were women,
whereas, in Wechiau, 42% were women. The 2010 population census shows that there
were 20 681 men and 20 499 women in Mole, which reflected the percentage of males to
female respondents. Also, the 2010 population census estimated a ratio of 52% men to
48% women to reside in Wechiau (Ghana Statistical Service, 2010). In both areas, the
data revealed a relatively young population, with 38% and 47% of the respondents in
Mole and Wechiau, falling in the age range of 29 to 39 years respectively. The educational
level in both areas was relatively low, with 23% and 46% of the respondents at Mole and
Wechiau respectively, holding only secondary school education certificates.

Also, significant to the study was that majority of the respondents have resided in
the study communities for more than five years, and therefore all things being equal, were
well-informed to provide rich data for addressing the study objectives. In addition, the
level of unemployment in Mole was alarming, with 21% of the respondents being jobless,
which explained why some 30% of the respondents in Mole earned no income. Also
disapprovingly, the percentage of workers earning less than 100 Cedis per month
constituted a relatively large proportion, with the majority of such persons being married
and resident in the community for longer than five years. In Wechiau, 15% of the
respondents received less than 100 Cedis per month (Table 1).
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Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of the respondents (Data source: Fieldwork, 2018)

. % of responses from % of responses from
Characteristics Mole n=105 Wechiau n=105
Sex
Male 57 58
Female 43 42
Age (in years)
18-28
29-39 42 37
40-49 3 47
50< 16 8
0 8
Occupation
Farmer 4 5
Herder 4 3
Unemployed 21 12
Civil servant 8 9
Teacher 11 21
Trader 34 26
Driver 4 0
Automechanic 2 o)
Guard 3 o)
Carpenter 1 0]
Nurse 0o 12
Traditional leader 0 2
Student 8 10
Educational status
Basic 55 22
Secondary 23 46
Tertiary 11 25
Uneducated 11 7
Length of stay
<1year 4 13
Between 1 and 5 years 3 21
>5 years 93 66
Income generation
(per month, in Cedis)
>100 35 15
100-400 31 68
>500 4 7
No income 30 10

Table 1 shows statistics giving Wechiau a slight edge over Mole, which can be seen
in the level of income of those employed. Also, 68% of the Wechiau respondents earned
between 100 and 400 Cedis per month, which surpassed the same earning level at Mole
(31%). Furthermore, in Mole, 30% of the respondents earned no income, compared to
10% of the respondents at Wechiau. In addition, 4% and 7% of the respondents in Mole
and Wechiau respectively earned over 500 Cedis per month. The lack of personal
development and growth could have been the underlying factor for the reason for the
relatively low extent of development in the communities.

NGOs and their roles in ensuring ecotourism sustainability

Ecotourism sustainability involves the taking of much effort by the stakeholders
within the industry, of which one is the NGOs (Belsky, 1999; Tosun, 2000). The NGOs,
according to the site manager at WHS, had done well in using tourism as a medium for
combating some of the economic challenges faced by the local communities. When asked
whether the NGOs conducted activities in Wechiau and Mole, all the respondents
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answered ‘yes’, making the affirmative vote 100% for both areas. The study assessed the
effectiveness of the roles played by NGOs in terms of the issues of sustainability related to
both the study areas (Figure 3). Eshun (2011) argues that NGOs contribute to ecotourism
sustainability, especially where they work concurrently with local community members.
For instance, an NGO like Agriculture and Natural Resources Management (AGRM),
which operates in collaboration with the Canadian government, is involved in tree-
planting projects, in providing good drinking water to the locals, and in fencing the
Sanctuary. The supply of potable water can fluctuate widely in the study areas concerned.

