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Tourism is a huge source of revenue for many developing countries around the world, but
the many other impacts of tourism are not always considered. Tourism often disrupts natural
habitat through energy, water, fuel, and land use, and can exacerbate cultural conflict and
misunderstanding with local populations. One area of the world that has experienced a tourism
boom in the past few decades is East Africa. This region is known for its amazing variety and
quality of wildlife, abundance of national parks, and
breathtaking views in the Great Rift Valley. Tourism in
this area began in the early 1900s with sport hunting,
and gradually transitioned to the establishment of
national parks, decreased hunting concessions, and
increased conservation efforts (Reid 2012). The version of tourism that we see in this area today
is mostly focused on wildlife and conservation.
Unfortunately, the current system of national parks, which are the focus of most safari
trips to East Africa and were established mainly by foreign organizations, are not working well
for the animals or the people. The Maasai, a group of people native to East Africa that has been
living in rural areas for hundreds of years in some places, have been largely excluded from
national parks, which now occupy lands that they used to use for grazing, as the Maasai rely
mainly on pastoralism for their livelihood (Meikuaya and Ntirkana 2012). The boundaries that
were drawn for national parks many decades ago often do not fit the desired range of large
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animals like elephants, wildebeest, and zebra, and now that Maasai communities have been
exiled and have settled just outside the boundaries of national parks, conflicts between people
and animals have increased as wildlife exit the parks and disrupt Maasai farms and villages. In
some areas, wildlife numbers have even decreased since the implementation of national parks
(Reid 2012).
In a system that is fraught with disruption and conflict, how can ecotourism play a role in
assisting conservation efforts while assisting in
community development? Is there a way to combine
both interests? And is there an opportunity for
relations between tourists from foreign countries and
local Maasai communities to better understand each
other culturally and socially?

Why Ecotourism?
Ecotourism is a fairly new phenomenon all around the world, but it has become a
“buzzword” in our society and so it is hard to know what the term really means and why the
concept is useful. Here is my own definition of ecotourism that incorporates what I would like to
see out of the industry in the future: “Ecotourism focuses on experiencing and understanding
natural ecosystems in a low-impact way, while promoting conservation and local
community development”.
My definition brings up three separate aspects of ecotourism: 1) promotion of
conservation and understanding natural ecosystems, (2) operation of ecotourism activities in a
way that is the least harmful to the environment, and (3) integration of ecotourism in local
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community development. Although all three aspects are important, I am focusing on the third
aspect of community development for this paper. This is because an ecotourism company can
mostly operate within legal and infrastructural constraints in order to make an operation more
environmentally friendly, and can donate funds to
the national park and teach tourists about natural
ecosystems in order to aid conservation efforts.
The community development piece is by far the
most difficult to achieve, and most ecotourism
companies that have interacted with Maasai
communities in East Africa haven’t done a great job of achieving a respectful, positive
relationship with the local people. It is also important to note that to have a sustainable system in
which neighboring communities are supportive towards conservation efforts by the national park,
these communities often need more resources to improve their livelihoods and make
conservation an option. For this reason, I believe that community development is the most
important part of ecotourism to tackle and think deeply about.
Ecotourism has the potential to be, instead of a negative force in terms of the
environment impact and cultural disturbance of tourists, a positive force that brings people
together and facilitates mutual cultural understanding while showing tourists a beautiful place
and helping communities get the resources they need to thrive. My paper addresses this topic by
asking the question: How can ecotourism in East Africa best facilitate community
development for the Maasai people?
To answer this research question, I propose three hypotheses: the legal hypothesis, the social
hypothesis, and the land tenure hypothesis.
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1) Legal Hypothesis: The best way for ecotourism to facilitate community development is to
help Maasai communities achieve prominence in the legal structure of negotiating
ecotourism contracts. This involves providing resources for the community to help them
with management and negotiation as well as facilitating a feeling of empowerment for the
community so that they feel that they can change their situation and fight for their rights.
Communities should be able to have the resources to understand the process of
negotiating with an ecotourism company, be able to determine for themselves what they
would like out of the contract, and be able to change the terms of the contract after it is
written if they so choose. Ecotourism companies need to provide the support and
resources that the community needs to do this, and should constantly be striving towards
a joint mutual partnership with the local community. Encouraging this joint partnership
can also help Maasai communities fight for their rights and succeed in other legal realms,
such as in disputes with other communities or with the government.
2) Social Hypothesis: The best way for ecotourism to be compatible is to facilitate
respectful and collaborative relationships between communities and tour operators. This
involves understanding the social structure of the specific community that the ecotourism
company is working with, respecting the cultural values of the community and
acknowledging ways in which these values might differ from those held by the
ecotourism company, ensuring physical, mental, and emotional safety for all community
members, and minimizing cultural comoodification. Cultural commodification is a
concept that should not be strictly defined by anyone other than the specific community
at hand, because only the community can decide to what level and in what ways they are
comfortable with presenting their culture to tourists. Ways in which Maasai people

