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Introduction

Missouri Botanical Gardens (MBG) and the villagers of Mahabo asked our student group to determine the feasibility of ecotourism in Mahabo, Madagascar. In the past, there has been very little tourism in the area.  However, it has been gradually increasing. Currently there are approximately five small tourists groups that come each year to explore the Malagasy forests in the area of Mahabo. The tourists and visitors are predominately scientists who are interested in the particular species of lemurs and plants found in the area. 


However, because the Malagasy people are dependent on the forest for logging as means of shelter, income and heat, the main tourist attraction is quickly being depleted and it is negatively impacting the wildlife. MBG and the forest preservation group in Mahabo believe that if there is an increased emphasis on tourism, villagers will place a higher value on retaining the forest as a means of income through tourist visits. 


Our group analyzed ecotourism from the perspective of the American traveler as well as from the Mahabo villager perspective.  By combining this data our results reflect the interest of establishing and participating in ecotourism. 

What is Ecotourism?

Ecotourism is the specific kind of tourism that our group analyzed for the area of Mahabo. Ecotourism seeks to benefit both the local habitat and local community by promoting the sustainable use of readily present biodiversity in natural destinations. The purpose of ecotourism is to educate the traveler, provide funds for conservation, directly benefit the economic development and political empowerment of local communities, and foster respect for different cultures and for human rights.  As a result, successful ecotourism depends on ecologically and socially conscious individuals seeking destinations where flora, fauna, and cultural heritage are primary attractions.  
Proposed Analysis and Methodology

We conducted analysis and surveys with the villagers of Mahabo as well as with tourists in the United States. We chose to focus on the American tourists solely because of time constraints and our limited access to a reliable pool of travelers from other nations. This is important to note because the American tourists perceive Madagascar to be much more remote than, for example, a French tourist, since there have been virtually no ties between the United States and Madagascar in the past. In addition, In addition, American tourists experience a substantial language barrier because the official languages of Madagascar are French and Malagasy. The official languages of Madagascar are French and Malagasy. Though French is only spoken by the highly educated, it is still prevalent in the cities and a few villagers. As a result, we believe that a more thorough analysis would have surveyed a larger group of potential tourists from all areas of the world.


We collected data in the Unites States with an online survey of adults, aged 18-60, about their interest in ecotourism. Because of the demographic of our project group, the majority of those surveyed were between the ages of 18 and 30. However, we believe that this age group is holistically the most adventurous and would be most interested in remote travel. 

On the ground in Madagascar we met with several groups of villagers to gauge their interest in tourists visiting the Mahabo area. In addition, we interviewed a group of approximately five forest guides to determine the current level of tourism. 
Data from Tourist Survey

As is seen from the results of our survey, the primary concerns that individuals had with tourism in Madagascar were related to cost, the unfamiliarity of the environment, and the possibilities of disease. Despite these concerns, 39.9% of those surveyed were very interested in traveling to Madagascar, and 24.4% were very interested in considering eco-tourism for their next vacation. 

We believe that the primary reason for elevated concern in traveling to Madagascar as opposed to other potential eco-tourism locations is the little information American tourists have about Madagascar. Only 2% of those surveyed personally knew someone that had traveled to Madagascar. This drastically reduces the potential for individuals to recommend Madagascar as a travel destination – and makes it especially difficult for individuals to learn of Mahabo.  Increased gain interest in travel to Madagascar. This could easily be done in the St. Louis area through MBG and the St. Louis Zoo.  
Malagasy Forest Guides and Villagers

We conducted several interviews with groups of villagers and forest guides with the help of the MBG translators. According to our findings there are now ten tour guides in the area that are well equipped to navigate through the Malagasy forests. Each takes turns giving day tours to scientists and those few tourists that come through the area throughout the year. 

Ecotourists and scientists typically come to Mahabo on their own and arrive with a translator from the city of Antananarivo or Farafangana. Visitors must also be given ticketed access to the forest before arriving in the village, and personally request permission to enter the forest from the Mpanjaka.

Visitors of Mahabo are interested primarily in exploring the forest and seeing the species of flora and fauna that are distinct to the Mahabo area.  They also follow the patterns of lemur and plant activity. The most common months for tourists in Mahabo are March and October, when lemurs are feeding on the newly grown fruits and when lemurs’ babies are born, respectively. 


Tourists often arrive in small groups and come at a rate of five or fewer groups per year. Their stays last a few days or months at a time. However, because there are very few accommodations in Mahabo, the majority of visitors stay in Farafangana, approximately forty minutes away by private car.  The tourists return to the village to explore the forest each day. This is a large loss of revenue that Mahabo could capture by investing in accommodations such as those provided by MBG. 

Forest guides earn approximately 10,000 Ar./day of 6 hours. This is approximately $5.00. While this seems to be a pittance in comparison to the United States minimum wage, this is much more than what a forest guide would be earning on that particular day if he were to be working in the rice field. Guides use their knowledge of the plants and lemur species in the area to bring tourists to the exact location of their interest. These forest guides are experience in this area because most were loggers before becoming forest guides. Therefore, an increase in tourism effectively works in two ways to decrease the deforestation in the area – those people that were previously loggers have now found more profitable occupations that involved preserving the forest, and the income from tourism encourages villagers to preserve the forest to continue to attract tourists. 


Forest guides agree that an increase in tourism can help preserve the forest and perceive the value that can be created by the forest. Their high awareness of the forests has made the diffusion of the preservation idea much easier in the village. The guides have noticed that there is less forest degradation when there are more tourists in the area. Villagers understand that they can gain income from the forest by showing it to tourists, and also understand that the forest loses value if it is degraded. 
Advantages for Ecotourism in Mahabo

After meetings with the government, interviews with local people, and on-site observation, we gained a deeper understanding of what ecotourism means to people in Mahabo and their capability to develop a more extensive ecotourism project.  We discovered the following advantages for ecotourism in the Mahabo area.