Furthermore, the NGOs, such as USAID and World Vision, are very active in
providing most of the social intervention schemes in the form of financial support, like
scholarships for students who distinguish themselves, and social infrastructure, like the
construction of Community-Based Health Planning and Services (CHPS), compounds in
Larabanga and Damongo, as well as market centres and the rehabilitation of health and
school facilities. In Wechiau, at the time of the current study, WindRock International
was helping to equip women with skills that helped them to produce Shea butter and
other products that they intended to sell to the visitors. The study found that the direct
impact of NGOs on ecotourism was the reality in Wechiau, whereas Mole enjoyed other
interventions, though not ones that were directly related to ecotourism. There exist some
level of interesting research on ecotourism development in Ghana attesting to the fact
that the benefits from CBEs tend to be higher than that which accrue from SLEs to local
communities (Eshun, 2011; Agyeman, 2013; Amoako-Acheampong, 2013).

B Wechiau
B Mole

Effective

Very Effective

Assessment in percentages

0 20 40 60 80

Figure 3. Assessment of the roles played by the NGOs in the study areas concerned
(Source: Fieldwork, 2018)

Community participation in ecotourism sustainability

Of the 105 respondents in Mole, 18.1% admitted to being stakeholders in tourism
operations in the park, 5.7% were uncertain about their stake in tourism business or
operations in the community, and as many as 76.2% of the respondents categorically
stated that they had no stake in ecotourism management and development, which also
affected their attitude toward ecotourism and its sustainability in the community. A weak
linear relationship of (r=0.326) was found to exist between the attitude of the
respondents and their view on their stake in the ownership of tourism in the Mole
community. The implication was that the attitude of the respondents toward tourism
development depended on whether or not they perceived themselves as the owners of
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tourism ventures. The presence of a weak linear relationship implies that other factors
were affecting the attitude of the respondents towards ecotourism development and
sustainability, than just having a stake in the ownership, or not. Eshun (2011) show that
some local residents around ecotourism sites in Ghana take their direct or indirect
employment as a form of involvement. Furthermore, the study showed that 15.2% of the
105 respondents admitted to receiving some form of benefit that influenced their attitude
towards ecotourism development, and some 84.8% indicated otherwise. Based on the
minimal benefits accruing to community members at Larabanga, the Pearson Correlation
establishes a weak positive relationship between community members’ attitude towards
ecotourism development at MNP (see Table 2). The above re-establishes the cogency of
the earlier argument that economic benefits had the highest influence on the locals in
terms of biodiversity stewardship (Tosun, 2000; Eshun, 2011; Fennell, 2014; Eshun &
Tagoe-Darko, 2015; Romero-Brito et al., 2016; Eshun & Tichaawa, 2019).

Table 2. The relationship between community members’
attitude towards ecotourism development (Data source: Fieldwork, 2018)

Correlations
What has been the
Do you see the community | attitude of the community
as being the stakeholders | members towards
in terms of ownership? ecotourism development
at the site?
Do you see the Pearson 1 306"
community as the correlation )
stakeholders in terms |Sig. (two-tailed) .001
of ownership? N 105 105

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed)

The community could not be sidelined on the basis of their poor educational
background, or on that of their lack of knowledge regarding ecotourism since they were
well situated to achieve successful ecotourism in Mole. The findings were very different
in relation to Wechiau, in relation to which 98% of the respondents admitted to being a
part of the stakeholders in ecotourism, with only two replying in the negative, on the
basis that they, as individuals, were not consulted when decisions were made. The 98%
of the respondents at Wechiau acknowledged that they felt the impact of ecotourism
directly, due to the position of WHS as a CBE initiative. In addition, the study teased
out the relationship of community members to ecotourism in their domain.

Copious literature posits that when synergy exists among the various
stakeholders, ecotourism is able to contribute to sustainably to conservation and local
well-being (Honey, 2008; Fennell, 2014; Eshun & Tichaawa, 2019). A prime reason for
setting up the Tourism Management Committees, especially at the CBE sites in Ghana,
was to ensure that the local interests were taken on board, and to ensure that the issue
of directing economic benefits toward local well-being were not sidelined (Eshun &
Tagoe-Darko, 2015; Eshun et al., 2016). The manager at WHS stated:

“Tourism has thrived in Wechiau because the people understand the chiefs,
management and the other stakeholders. We encourage idea cross-fertilisation, and
the rapport that now exists is due to transparency. and accountability created that.”