5
currently portray their culture to tourists include creating and selling crafts and jewelry,
performing traditional dances and rituals, and wearing traditional ceremonial clothing.
3) Land Tenure Hypothesis: The best way for ecotourism to facilitate community
development is to let communities continue to stay on their land and use it how they
would like. Land use is a critical component of Maasai culture, and this hypothesis
involves allowing Maasai communities to retain ownership of their land, being flexible
with boundaries and land allocations, and respecting the role of livestock and agriculture.
Inevitably, most forms of ecotourism require a sizeable portion of land, and how much an
ecotourism company allows Maasai communities to continue to own and use the land as
they did before the ecotourism company arrived constitutes this hypothesis.
Next, I will test all three of my hypotheses by looking at seven case studies from Kenya and
Tanzania in which ecotourism companies interacted with and impacted a nearby Maasai
community. After summarizing each case study, I will evaluate it in terms of efforts by the
ecotourism company in the legal, social, and land tenure realms, and I will rank these efforts as
low, medium, or high. Below is a table of examples of criteria I have looked for in ranking a set
of efforts as low, medium, or high. These criteria are not mutually exclusive, nor do they all need
to happen together in the same case study. They serve as examples of efforts that I used to place
the case study in a certain category:
Legal Efforts
Low

- No support or
empowerment
- No contract
- No partnership
- No help from
third-party
organizations

Social Efforts

Land Tenure Efforts

- Little effort to
interact culturally or
socially
- Negative relationship
with village in forms
of rape, oppression,
prostitution, etc.

- All or most of land taken
away from village
- Land taken without
permission
- Completely hard
boundaries
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Medium

High

- Efforts to set up
partnership, but no
village council or
governing body
within community
- Pre-existing
issues like low
literacy, internal
conflict, and
corruption in
community
- Straying from
original contract
- Land-use plan
- By-laws
- Village council
- Process to
authorize and
allocate spending
- Recovering land
through legal
processes
- Empowerment to
recover resources
and gain benefits
- Joint mutual
partnership
established

- History of tense
relations with officials
and foreigners
- Opportunities for
cultural activities, but
often forms of cultural
commodification
- Combination of low
and high categories

- History of land disputes
and boundary issues
- Taking more land than
originally agreed upon
- Letting Maasai
community retain
ownership, but restricting
original uses of the land
- Boundaries vary in
softness/hardness
- Combination of low and
high categories

- Villagers regard
tourism activities in a
positive light
- Little cultural
commodification;
cultural activities for
tourists are determined
by the community
- Many employees are
from local community
- Direct contact
between Maasai
people and tourists
- Company purchases
goods from
community
- Resources and
infrastructure provided
to community

- All or most of land
retained under ownership
of the Maasai community
- Flexible boundaries
- Allowing Maasai to
continue to graze and/or
cultivate on land as before

