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Abstract: The Tourism Industry in South Kerala focuses more on Houseboat Tourism and Backwater Tourism. The unique,
natural features set this destination apart from nearby places, as backwater destinations are rich in numerous natural
resources. The sustainable development of these resources will highly enhance the livelihood of the communities in the
backwater regions. They will be able to attract tourists seeking unique backwater experiences. Therefore, this article intends
to comprehend the stakeholders’ perceptions on Sustainable Tourism Development in the backwater destinations of South
Kerala in India. A total of 277 respondents participated in the research and the study adopted a quantitative research design,
while considering the influence of various factors on the Economic, Social and Environmental Sustainability. The data
gathered from the study illustrated that the perception of stakeholders about Sustainable Tourism Development varied across
different groups. Hence, all the stakeholders in the Tourism Industry need to work together, as this coordination will help to
strengthen future development plans, in order to minimize the negative impacts of tourism in the backwater destinations of
South Kerala. The study has also identified key turning points that will help to reshape the Sustainable Development of
backwater tourism destinations of South Kerala.

Key words: sustainable tourism development, sustainable development, backwater tourism, houseboat tourism, stakeholder
perception, economic sustainability, social sustainability, environmental sustainability, sustainable tourism practices

* * * * * *

INTRODUCTION

The Tourism Industry lays increased attention to the principles of Sustainable Tourism and this has evolved into an
important concept in modern times, in relation to tourism planning and development. With the growth of the Tourism
Industry, sustainable tourism products are becoming increasingly relevant for all stakeholders (Hussain et al., 2015) and
they have been found to have both positive as well as negative impacts on the community, economy, and the environment.
According to Hunter (1997), there are mainly two approaches to Sustainable Tourism - Light Green and Dark Green
approaches. The Light Green approach to Sustainable Tourism concentrates on the benefits, expansion and maintenance of
tourism activities in the destination, market needs of the products, environmental action and stakeholders’ involvement.
The Dark Green approach focuses on the economic base, natural resources, environmental impact and training of
stakeholders. Many studies have in recent times focused on sustainability as an effective instrument for achieving the
highest position that any tourism destination can achieve, by focusing on the three most significant components of
Sustainable Tourism, namely the environment, economy and the community (Kimbu and Tichaawa, 2018).

Therefore, if a tourism destination remains unplanned and underdeveloped, it would destroy the economic,
environmental, and social aspects of the dependent community (Brokaj, 2014). Hence stakeholder participation in the
entire tourism development process and cycle is necessary in order to implement the right values of Sustainable Tourism
and achieve sound Sustainable Tourism Development initiatives (Turker et al., 2016). Without the active engagement
and commitment of all stakeholders, it will be difficult for local government organizations to develop open and
transparent institutional frameworks and share the costs and benefits among all stakeholders in an equal and equitable
manner (Li and Hunter, 2015). It is also noted that the expertise and experience of all the stakeholders in tourism
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management, their participation in the tourism planning and development processes, and their long-term involvement play
a significant role in the sustainable management of the tourism destinations. All stakeholders have different expectations
and goals regarding the anticipated effects of Sustainable Tourism Development and its efficiency. It is also clear that the
performance assessments used in Sustainable Tourism Development should be carried out and investigated from a multi-
stakeholder perspective, so as to try, match, coordinate and maintain the views of all the stakeholders on the predicted
Sustainable Tourism Development practices (Sigala, 2014). Therefore, Sustainable Tourism Development cannot be
accomplished without considering the interests of all the stakeholders (Moral-Cuadra et al., 2019).

According to UNWTO (1998), a stakeholder refers to “a national or local government with specific competence in
tourism matters, tourism establishments and tourism enterprises, including their associations; tourism employees, tourism
professionals, and tourism consultants; tourism education and training centres; travellers, including business travellers and
visitors to tourism destinations, sites and attractions; and local population and host communities at the tourism destinations
through their representatives. Therefore, any group or person who may be affected by the accomplishments of the goals at
the tourism destinations can be termed as a stakeholder. Moreover, other interest groups and individuals, especially the
residents and the indigenous population, also need adequate recognition as stakeholders.

