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Abstract

Ecotourism may be regarded as a special form of tourism because it is somewhat
different from other types of tourism. It has been established and developed on the concept of
sustainable tourism. In this study, it is argued that ecotourism is the development-based
tourism because it has integrated other components of tourism development to form the core
ecotourism principles contributing to the sustainability of the local tourism. During the past
decades, there have been so many ecotourism related activities emerging worldwide including
Thailand. However, reviewing from the business sector together with the previous research,
they have indicated that Thailand is currently facing ecotourism problems due to the poor
quality of ecotourism products and the lack of the standardized ecotourism business. Previous
research has revealed that many tour operators conducted eco-tours without the care of the
environment and the host community including the problems of green washing (fake
ecotourism). Given the above situation, it has significantly affected the image of Thailand’s
tourism industry and the use of natural resources. The major problem may result from the lack
of tour operators’ knowledge and true understanding on the ecotourism concept as well as the
commitment on running the ecotourism business. Indeed, ecotourism is more than just a nature
tour, it is argued as the development-based tourism involving with several stakeholders to
accomplish the goal of ecotourism. As a result, the above issues have leaded to the need of this
research with the main propose to develop the good practices for ecotourism tour operators.
The results of the study are expected to guide and advise tour operators on the improvement of
their current practices and to gain more competitive advantages in the market.

In addition to the industry benefits, this research also contributes the new knowledge in
international literature in terms of the criteria, indicators and the evaluation method for being
the ecotourism tour operators. According to the literature (local and international contexts),
very few studies have investigated in relation to the above issues, this may result in the lack of
research direction. Therefore, this study aims to synthesize the existing literature in order to
determine the ecotourism criteria and indicators for the establishment of the theoretical model
or the 6 E’s Ecotourism Model for Tour operators’ (EMTO). The EMTO, that will be used to
evaluate the practices of eco-tour operators, is comprised of 6 criteria (and 27 indicators),



namely, 1) nature elements 2) education element 3) conservation element 4) impact element 5)
community element and 6) corporate element. This model encompasses the economic, social,

and environmental dimensions that are the fundamentals of sustainable tourism.

With regard to the research methodology, this study has adopted the EMTO as the base
for developing research instruments to evaluate the practices of eco-tour operators. To achieve
the main purpose, the study investigated and compared the practice of 2 groups of eco-tour
operators. The first group (with a purposive sampling) were chosen from those who received
international environmental awards while the second group were general eco-tour operators
selected through the simple random sampling. In this study, participant observations, in-depth
interviews and questionnaires were used to collect required data. According to the results, the
study found that the tour conducts of those 2 groups were different in several aspects such as
natural learning/education, impact consideration of tour operators, and local community
contributions. The findings indicated that the practices conducted by the first group were more
congruent with ecotourism principles than the second group, and they can be further developed
as the good practice. When comparing the four companies, it’s found the differences on the
tour practices among them. Finally, the good practices are proposed based on the combination
of the EMTO concept and the actual ecotourism practices to contribute the economic, social
and the environmental dimensions to the ecotourism area. Furthermore, the framework of the
EMTO can be employed to distinguish the real eco-tour operators from the fake one. The study
also addresses the contribution of the good practices to the quality control mechanisms in the
ecotourism sector such as industry standard, benchmarking, and certification.
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