The above statement notwithstanding, the traditional authority in the Wechiau area
sometimes marginalised the other subgroups (i.e. the farmers and fishermen in the area
were seen as immigrants, and, therefore, had less of a stake in biodiversity conservation
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and in the benefits that should have accrued to them from the ecotourism based on the
Sanctuary (Adjewodah & Beier, 2004). To ensure full participation in ecotourism, the
different groups within the communities concerned, including the women, men and
youth, require representation on the Tourism Management Committee (Belsky, 1999;
Tosun, 2000; Scheyvens & Momsen, 2008; Eshun, 2011).
Government’s role in ecotourism marketing and mechanisms

Tourism development in Ghana has largely been championed by the Ministry of Tourism,
the GTA and the Forestry Commission (Amoako-Acheampong, 2013). Currently, the GTA
remains the National Tourism Organisation, largely responsible for the marketing of
tourism sites across the country (Eshun, 2014). The Forestry Commission, especially
through its two organs — the Forestry Service and the Wildlife Department — are in charge
of the ownership and development of the especially prominent ecotourist attractions
across the country (Mensah & Adofo, 2013). Eshun (2011, p.24) argues that tourism
development in Ghana has largely focused on managing the national parks and the slave
castles. In the above respect, a respondent forcefully noted:

“Ghana has lost about 32 tourist sites over the last two decades, due to three main

factors: the absence of effective marketing strategies, ineffective risk management
policies, and institutional weakness in the area of development and maintenance.
The existing 34 tourism attractions, including ecotourism sites, will reduce so far
as these three factors mentioned are not tackled.”

The current study showed that 53.3% of the sample of respondents indicated that
the tourists learned about the ecotourism sites through the Internet. However, disparities
were present in the results. At Mole, 40.9% of the respondents noted that there was no
government initiative to market the site, while 59% agreed partially with the above. Also,
40.3% (of n= 62) further stressed that the community members did nothing to market the
Park. At Wechiau, many respondents (77.1%) indicated that the government was not
involved in the marketing of the site, whereas some (21.0%) said that the government was
involved, and very few (2.9%) were indifferent on the issue. The disparity between the two
sites confirmed what Eshun (2014) points out as being the two main types of ecotourism
in Ghana, namely state-led ecotourism (SLE) and community-based ecotourism (CBE).

Table 3. Major risks confronting ecotourism in Mole (Data source: Fieldwork, 2018)

Risks Frequency Percentages
Land encroachment 12 9.5
Logging 45 35.7
Extreme weather 19 15.1
Valid | Poaching 23 18.3
Bushfires 21 16.7
Robbery/Crime 6 4.7
Total 126 100.0

Consequently, depending on whether an ecotourism site is managed by the
government through the Wildlife Division and Forestry Service, or through the Tourism
Management Committees, as in the case of the CBE, their corporate strategies differed
greatly. The MNP, which is a leading SLE, draws much commitment and working capital
from the government. The GTA website markets MNP, alongside designing and
distributing brochures in its offices nationwide. Despite some efforts being made at
marketing the SLE in Ghana, 42% of the respondents concluded that the government’s
efforts through the National Tourism Organisations having to do with ecotourism
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marketing in the country were totally inadequate. Earlier research than the present
implies that the government, particularly through the GTA, must strengthen its marketing
strategies at all ecotourism sites across the country (Eshun & Tagoe-Darko, 2015).

Hunters are the main culprits, who deliberately, or through carelessness, set some
portions of the Park or its boundaries on fire, with the concomitant biodiversity loss. A
respondent explained:

“Some deliberately set fires around the edges of the Park to vent their anger at the
Park authorities. Some have not been treated fairly, because they had to evacuate
their farming lands for the creation of the Park without compensation.”