Stakeholders’ interests in their surroundings can affect their preparedness to promote tourism (Gursoy et al., 2002).
Understanding stakeholders’ perceptions during the various stages of the decision-making processes are seen as an essential
strategy for achieving Sustainable Tourism Development. But there is often a lack of involvement of local stakeholders in
decision-making, mainly because of very strict legislations and restrictions. Hence stakeholders’ perceptions can be
considered as an important indicator for measuring Sustainable Tourism Development, as it can be an aid and a significant
factor in the growth of any tourism destination. More optimistic perceptions can develop when people have more close and
frequent interactions with visitors and when they share more information about tourism (Janusz et al., 2017).

The study therefore concentrates on the perceptions of various stakeholders on Sustainable Tourism Development in
the backwater tourism destinations of South Kerala, as they encompass some of the most popular tourism attractions,
having won numerous national and international awards. The region offers a wide variety of opportunities to attract
tourists, both national and international, because of its extraordinary geographical features. To incorporate Sustainable
Tourism into the backwater destinations of South Kerala, an integrated approach to stakeholder participation is necessary.
However, the polluted backwaters and the challenges of waste management have become inevitable issues in the region.
Today backwater destinations are more than ever before, calling out for an urgent need for Sustainable Tourism
Development, in order to minimize the negative impacts of human activities on the destinations.

LITERATURE REVIEWS ON STAKEHOLDER’S PERCEPTIONS ON SUSTAINABLE TOURISM
DEVELOPMENT

Perception can be referred to as the local stakeholders’ attitudes towards opinions and reactions. It is commonly known
as the relationship between individuals and their surrounding environment (Indrianti, 2016). Perception can influence
individuals to act favorably or unfavorably towards their environment ( Aref et al., 2009). The factors that most commonly
influence the perceptions of costs and benefits of tourism include the level of local community participation, use of local
resources, and the involvement in various tourism activities (Tolvanen et al., 2005). The intensity of these factors can vary
depending on the local communities’ perceptions about their involvement with the destination and the subsequent impact,
whether positive or negative (NUfiez-Tabales et al., 2016). Stakeholders are key players in Sustainable Tourism
Development and their perceptions are necessary to preserve and sustain tourism products (Manuel et al., 2018). They must
also actively participate in solving problems in the destination, by modifying their perceptions and attitude for the
successful execution of Sustainable Tourism Development Practices (Reddy, 2020).

Stakeholders’ perceptions can to a great extent affect the destination’s values, beliefs, and success in terms of
Sustainable Tourism Development (Kumar and Nandini, 2013). Stakeholders must focus on their destinations in order to
create a more strategic edge, so as to construct a thriving and prosperous tourism industry (Amoako et al., 2021). Their
attachment to the destination, tourism experiences, proximity to the tourism centers, personal dependency on tourism, level
of involvement in leisure activities, demographic variables such as marital status, age, gender, language, seasonality,
tourism taxes, the community's perceived future and the growth stage that the tourism industry is in, will all influence the
stakeholders’ views on tourism (Brida et al., 2011). All these factors will also play a significant role in decision-making
during the planning and policy-making processes (Lee and Hsieh, 2016). Taking into consideration the stakeholders’ views
will also allow the tourism managers and administrators to adopt more holistic responsive mechanisms towards Sustainable
Development. They can be used as important indicators to measure sustainability issues (Eshliki and Kaboudi, 2012) and
they can also act as strong guidelines to improve Sustainable Tourism in the destinations.

Indrianti (2016) believes that if a destination completely depends on the Tourism Industry to sustain itself, the local
communities in that place will have a major role to play in conserving the area’s sustainability through their attitude,
perception, support, and involvement, all of which will need to be continuously assessed. But many a time, a very low
degree of cooperation exists among the various stakeholders because they have different views of Sustainable Tourism.
Local stakeholders do not seem to share the same boundary nor do they seem to be working towards a shared goal, thus
undermining the long-term viability of Sustainable Tourism (Bregoli et al., 2016). It has also been found that stakeholders
are reluctant to offer their services and financial support to government organizations that are concerned with the
sustainability issues (Strydom and Mangope, 2019). Therefore, understanding the stakeholders’ perceptions on Sustainable
Tourism is very important while trying to relate their support and involvement in various tourism activities.
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THE STUDY AREAS
The region for the study covers the three
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also known as the ‘Venice of the East’.
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renowned Nehru Trophy Snake Boat Races
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channels. The lake is the second-largest in
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the longest backwater cruise in Kerala
connecting these two major lakes.