My success metrics are the amount of revenue that was given to the community by the
ecotourism company in each case study, not in terms of an absolute amount but in terms of an
amount that is deemed sufficient by the Maasai community to meet their goals, as well as how
the revenue was used by the community and whether they did have enough resources and
support to use the revenue in a way that was beneficial to the community. Success will also be
ranked as low, medium, or high depending on these two metrics. At this point, it is very hard for
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ecotourism companies to achieve at a high level in all three realms of efforts, and so I will
explore what combination of efforts works best, and therefore, which hypothesis or hypotheses I
can reject.
Case Study #1: Engare Sero Village, Lake Natron, Tanzania
This Maasai village is located between Serengeti National Park and Mount Kilimanjaro
in a very arid and remote area. The community relies mainly on pastoralism because farming has
not been very successful due to the climate, and because of the remoteness of the area and less
wildlife compared to nearby regions, tourism has been very slow to develop. However, there is
an active volcano near the village called Oldoinyo Lengai that
tourists like to climb, and there are a wide variety of water birds
on the lake that provide some attraction. (Nelson 2004: 25).
There are currently three ecotourism ventures near the
village: two campsites owned by one ecotourism company, and a
lodge owned by another. Neither of these companies created any
sort of contract with the Engare Sero village, which constitutes a
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low legal effort by the ecotourism companies, and while both
take up land, only the company that ran the lodge actually bought the land from the village with
permission (Nelson 2004: 25). The village still owns much of the land they used to, and while
some is used by a company without permission, some was permissively bought by a company,
which constitutes a medium land tenure effort by the ecotourism companies. The remoteness
of the area has left Engare Sero in a position of little knowledge of the tourism business or
nearby community ecotourism operations, and little sense for land ownership and “village
governance responsibilities”. Engare Sero has also had no support from outside organizations for
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social services and development of skills so as to better participate in ecotourism activities and
resource management (Nelson 2004:27), which indicates a low social effort by the ecotourism
companies.
In terms of revenue from tourism, only the ecotourism company that owns the lodge pays
the village in the form of a bed-night fee of $5. Tourists also pay $15 per person when they come
to Engare Sero, but all of that money goes to the Ngorongoro District Council and not the
village. As of 2004, Engare Sero only receives $2500 annually, which is about 5-10% of the
revenue earned by other villages with ecotourism ventures in the area. Even though more and
more tourists are coming to the area, the Engare Sero village has not “put itself in a position to
control and manage” the tourism activities (Nelson 2004: 26), and has been “largely excluded
from benefiting from these enterprises” (Nelson 2004: 27). Overall, ecotourism ventures in the
Engare Sero village have had very low success in terms of facilitating community development.

Case Study #2: Sinya Village, Moduli District Council, Tanzania
This village is located on the border of Kenya and Tanzania,
near Amboseli National Park and Mount Kilimanjaro. It is a
Maasai pastoralist community, and cultivation is nearly
impossible because of the arid climate, as Sinya is in Mount
Kilimanjaro’s rain shadow. Sinya is part of the Amboseli
ecosystem, and is along an important migration corridor for
wildebeest and zebra during the wet season (Nelson 2004:
18).
Image courtesy of Google Maps
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Ecotourism in the Sinya village started as small, temporary bush camping supported by
the government, and then became a community-based conservation effort (Nelson 2004: 19-20).
In 2000, the Tourist Hunting Regulations placed the Sinya village within the boundaries of a
tourist hunting concession, which created conflict between hunters and tour operators and
discouraged investment in tourism in Sinya (Nelson 2004: 20-21). One ecotourism company did
gain approval from the Tanzania Investment Center to establish a lodge, and in 2002 the
company created a contract with the Sinya village (Nelson 2004: 21). Although the company was
later arrested for illegally establishing ecotourism in the hunting concession, the lodge continued
to operate while the case was in court (Nelson 2004: 23).
The ecotourism company did a great job of setting up a contract and initiating a mutual
agreement with the village, but corruption in the village council, turnover of leadership, low
literacy, and absence of by-laws to encourage transparency has led to conflict over tourism
revenue and how to allocate spending (Nelson 2004: 22-23). Even though the root of the problem
stemmed from the existing village structure, the whole situation constitutes a medium legal
effort on the part of the ecotourism company because even though the company used some
empowerment tactics and established a great initial relationship, not enough care was taken to
ensure that the revenue generated from tourism activities would be dispersed in the way that the
community decided was most beneficial. The ecotourism company has made medium land
tenure efforts because although the Sinya village was able to maintain ownership of their land,
some of it is now used for tourism activities which changes the use of the land, and the inclusion
of Sinya in the hunting concession has heavily influenced land use by the Maasai community. In
1998-2000, two people from the Sinya village were training as village game scouts by
conservation organizations, which was a great effort by outside organizations in general to
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include villagers in conservation and tourism activities, and there are opportunities for villagers
to earn additional income by selling arts and crafts, which could be considered as cultural
commodification but definitely constitute a medium social effort on the part of the ecotourism
company.
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The ecotourism company gave the Sinya village a $20 bed-night fee, and the village’s
income has greatly increased over the past five years (Nelson 2004: 21). In 2003, the Sinya
village was earning mainly went towards “social service infrastructure” (Nelson 2004: 22).
Figure 6. Sinya village income from tourism, 1999–2003 (in 2004 US$1 =
TSh1100).