Land encroachment was also found to be a problem, with, for example, 9.5% of
the risks being due to those who defiantly bought plots of land that had been legally
allocated to the Park authority, therefore generating land ownership disputes. The
encroachment of parks and reserves is increasingly becoming a problem in Ghana,
especially with the rapid urbanisation (Adjewodah & Beier, 2004). The rapid urbanisation
has also resulted in high demand for wood, especially for fuel and furniture (35.7%).
Poaching registered 18.3% of the risks confronting the Park. Some poachers had
suffered fatal attacks by the animals, as can be seen in the following statement:

“Four persons were killed in 2016 and 2017 by buffalos at the Park. But the fear is,
if these act[s] of poaching and logging are not prevented, the Park will soon
become a wasteland, unsuitable for ecotourism. These illegal acts will continue
unless the silent and weak institutions start to bite.”

Interestingly, the literature on tourism risk management has yet to engage
seriously in how climate change affects tourism (Moreira, 2007; DeChazal & Rounsevell,
2009). Hidalgo (2015), researching the ramifications of climate change on the agri-
ecotourism businesses in the Philippines, argued that climate change will continue to
affect both current and future tourism demands worldwide. For example, the temperatures
between November and March at Mole contribute to the low visitorship to the Park, with
it remaining a risk (15.1%). Beyond the above, some 4.7% of the respondents agreed that
the tourists to the areas concerned were prone to much criminal behaviour, with highway
robbery being mentioned as a major factor. Travelling the road from Larabanga to
Fofulso, there were no police barracks along the almost 140km stretch of road to enforce
the key measures put in place to minimise the attendant risks (Table 4).

Table 4. Measures to manage risks at MNP (Data source: Fieldwork, 2018)

Risk Management mechanism

Fining of the culprits

Monetary rewards made to persons who helped arrest the perpetrators
A satellite disk over the entire Park to monitor activities therein

A satellite disk to monitor activities in and around the Park

A 24-hour security patrol service in and around the Park

Prosecuting of the culprits to serve as a deterrent to potential culprits
Education regarding land markings

The taking of legal measures to protect the Park’s boundaries

Land Mediating of disputes between the Park management and the affected
encroachment community members

Compensations paid to those affected

Education in general

The deployment of park guards to keep the forest safe

Penalising of those intending to log, or who are caught in the act of logging
Education

The usage of the satellite to check activities in the Park

Bush burning

Poaching

Logging
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Also, on the issue of the highway robbery of, and extortion from tourists, the
respondents were not able to suggest specific preventative measures, except to depend on
the central government to protect them. At the time of the study, 71 (67.6%) of the
respondents did not think that the community had to do anything to manage the risks
that threatened to uproot the sustainability of ecotourism, while 11 (10.4%) thought that it
did, and 23 (22.0%) were uncertain about the issue. Interestingly, none of the
respondents mentioned the raiding of farms by elephants as a source of conflict between
themselves and management, although there exists some amount of literature in Ghana
attesting to this (Adjewodah & Beier, 2004; Eshun, 2011; Eshun & Tonto, 2014).

A similar study at the WHS showed that 10 (6.6%) of the respondents pointed out
that tribal conflict was a major risk to the sustainability of the Sanctuary (Table 5). This
addition was totally absent in the result from MNP. There are more migrants to the
Weichiua, as compared to Mole and this might account for the conflict among tribes. Also,
both MNP and WHS have issues of illegal logging taking place at the locations, which
therefore demands that management and the local communities devise the right
strategies to curb the trend. Also, the issue of poaching registered a lower percentage at
WHS. Two factors are immediately accountable for this result. First, there is a huge
community reverence for the hippos at WHS, which may have positive stewardship
towards the other faunal species in the Sanctuary. Secondly, there is more access to
protein sources around the Wechiau area because of especially the Black volta.