Figure 1. Map of Backwater Tourism Destinations (Source: Authors)

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The first stage of the study involved intense literature surveys, through which the three major destinations within the
backwater region of South Kerala were identified. These destinations, namely Kottayam, Alappuzha and Kollam that are
involved in Backwater Tourism were stratified, and the study then clustered all the stakeholders in these destinations into
public and private players, and they involved the houseboat officials, officials of hotels and resorts, local community
members, and government officials. The sample size for each cluster was determined through a Census Survey and
Convenience Sampling method. In the second stage, based on thorough reviews of literature, the research gaps were
identified. The items that measured the stakeholders’ perceptions towards Sustainable Tourism Development were
extracted for the preparation of the questionnaire, which used a 5-Point Likert Scale. The reliability of the tool was assessed
by examining the Cronbach’s Alpha Score. Findings from the reliability test revealed that most of the constructs displayed
a score that was higher than the required reliability score, with a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.805. Once the questionnaire was
finalized, a pilot study was conducted before the actual collection of data. By the end of the data collection exercise, a total
of 277 samples were collected. In the third stage of the research, the items that measured the stakeholders’ perceptions
towards Sustainable Tourism Development were input into the analysis tool and software. Descriptive Analysis was used to
understand the basic characteristics and responses of the participants. The perception of the stakeholders towards
Sustainable Tourism Development at the destinations was analyzed using ANOVA and Tukey Post Hoc Test.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS FROM THE STUDY

Profile of the Respondents

The participants in the survey comprised of 59.9% males and 40.1% females. Majority of the respondents were officials
who worked in the houseboats (35.7%) followed by members of the local community (35.4%), employers and employees
of resorts and hotels (24.5%) and government officials (4.3%). Focusing on the regions of the respondents, 36.1% of the
respondents belonged to the Kottayam Backwater Region, followed by 33.6% from the Alappuzha Backwater Region and
30.3% from the Kollam Backwater Region. Members of the local community, who live close to the destination, can have a
profound influence on Sustainable Tourism Development in that destination ( Aref et al., 2009). Hence all the stakeholders
from the backwater tourism destinations directly influence Sustainable Tourism Development in the destinations.

Table 1 displays the perceptions of stakeholders on Sustainable Tourism Practices based on the environmental, social
and economic constructs in the backwater regions of Kerala.

A good number of the participants in the survey viewed the Environmentally Sustainable Tourism Practices from a
positive perspective. The respondents agreed that the conservation of biodiversity and the maximum use of eco-friendly
products were the most important Sustainable Tourism Practices employed in the backwater regions. They also ensured that
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tourism could create a large number of job opportunities through these venues. Furthermore, the respondents agreed that
the ‘implementation of solid waste management plans’, ‘national legislations and regulations’ and ‘sustainable
constructions’ were imperative in order to ensure long-term sustainability management in the backwater destinations. For
Socially Sustainable Tourism Practices, majority of the participants agreed that it was necessary to set up clear and
mandatory guidelines for socio-cultural sites at destinations and to implement a proper code of conduct for both the
members of the local community as well as the guests. Majority of the respondents also agreed that community support
is the most important factor in the backwater regions, as it is beneficial and highly critical in developing Socially
Sustainable Tourism Practices in the destinations. At the same time, majority of the participants in the survey supported
the reduced use of non-disposable goods, as this would help to make the environment cleaner and would certainly attract
more tourists to backwater destinations. The most notable contribution of Economically Sustainable Tourism Practices is
related to entrepreneurship, especially the encouragement received by local entrepreneurs through more employment
opportunities and training. This is true due to the increased economic benefits from houseboat operations and other
tourism-related businesses in the backwater regions. Table 2 displays the results of the ANOVA test. ANOVA is used in
the study to assess the meaningful differences in the perceptions of different stakeholders about Sustainable Tourism
Practices in the backwater destinations of Kerala. It can be inferred from the table that the p values for the Economically
Sustainable Tourism Practices and Socially Sustainable Tourism Practices (p = 0.000 and p = 0.002 respectively) are
both below 0.05, which means that there is a statistically significant difference in the perception of various stakeholders
on the Economically and Socially Sustainable Tourism Practices. However, no significant difference was observed
among the stakeholders on the Environmentally Sustainable Tourism Practices (p = 0.620). Being residents of the
backwater destinations, all the stakeholders agreed on the Environmentally Sustainable Tourism Practices in the
backwater destinations, as they continued to derive maximum personal benefits from tourism.