Tourism in Sinya has provided great
economic benefits, but has also been
a source of internal conflict for the
village, which indicates an overall
medium success in terms of
ecotourism support of community

Nelson 2004: 22

development.

As in Ololosokwan, tourism income has created important village-level
incentives for wildlife conservation in Sinya. In just a few years, the area’s
large mammals have gone from being a costly resource15 that the
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15. The main source of human–wildlife conflicts in Sinya are livestock predation by lions, leopards, and spotted hyenas, and conflicts with elephants arising from destruction of village water
pipes and tanks.
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established (Rutten 2004: 8-9). The Maasai people that live here used to rely mainly on
pastoralism, but now that they have lost access to the dry-season grazing area within the national
park, some people are now cultivating as well as maintaining livestock (Rutten 2004: 9). The
Group Ranch is home to the Kimana Community Wildlife Sanctuary, which is one of the “bestknown and oldest wildlife-based ecotourism initiatives” (Rutten 2004: 9). The Kimana Safari
Lodge opened in 1978, but there wasn’t an area set aside specifically for wildlife conservation
(Rutten 2004: 10). In 1996, the Group Ranch established a wildlife sanctuary within their area
and opened it to the public (Rutten 2004: 11-12).
Throughout the establishment of the wildlife sanctuary, investors “urged a joint land
management venture between the park’s administration and the group ranchers”, and starting in
the 1990s, the Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS) formed a partnership with the group ranch.
Although the efforts to create a joint partnership in managing the wildlife sanctuary were great at
first, the KWS mainly worked with a Group Ranch Committee that did not allow most of the
Kimana community to help make decisions. This problem of representation “should have been
taken into account by the KWS”, and 69% of the Kimana residents that were interviewed said
that the “project was poorly managed” (Rutten 2004: 12-13). In 1998, the KWS gave full
management responsibilities to a local committee, which was a good idea, but unfortunately the
Group Ranch Committee took it over and representation issues continued, and the success of the
sanctuary decreased after the KWS left. Overall, the KWS made some good efforts to form a
joint partnership and ultimately let the local community run the sanctuary, but the KWS did not
make enough efforts to make sure that everyone in the community was being represented and
heard, and that revenue was being spent equitably and responsibly, so this constitutes a medium
legal effort on the part of the KWS.
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Even before the wildlife sanctuary was established in 1996, the KWS performed an
Environmental Impact Assessment to determine whether conservation was the best use of the
land (versus other uses like cultivation), and foresaw that the addition of more tourist camps
would lead to environmental degradation (Rutten 2004: 11). Starting in March 2000, after the
KWS had already left, a Swiss hotel chain called ASC took over management of the sanctuary,
and the existing lease increased from 6,000 to 14,000 acres without the permission of the group
ranch community (Rutten 2004: 15). Although care was taken by the KWS to have proper land
use, ASC suddenly expanded the lease, so overall there have been medium land tenure efforts.
KWS trained and employed a manager, 17 tour guides, and 7 Community Wildlife Scouts from
the Kimana Group Ranch and helped the group ranch set up infrastructure and create a business
plan (Rutten 2004: 11-12). ASC employed 90 people from Kimana by 2002, and agreed to
purchase some produce from the group ranch, but ever since ASC took over the sanctuary, the
group ranch has lost most access to it and relations with neighboring communities have
worsened (Rutten 2004: 15-16). Even though relationships between the tour companies and the
group ranch and attention to the needs of all of the community members has not been great for
Kimana, there have been some efforts by both companies to include Kimana in tourism
activities, and so this constitutes a medium social effort.
By 2000, Kimana earned over $45,000 per year from tourism revenues, but this was still
not enough revenue due to the size of the community, crop losses, and the costs associated with
tourism operations (Rutten 2004: 16). ASC is paying a bed-night fee of $5.5 per acre, which is
about a third of the recommended rate (Rutten 2004: 15). However, most people in Kimana do
have a positive attitude towards tourism, and 56% of a sample of Kimana landowners wanted to
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keep the sanctuary in the long term (Rutten 2004: 17). Overall, there has been a medium level of
success in facilitating community development with ecotourism in Kimana.