Table 5. Major risks confronting ecotourism at WHS (Data source: Fieldwork, 2018)

Risks Frequency Percentages
Land encroachment 14 9.3
Illegal Logging 71 47.0
Extreme weather 22 14.6
Valid Poaching ] 10 6.6
Bushfires/Wildfires 21 13.9
Tribal Conflicts 10 6.6
Robbery/Crime 3 2.0
Total 151 100.0

Furthermore, interviews were conducted with the manager and staff of the WHS, on
ways of addressing risks at the Sanctuary. Some of the risk measures are presented in Table 6.

Table 6. Measures to manage risks at WHS (Data source: Fieldwork, 2018)

The rangers: The Park management team had employed some of the youth to patrol the Park
during the day, and sometimes at night. The activities of the so-called ‘Park Rangers’ were usually
limited to the day, because of the distance from the main township to the site, and also because of the
absence of power supply between the community and the site. Street lights were also not available.
Orientation: The community members were orientated to appreciate the presence of the
hippos. Their orientation took two main forms: the ‘Kaka Festival’, with ‘Kaka’ meaning ‘hippos’
in the local language; and community meetings, at which the views of the community members
were voiced. The adoption of such approaches orientated the local community members to see
themselves as the stewards of the surrounding ecosystems.

Fence construction: In partnership with the Canadian government, a fence was being built
around the Sanctuary, which would prevent especially illegal fishermen and poachers from
pursuing their unlawful activities.

Conlflict resolution and possible prevention: The government had adopted the use of such
alternative dispute resolution mechanisms as negotiation to bring the aggrieved groups to consensus.
In terms of crime minimisation, the visibility of the police was increased through the patrolling of the
police team, and through the erection of police barriers along the major community roads.
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Unlike in the case of the fauna in Mole, the community members in Wechiau
believed that the hippos in the Sanctuary had saved them in their most recent battle with
a particular tribe from Burkina Faso. Thus, they saw the hippos as animals that kept them
safe. Consequently, the sustainability of the animals meant life and the absence of death,
and the community members were intrinsically inclined to protect them. Eshun and
Tonto (2014) show that the threats to the monkeys (i.e. the Mona and Black and White
Colobu, the flagship species), at Boabeng-Fiema Sanctuary, are minimal, because of the
locals’ reverence for them as children of gods.

Local communities’ understanding of ecotourism sustainability

The existing plethora of research on ecotourism (Weaver & Lawton, 2007;
Scheyvens & Momsen, 2008; Rusko & Prochazkova, 2011; Eshun & Tagoe-Darko, 2015;
Regmi & Walter, 2017; Ramén-Hidalgo et al., 2018) has largely been silent on how the
local communities define and interpret the concept of sustainability in relation to
ecotourism development. The study, therefore, asked the respondents to define the
meaning of ‘ecotourism sustainability’ (Figure 4). A total of 229 responses were
obtained from the two study communities, of which balance for local development and
biodiversity conservation registering the highest percentage of 31%.

Figure 3. Respondents’ understanding
of the concept of ecotourism sustainability (Source: Fieldwork, 2018)
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Table 7. The relationship between the educational level of the respondents
and their understanding of ecotourism sustainability (Data source: Fieldwork, 2018)

Pearson correlation 1
Educational level sig. (two-tailed) .039
N 105
1 *
What is your understanding of P'ear(ion ctor'lreigtlon ~0.201
‘ecotourism sustainability’? ;}g. wo-talle '1%359

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed)

The locals have a fair understanding of the meaning of sustainability, at least in
theory. Due to the relatively high educational level Wechiau, the study conducted a
Pearson Correlation, which established a relationship between community members’
educational level and their understanding of ecotourism sustainability (Table 7). The
result of r = -0.21 showed that the level of education of a respondent should not be
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taken as an indication of their level of understanding of the nature of ecotourism
sustainability. The existing research attests to an understanding beyond the highest
educational level attained, in view of the special orientation of community members
that help them to understand and to gain skills that should help them contribute to
sustainability (Eshun, 2011; Hidalgo, 2015; Ramén-Hidalgo et al., 2018).