Table 1. Descriptive analysis on perceptions of Table 2. Results of ANOVA

stakeholders on sustainable tourism development
P Variables Sum of df Mean F Sig.
. . . . Std. Squares Square
Variables Sustainable Tourism Practices |Mean i
Deviation Between | 4551 | 3 | 15.173 | 22.430(0.000
Long Term Sustainability 356 | 1.143 E . Groups ) ) ) )
. Legislation 395 0952 || gty | Within [ oo T
ES;’t';ﬁ?a'SEma"y Sustainable Construction 357 | 1.103 ustainabiiity Groups ' '
Tourism Maximizing Eco-friendly Goods | 4.26 | 0.727 Total |230.189 | 276
: Solid Waste Management 401 | 1139 Between
Practices Harmful Substances 3.78 | 1.184 Social Groups 4.755 3 | 1585 | 5070 (0.002
Biodiversity Conservation 449 | 0.735 S Within
Socially Organizational Support 451 | 0.617 Sustainability Groups 85333 | 273 | 0313
Sustainable Code of Conduct 334 | 1274 Total | 90.087 | 276
Tourism Guidelines to Guests and Between
Practices Employees 3.97| 0831 e ronment Groups 0732 | 3 | 0.244 | 0.594 (0.620
Economically Employment and Training 431 | 0.651 L Within
Sustainable Encourage Entrepreneurs 432 | 0.933 Sustainability Groups 1122821 273 | 0411
[Tourism Practices | Reduce Non-Disposable Goods | 4.30 | 0.743 Total | 113.014 | 276

Though it is evident that there is a significant difference in the perceptions of different stakeholders about the
Economically and Socially Sustainable Tourism Practices, it is not clear which of their perceptions are different. This can
be further understood through a Post Hoc Analysis as shown in Table 3.

Table 3.Tukey Post Hoc Test

Dependent () Type of (J) Type of Mean Std. Si 95% Confidence Interval
Variable Respondents Respondents Difference (I-J) | Error g Lower Bound Upper Bound
Resort/Hotel Officials 0.06046 0.25752 | 0.995 -0.7261 0.6052
L E‘ Government Officials | House Boat Officials 0.11869 0.2514 | 0.965 -0.5312 0.7685
§ § Local Community 0.87812 0.25154 | 0.003 0.2279 15283
S 'S . 1. | House Boat Officials 0.17914 0.12954 | 0.511 -0.1557 0.514
g | ResortHotel Officials | o) Community 093858° | 0.12981 | 0.000 0.603 12741
House Boat Officials | Local Community 0.75943 0.1172 | 0.000 0.4565 1.0624
> Resort/Hotel Officials 0.3219 0.01750 | 0.257 -0.1306 0.7744
= Government Officials | House Boat Officials 0.08249 0.1709 | 0.963 -0.3593 0.5242
2 § Local Community 0.34921 0.17099 | 0.175 -0.0928 0.7912
38 . House Boat Officials -0.23940* 0.08806 | 0.035 -0.467 -0.0118
g | ResorHotel Officials '} oo Community 002731 | 008824 | 0.99 -0.2008 0.2554
House Boat Officials | Local Community 0.26671* 0.07967 | 0.005 0.0608 0.4726
5 > Resort/Hotel Officials 0.0674 0.2008 | 0.987 -0.4517 0.5865
S = Government Officials | House Boat Officials -0.06566 0.19603 | 0.987 -0.5724 0.4411
£ @ Local Community -0.02721 0.19614 | 0.999 -0.5342 0.4798
28 Resort/Hotel Officials House Boat Officials -0.13306 0.10101 | 0.553 -0.3942 0.128
g ﬁ Local Community -0.09461 0.10122 | 0.786 -0.3563 0.167
w House Boat Officials | Local Community 0.03845 0.09139 | 0.975 -0.1978 0.2747
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Post Hoc using Tukey HSD (Honest Significant Difference) Analysis reveals that there is a statistically significant
difference in the perceptions on Economically Sustainable Tourism Practices between the government officials and the
local community members (p = 0.003), the resort officials and the local community members (p = 0.000), and the
houseboat officials and the local community members (p = 0.000). This could be possibly attributed to the increased
economic benefits derived from the tourism industry by the government officials, resort officials and the houseboat
officials, compared to the members of the local community (Joseph et al., 2020). Similarly, with regard to the Socially
Sustainable Tourism Practices, it is found that there is a statistically significant difference in the perceptions between the
houseboat officials and the resort officials (p = 0.035), which could be because of the possible benefits derived from the
tourism industry. There is also a statistically significant difference between the perceptions of the houseboat officials and
the local community members (p = 0.005), the possible reason for this being that the residents of the destination exhibit
more interest and involvement in Socially Sustainable Tourism Practices (Sumarmi et al., 2020).

IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY

The backwater regions of South Kerala continue to face innumerable challenges with the growth of the Tourism
Industry. Few of these challenges include the serious problems of improper waste management, pollution, reduction in
native fish population, rampant environmental degradation, increase in the number of unregistered houseboats plying in the
waters, the lethargic attitude of the local residents and insufficient supply of trained and experienced manpower. The study
addressed two such challenges relating to the backwater tourism destinations.

Firstly, it utilized firsthand information from tourism stakeholders in the backwater regions to understand their
perception of Sustainable Tourism Development. According to Nadalipour et al. (2019), not seriously considering the
stakeholders’ perceptions on what the tourism destinations can deliver would inevitably damage the reputation of the
destinations and as a result, could downgrade the competitiveness of the destinations, making them unsustainable and easily
perishable. Therefore, it is very important to understand the stakeholders’ perceptions on Sustainable Tourism
Development, so as to increase the benefits of tourism development (Kimbu and Tichaawa, 2018). Findings from the study
show that the stakeholders' perceptions on Sustainable Tourism Development remain positive. Stakeholders perceive that
sound Sustainable Tourism Practices reduce the use of non-disposable goods, encourage local entrepreneurship, provide
more employment opportunities and training, and bring better economic benefits to the region.

Secondly, the study shed light on the conflicting differences in the perceptions of various stakeholders on the social,
economic and environmental aspects of sustainability (Table 3). The study identified differences in the perceptions of
various stakeholders on the Economically and Socially Sustainable Tourism Practices. The main reasons for the differences
could be factors revolving around perceived benefits and costs. Higher involvement of stakeholders through community
participation and more number of participative programmes could result in reduced perceived costs and increased perceived
benefits (Gursoy et al., 2002). The higher the perceived benefits and lesser the perceived costs, the more enhanced would
Sustainable Tourism Development be in the destinations. The study also observed that no significant difference was found
among the stakeholders regarding the Environmentally Sustainable Tourism Practices.

Table 3. Conflicting Differences in the Perceptions on Sustainable Tourism Practices in the Backwater Tourism Destinations

Conflicting Differences Stakeholders Government | Local Community Hotel House Boat
in the Perception Officials Members Officials Officials
Economic Government Officials - Yes No No
L Local Community Members Yes - Yes Yes
Sustainability -
Practices Hotel Officials No Yes - No
House Boat Officials No Yes No -
Government Officials - No No No
Social Sustainability Local Community Members No - No Yes
Practices Hotel Officials No No - Yes
House Boat Officials - Yes Yes -
Environmental Government Officials - No No No
P Local Community Members No - No No
Sustainability v
Practices Hotel Officials No No - No
House Boat Officials No No No -

Yes: Differences in the Perception of Stakeholders; No: No difference in the Perception of Stakeholders