Case Study #4: Il Ngwesi Group Ranch, Laikipia, Kenya
Until the 1990s, this Maasai community relied mainly on
pastoralism, and historically, widespread poaching made it
hard to view wildlife in this area. In 1995, the Kenya Wildlife
Service and the Lew Wildlife Conservancy built the Il Ngwesi
Lodge, which became the “first community-owned and
managed lodge in Kenya” and has won awards (Zeppel 2006:
121-122), indicating a high legal effort. In 1996, the Il Ngwesi
Image courtesy of Google Maps

Conservation Area was formed, and it covered 20% of
group ranch land and restricted grazing in some areas.

Although land agreements were mutual, these facts indicate a significant change in land use for
the Maasai community, which constitutes a medium land tenure effort.
Management of land and wildlife at Il Ngwesi comes from a community-owned trust, and
eight people from the group ranch are employed as game scouts, along with 50 people employed
at the lodge at 31 employed at the cultural boma (Zeppel 2006: 121-122). Lewa Wildlife
Conservancy helps with training and maintenance, and the Maasai community is treated as a coowner of the Il Ngwesi Lodge (Zeppel 2006: 122). However, there could be some cultural
commodification in this ecotourism venture, as Maasai demonstrate traditional practices in a
“cultural boma” to tourists (Zeppel 2006:121), so overall there is a medium social effort on the
part of the ecotourism company.
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Because the group ranch is a co-owner of the Il Ngwesi lodge and “receives a share of net
profits rather than a set rental or access fee”, there is no strict figure of earnings for the
community. However, in 2000, the lodge earned $85,000 in tourism revenue, and a marathon in
2002 raised $12,299 for the lodge. Tourism revenue at Il Ngwesi benefits 6,000 people and goes
towards education, health, and livestock (Zeppel 2006: 122). Overall, these figures indicate a
high level of success for community development from ecotourism at Il Ngwesi.

Case Study #5: Ololosokwan Village, Serengeti National Park, Tanzania
This village, which is made up mostly of fairly wealthy agropastoralists, is located next to the national park, which serves
as the site of the Great Migration of wildebeest and zebra as
well as a lively ecosystem full of “large mammals and their
attendant predators” (Nelson 2004: 10). It is the site of one
of the first major ecotourism venues in the Loliondo District
(Nelson 2004: 10), and the village has a history of land
Image courtesy of Google Maps
rights and boundary issues (Gardner 2012). In the early
1990s, an investor tried to gain 25,000 acres of land from Ololosokwan for tourism. Largely
because of the wealth of the village, Ololosokwan was able to participate in legal processes and
take the investor to court. Although they lost the case, President Mkapa transferred the land back
to the village. A new ecotourism company agreed to make a deal with the Ololosokwan village
in order to use the land, and a contract was drawn up in 1999 (Nelson 2004: 12). Ololosokwan
also set up a small campsite for additional ecotourism revenue (Nelson 2004: 12) and established
a land-use plan and by-laws, which “cover revenue management” and structure the allocation of
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funds (Nelson 2004: 14-15). Although most of the village’s success stems from wealth and preexisting structure and transparency within the village council, it shows that with resources and
empowerment, a community can set up an ecotourism contract that is compatible with their
needs and priorities, and so this constitutes a high legal effort for the Ololosokwan village.
When Serengeti National Park was established in 1959, Ololosokwan pastoralists were no
longer able to graze in that area (Nelson 2004: 10), and Ololosokwan falls under a hunting
concession that impacts how the village uses and operates on their land (Nelson 2004: 15). Along
with the history of land rights issues and land use changes due to tourism activities, there has
been a medium land tenure effort on the part of ecotourism companies. Although there have
historically been tense relations between officials and the village, community members “think
that wildlife and non-consumptive tourism in particular can make a significant contribution to
their economy and social change” (Nelson 2004: 13), which constitutes a medium social effort.
Ololosokwan Village earns about $51,000 per year from tourism activities (Nelson 2004:
17), and this revenue constitutes 90% of the total village income. Tourism revenue funds an
“array of communal and individual livelihood benefits” including education and health care
(Nelson 2004: 13). Overall, ecotourism in Ololosokwan has had a high level of success in terms
of facilitating community development.
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Results and Conclusions
Based on the five case studies that I analyzed, here is a summary of my results:
Name
Engare Sero Village, Lake
Natron, Tanzania
Sinya Village, Monduli,
Tanzania
Kimana Community Wildlife
Sanctuary, Amboseli National
Park, Kenya
Il Ngwesi Lodge, Laikipia,
Kenya
Ololosokwan Village,
Ngorongoro, Tanzania