A number of legislative instruments promulgated in the last four decades have
helped to manage, develop and conserve biodiversity in Ghana (Amoako-Acheampong,
2013; Mensah & Adofo, 2013; Ramoén-Hidalgo et al., 2018). Most of the statutes are
sector-based, and they can be conflicting, inchoate, obsolete and unenforceable (Eshun,
2014). Currently, Western scientific knowledge underpins global biodiversity
conservation (Hens, 2006; Eshun, 2011, 2014; Eshun & Tagoe-Darko, 2015). Dumbe et al.
(2018), therefore, argue convincingly that ecotourism ‘experts’ must avoid seeing local
people as lacking knowledge that could ultimately benefit ecotourism sustainability. As a
point in case, whereas the tourists view the hippos at Wechiau as mere animals, the locals
hold the belief that the hippos protect them from their enemies. Consequently, many
proponents of ecotourism sustainability have argued for creating platforms that allow for
the host community to bring their various interests and views on board in pertinent
decision-making (Eshun, 2011; Rusko & Prochazkova, 2011; Regmi & Walter, 2017).

Tourist inflow and relationship with the local communities

The sustainability of ecotourism depends on the relationship that exists between
the host and the tourist (Ramon-Hidalgo et al.,, 2018). In the current study, the
responses that were received from the respondents showed that the respondents of the
study areas were friendly towards the visitors. Over eighty percent (83.8%) of the
respondents at Mole indicated that the community members were friendly toward the
tourists, with 16.2% stating that the community members were very friendly, which is a
positive indication for ecotourism sustainability. However, 8.6% insisted that the
tourists posed a threat for them, while 91.4% said that the tourists posed none.
Similarly, in Wechiau, 63.8% and 36.2% of the respondents stated that the community
members were friendly and very friendly, respectively, toward the visitors.

At Wechiau, only 1.9% of the respondents said that the presence of the tourists
posed a threat to their culture. They further indicated that they were sidelined in the
management of the Sanctuary, which affected their interaction with the visitors there.
In Mole, the data on the threats posed by the tourists were complex. The inflow of
tourists to a destination is never static (Honey, 2008; Akama et al., 2011; Amoako-
Acheampong, 2013; Fennell, 2014; Eshun & Tichaawa, 2019). This said, data obtained
for the study showed that since 2001, tourism inflows had consistently exceeded 900
tourists in both of the two study areas. The manager at MNP stated:

“The increase in 2008 was due to the African Cup of Nations hosted in Ghana. The
Tamale Stadium hosted the Group D matches and brought a lot of football
enthusiasts to the area. The years 2016 and 2017 were challenging, because of the
severity of the harmattan and [because of] the closure of the Buipe and Yapei Bridges.”

The outbreak of Ebola from 2014 onwards accounted for a fall in the number of
visitors to the Park, especially in terms of its international visitors. In Wechiau, the
figures for visitors have consistently been above 900 per year since 2004. Hidalgo
(2015) argues that environmental factors determine the inflow of tourists, with such
factors manifesting themselves in the form of natural disasters, the outbreak of disease,
or weather conditions. Currently, at WHS during the dry season there is relatively
higher numbers of international tourists visiting the Sanctuary, whereas midyear,
between June and October, there are more domestic tourists visiting the site.
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Most of the tourists to the two ecotourism sites were found to be allocentric
(Eshun, 2014; Eshun & Tonto, 2014). However, among the domestic tourists, distance
was regarded as a discouraging factor. From Accra to Wa is about 700km via land, from
Wa to Wechiau is about 22km, and from Wechiau to the Sanctuary is 18km (total
740km), which tends to frustrate the average ecotourist. Table 8 shows the tourist
inflow to WHS, along with the amount of revenue generated each year. The remarkable
increase in the tourist inflow from 2005 to 2006 was due to the rebranding and
development of the site, with financial support granted by the Canadian government.