1) Mahabo is within a short distance to the tropical rainforests, where rare animals, fauna, and flora can be seen.  It is adjacent to a major habitat for lemurs and is close to the Indian Ocean, where humpback whales can be seen based on season.

2) The village has initiated a growing number of activities and events to protect lemurs and restore forests.  In 2004, only 40 brown lemurs could be found in the forests.  However, in this year, the number increased to 116.  Since 2004, more than 100,000 trees have been planted with a success rate of 90-95%.

3) Forests can become better-protected because of tourists.  As we found out through the interviews, the village has a newly established a ticketing system to restrict the access to the forests.  Only those visitors with the pass have the permit and they should all be escorted by guides.  The Mahabo Commune also set up strict community rules to punish illegal deforestation.  Since a series of major punishments in 2007, the villagers have become more aware of the rules.

Disadvantages for Ecotourism in Mahabo

Currently, although the Mahabo area has the potential to develop ecotourism, there are many problems it needs to solve before expanding the scope of tourism.  If not dealt with well, the disadvantages related to marketing strategy, infrastructure, and tourism staff could impede the development of not just ecotourism, but many other potential business activities in the future as well.  Some of the current disadvantages are listed below.

1) There is a lack of realistic understanding and development goal of ecotourism among local government.  First of all, although the local government plans to largely expand tourism in the next few years, there has not been a specified tourist group that they plan to target in the marketing campaign.  Second, even though Mahabo has the famous lemur and rare plants, many mature tourist sites in Madagascar dominate the little marketing disseminated to tourists..  Mahabo has not been able to differentiate itself as a tourism destination from both cultural and ecological perspectives from other sites.  

2) Deficient infrastructure has been one of the biggest obstacles to developing ecotourism.  There is only one road from the capital to Mahabo, which is often cut off by floods and mudslides.  Traveling from other places in Madagascar to Mahabo is not convenient as there is no operating airport or train station nearby.  The tourist accommodations are inadequate in quantity, and non-standardized in quality.  The design of the banana leave huts for tourists are lack safety and hygienic conditions.  Some of the basic tourist facilities, such as a restaurants, restrooms, shops, etc., are not sufficient enough to tourists’ meet needs.

3) Currently, there is not sufficient language training for tour guides and other staff.  This can create a serious communication problem between guides and tourists and negatively impact tourists’ experience.  During the interview, almost all tour guides agreed that they urgently need English and French language training, because this is the first step to get Mahabo connected to the foreign tourists.  
Conclusion

Currently, Mahabo is capable of accommodating self-sufficient scientists and researchers in groups of 3-5 people, as they have been in the past. However, in order for large-scale ecotourism to be sustainable in Mahabo, the Malagasy people will need to: 1) improve the transportation to Mahabo, 2) find a niche that differentiates Mahabo from the nearby tourist sites that are more easily accessible, 3) market the availability of tourism in Mahabo, 4) build accommodations that meet foreign tourists’ basic needs, and 5) improve other facilities relevant to tourism such as dining, shopping, and entertainment.

The substantial changes that we recommend before implementing large or medium scale ecotourism make a big ecotourism expansion in Mahabo prohibitive at this time. Instead, we suggest that Mahabo expand its current ecotourism that is primarily focused on scientists and researchers. In order to expand this program we recommend that Mahabo build some accommodations for eco-tourists to stay instead of letting them travel back and forth from Farafangana. This will allow the village of Mahabo to capture much more of the revenue created from tourism. These accommodations could even be the exact MBG compound after it is turned over to the villagers. The compound could function as it currently does with villagers instead of with MBG employees. 

Another aspect of scientific tourism that the villagers need to consider is marketing. It is important that researchers and scientists know that Mahabo is accessible and a place where they could research specific flora and fauna.  Therefore it is essential to help the village develop a set of reasonable marketing plans.  Currently, people at Mahabo plan to design an eco-tourism marketing brochure, but are having difficulties with their marketing target and positioning.  We suggest specifying a targeted group of tourists before developing marketing tools.
Recommendations for following students

There is much work that can still be done in the area of ecotourism for Mahabo. The villagers are very interested in the possibility of growing ecotourism in their community and a few projects would help their efforts. 

Marketing Ecotourism and Planning a Group Trip



Students could use the links between Mahabo and St. Louis to market and create a group trip to Mahabo. The trip could include several people in the village that we know and could include an entire stay with Malagasy families or the MBG compound. Additionally students could use the ties with the Peace Corps to organize portions of the trip.

Developing a Business Model for Accommodations at MBG or other site

Student could also help develop a business model to make the MBG compound or another accommodation a type of hostel. This would include how the accommodations would be advertised, the positions that would need to be filled, a simple system of accounting and a reliable source of food for the guests.  

Improving the Model for Forest Preservation

During one of our on-site interviews, the President of Forest Preservation of Mahabo asked us to help the village improve their current system for forest preservation.  As was described by the President, the village established strict rules to protect forests in 2007.  Since then, the access to the forests has been strictly limited and any behaviors that trespass the rules has been punished.  This greatly helps reduce the risk human factors could have on the forests and improves the forest conditions.  As the village is expecting to develop its tourism, forest protection has become more important.  The future student groups could study the Mahabo rules and regulations on forest preservation (this booklet can be obtained from Reza) and provide suggestions on possible improvements.

We believe that these projects will help Mahabo become more widely recognized as an ecotourism destination and allow Madagascar to be perceived as a feasible place for travel.  It will also raise people’s awareness on forest preservation and improve the local environmental condition. 
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