Legal

Social

Land Tenure

Success

Low

Low

Medium

Low

Medium

Medium

Medium

Medium

Medium

Medium

Medium

Medium

High

Medium

Medium

High

High

Medium

Medium

High

There are several observations that I can make based on these results:
1. Land tenure doesn’t strongly influence outcome. In fact, land tenure efforts are ranked
as medium for all case studies because land ownership is often retained but land use
inevitably has to change in some way. Also, ecotourism companies often come into a
Maasai community that has already been displaced due to the establishment of a national
park, and it is hard to achieve a high level of land tenure efforts in a situation in which a
community has already had this tough history.
2. BOTH Legal and Social efforts are crucial for community development. The case
studies that had high success had high legal efforts and social efforts were also at a
medium level, not at a low level.
3. High levels of effort needed in legal, social, or both areas. In the case studies that I
analyzed, when legal and social efforts were only achieved to a medium level, the success
was also medium, but when one (legal or social) was high, success was also high.
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Based on these observations, we can review the hypotheses I made at the beginning of the paper:
1) Legal Hypothesis: CAN’T REJECT; this gives Maasai communities a way to influence
their situation, gain legal prominence, and have the skills and resources they need to not
only negotiate ecotourism contracts, but to fight for their rights in dealings with
neighboring communities and the government.
2) Social Hypothesis: CAN’T REJECT; this facilitates mutual cultural understanding and
provides for a positive and mutually beneficial relationship between tour operators,
tourists, and community members.
3) Land Use Hypothesis: REJECT; this is hard to negotiate due to national park regulations
and tourism needs.

The Future of Ecotourism in East Africa
In ecotourism interactions with local Maasai communities, the important thing to
remember is that strong, lasting, effective change begins from the community itself. Western
ideals in terms of health and happiness often differ from local ideals, and since the community
members are the ones who have lived there for much
longer than the researchers have, they are the people
who know best when it comes to deciding what
resources are needed for the community to survive
and grow. They are the people that need to be asked
and listened to when it comes to community
development. There is a definite need for partnerships between communities in Third World
countries and the Western world, but it is not in imposing Western ideals. Rather, it needs to be
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based on local ideas and goals that are matched with Western resources. In this way, we can
ensure that communities are doing what is best for them, and can actually achieve that with the
right resources.
Ecotourism has a great potential to be a linking force between the Western world and
Maasai communities in East Africa by showing tourists a beautiful part of the world while
providing real, tangible benefits to local wildlife and communities. If an ecotourism company
establishes a venture near Maasai communities and is aware during the entire process of the
community’s needs and priorities, as well as providing positive benefits to the community and
establishing a respectful and understanding mutual relationship, this is compatible with the local
community and can help both parties achieve more than they would have otherwise. In future
ecotourism ventures in East Africa, it is important for companies to provide resources to the
community for creating and changing contracts, working on cultural commodification so that the
community defines how they would like to present their culture to tourists, and facilitating open
and accepting relationships between the company and the community. Overall, the most
important goal is to preserve wildlife, the environment, and culture for future generations in this
beautiful part of the world.
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