Table 8. Tourist inflow and amount of revenue
generation at Wechiau on a yearly basis (Data source: Fieldwork)

Year Number of Number of Total number | Amount of revenue
International visits | domestic visits of visits made generated (Cedis)

2004 870 634 1504 8114.45
2005 391 550 941 5073.30
2006 1144 512 1656 7551.85
2007 1183 673 1856 11725.30
2008 1018 797 1815 15 867.15
2009 1339 931 2270 25 695.05
2010 1236 678 1914 14 493.50
2011 825 759 1584 23 300.00
2012 961 694 1655 21 561.00
2013 965 943 1908 26 484.80
2014 788 499 1287 23 840.00
2015 459 364 823 15 722.00
2016 344 419 763 23 922.00
2017 567 350 917 40 672.00

From 2006 to 2010, the inflow of international tourists to the area was in the
thousands. The highest was in terms of domestic tourism in 2009, with 931 tourists. From
2011, the numbers began to fall again, with the number of international visits falling back
into the hundreds, with the major causes being the threat of an outbreak of Ebola in
Africa, and the political tensions in the neighbouring countries, like Cote d’Ivoire.

In 2016, the numbers fell drastically, especially in terms of international visits,
which was due to the severity of harmattan, which called for the cancelling of many
flights. The above-mentioned factors lay further credence to the evidence that tourism
products can be affected by externally induced disruption (Gabbatt, 2010; PATA, 2011).

CONCLUSION

In the face of the many risks and the poor biodiversity conservation principles
concerned, there is a need to unravel the concept of sustainability in ecotourism,
especially in the developing countries, where the concept is gaining more attention as a
win-win strategy for purposes of biodiversity conservation and economic development
(Yang & Nair, 2014; Romero-Brito et al., 2016; Agyeman et al., 2019). Sustainability is a
cardinal concept in terms of ecotourism-related scholarship (Honey, 2008; Kimbu &
Tichaawa, 2018; Ramoén-Hidalgo et al., 2018). A number of ecotourism sites are either
rapidly degrading, or have already been degraded (Fennell, 2014; Romero-Brito et al.,
2016). The above has called for critical research into such issues as the branding and
marketing of ecotourism sites, the community participation in ecotourism, the risks
facing biodiversity, and the ecotourism sustainability concerned (Rogerson, 2015;
Eshun & Tonto, 2014; Yang & Nair, 2014; Romero-Brito et al., 2016).
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Other works on ecotourism position community participation congruently with
sustainability (Tosun, 2000; Scheyvens & Momsen, 2008; Becken et al., 2014; Eshun &
Tonto, 2014). Building on the earlier studies undertaken in the same field, the work
showed that the level of local participation in ecotourism was relatively low, especially
at the MNP. Research has shown that the amount of local participation at the SLEs in
Ghana tends to be relatively low (Amoako-Acheampong, 2013; Mensah & Adofo, 2013;
Eshun and Tagoe-Darko, 2015; Agyeman et al., 2019). In addition, the few benefits from
both the SLEs and CBEs in Ghana have been the cause of disgruntlement among some
fringe communities in Ghana (Agyeman, 2013; Eshun, 2014; Eshun & Tagoe-Darko,
2015; Agyeman et al., 2019). Furthermore, the study shows that the nexus of risk
management and ecotourism sustainability has no specific practices to help protect
biodiversity and visitors. The existing risk management is not holistic and remains
largely ad hoc in approach (with it often being initiated only when a disaster occurs).
Currently, the risks facing the study sites include mostly logging, bushfires and
poaching, as well as criminal activities. The study also shows that the marketing
strategies at the study sites remain largely ineffective. Although hippos and elephants
remain the flagship species of WHS and MNP respectively, the marketing strategies
involved have yet to exceed the offering of such unique selling propositions that set the
sites apart from other such sites in Ghana. In sum, further research can build on the
empirical and theoretical outcomes of the study and employ Granger’s (2000) proposed
view of the stages in risk management, toward developing practical risk management
strategies for sustainable ecotourism development in Ghana and beyond.
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