The study also has significant practical implications. The findings from the study clearly iterated that there are
differences in the perceptions of various stakeholders on the Economically and Socially Sustainable Tourism Practices.
Therefore, tourism experts and policymakers can develop sound strategies using this information in order to improve the
economic and social sustainability in the destinations. They need to build a distinctive competitive edge to stay
successful. One way through which this could be achieved is by encouraging community involvement and community
support (Eshliki and Kaboudi, 2012). To connect with and promote such strategies, they could also use different and
more contemporary digital and online channels in order to reach out to the younger and more educated population in the
region (Amoako et al, 2021). This would also encourage a healthy shift from a top-down to a more participatory
approach, and more number of local tourism stakeholders, especially the local community members would get involved
in the tourism planning processes (Nguyen et al., 2020). As there is no significant difference in the perceptions among
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the stakeholders concerning the Environmentally Sustainable Tourism Practices, the tourism policy makers need to
encourage more environmentally sustainable tourism products, in order to sustain the market profitability and maintain
the biodiversity of the regions, especially during the existing challenging time of COVID-19 (Amoako et al., 2021). The
above discussions can be summarized through Table 3, which displays the conflicting differences in the perceptions
towards Sustainable Tourism Practices in the backwater destinations.

However, this study does have few limitations. The study focused only on the three major backwater tourism
destinations in South Kerala. To overcome this drawback, future studies can be carried out on similar research across other
backwater destinations. The data for the study was collected only from tourism stakeholders. Considering the perceptions
of other stakeholders on Sustainable Tourism Practices is also important. It is a generally accepted theory that the success
or failure of tourism growth in any destination depends primarily on the views of the host community (Rasoolimanesh and
Seyfi, 2020). Therefore, future studies in the area may include the non-tourism stakeholders as well.

CONCLUSION

To a great extend the sustainability of tourism growth depends on the degree of support earned from the members of
the local community, which in itself is a feature of how these stakeholders view the effects of tourism on their
communities (Latip et al., 2018). Therefore, understanding the perceptions of stakeholders have profound importance for
the tourism experts and policy makers (Torres-Bagur et al., 2016). The study analyzed the stakeholders’ perceptions on
Sustainable Tourism Development in the backwater destinations of South Kerala. It concludes that the perceptions of
various stakeholders on Sustainable Tourism Development are positive and varied across groups. Majority of the
stakeholders are clearly aware that Sustainable Tourism Development creates numerous positive impacts on the local
environment, such as the reduced use of non-disposable goods and increased use of eco-friendly products. According to
Aref et al. (2009), this positive awareness that is exhibited shows the strong desire of the stakeholders to reduce the
negative impacts on tourism destinations. Many stakeholders are of the opinion that this positive awareness could also
make the environment cleaner and this would certainly attract more tourists to the backwater destinations, thereby
enhancing the tourism-related businesses and economic benefits in the backwater destinations.

Latip et al. (2018) has emphasized that the growth of tourism can provide more monetary incentives for
communities in order to maintain their traditional arts and crafts, hotels and other tourism facilities. Local community
members should be allowed to engage, involve and promote Sustainable Tourism Development programmes in their
regions. In addition to involving the members of the local communities in such programmes, stringent guidelines at the
socio-cultural sites should also be enforced and strict codes of conduct must be developed for both the local community
members and guests at backwater destinations. Such initiatives could probably encourage more support and involvement
from members of the local communities in the tourism development activities. Implementing sound solid waste
management plans, introducing national legislations and regulations, and suggesting sustainable ways of construction
are imperative to ensure long-term sustainability management practices in the backwater destinations. These could even
be considered to be the most effective tools for promoting Sustainable Tourism Development.

Therefore, all the stakeholders in the destination need to engage together, so as to promote and maintain Sustainable
Tourism Development (Le, 2018). Facilitation of collaborative practices is one of the central goals of Sustainable
Tourism Development, while the lack of satisfaction among stakeholders, with the success of these collaborative
practices, could also result in the failure of the Sustainable Tourism Development programmes (Sigala, 2014).
Moreover, being residents of the destinations, the local community members need to exhibit keen interest and
involvement in the Sustainable Development Practices in their destinations (Akpan and Obang, 2012). Emphasis should
be on the economic, social, and environmental benefits by focusing more on tourism-related businesses in the backwater
destinations for Sustainable Tourism Development (Basiru et al., 2017). All these initiatives could serve as useful tools
in future development plans, so as to reduce the negative impacts on backwater tourism destinations and maximize the
benefits of Sustainable Tourism Development initiatives (Nikéevi¢, 2019).
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