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There is a great need for detailed information about environmental tourism projects in Latin America and many are using the Internet as a library. However, institutional websites from environmental groups (World Wildlife Fund, The Nature Conservancy, Conservation International) are often filled with outdated material. This paper will examine how websites can assist local communities, students, policy-makers and travellers in assessing ecotourism projects on the web. We will examine some case studies and outline a process of improving websites. 

Introduction 
In Latin America, governments and private businesses funnel investment to large-scale tourism projects that rarely include participation of local communities. While there are certain benefits to a top-down approach, it makes no sense when policy-makers develop nature tourism projects or ecotourism. 

Few and far between are the examples of institutions listening or responding to the communities. Worse, if they do have information that could be of use to the community, institutions - both public and private - rarely share this knowledge freely. As we move into the ecotourism arena, this climate of privileged information is paralleled by U.S. and international environmental groups. A review of institutional websites reveals the paucity of information that can assist entrepreneurs , social activists or small grassroots environmental groups. 

There is a great need for detailed information about the environment, conservation strategies and the potential of ecotourism in Latin America. The internet has become a virtual library. Since these institutions prepare the majority of their reports with computers and word processors, it's not unreasonable to ask that these materials be put online. As a bonus, this allows the countries and communities know what is supposed to be happening in their name. 

This paper takes a snapshot of a handful of the ecotourism and environmental group websites in early 1998, reviewing which sites are assisting local communities, students, policy-makers and travelers in researching or marketing ecotourism. My conclusion: the websites maintained by the larger environmental groups offer little more than obsolete archives and brochures for self promotion. Why this is so is explored more in my presentation titled "Hacia el Futuro/Toward the Future," (http://www2.planeta.com/mader/planeta/1197/1197ciceana.html) delivered at a meeting of the North American Environmental Information and Communication Center in Mexico City. 

While this may sound terribly damning, I would hope this review can serve as constructive criticism. I would also suggest that it's time to either re-invent our environmental groups or find ways of supporting individual efforts. 

Ecotourism Websites: 

Eco Travels in Latin America 

http://www.planeta.com 

This archive is freely accessible and the first on the net in 1994. I have to applaud the efforts of this website... since it is one that I created. Beyond personal back-patting, I believe it does provide a model of how to provide information for a diverse audience, including travelers and policy-makers alike. There are several hundred documents online, including U.S.-Mexico borderland recreation information, online indices of parks and environmental travel contacts in Mexico and Honduras and environmental contacts in those contries as well as Guatemala, Belize, El Salvador and Ecuador. 

The Ecotourism Society 

http://www.ecotourism.org 

One of the first groups that collected materials on ecotourism, there are many good things to say about the society. However, this website has limited access for the public, reserving a good deal of its materials for its members. Among its accessible materials are conceptual materials and guidelines on ecotourism and a list of travel providers. The society has hosted numerous conferences and workshops on ecotourism, usually charging a great deal of money. This tends to exclude grassroots organizers who cannot afford to pay $1,000 for a workshop. 

Ecotravel Center (Conservation International) 

http://www.ecotour.org 

While Conservation International has a great number of environmental projects throughout the world, this website contains only a few blurbs. There are no progress reports and no background materials that could assist ecotourism planners. The site seems to be aimed at the general tourist. Where are the presentations made on behalf of Conservation International? 

Green Travel 

http://www.earthsystems.org/list/green-travel/ 

Both a website as well as the best listserver on the subject, this forum is the creation of Marcus Endicott. Marcus' work is exemplary and a model of what a dedicated individual can do to provide a forum for discussion about the pros and cons of ecotourism. Moreover, Marcus works on travel and technology issues as well, which complements his work on ecotourism. 

Environmental Organization Websites: 

If ecotourism can be successful, it must balance environmental conservation with tourism. That's what sets it apart. But what are successful strategies of environmental conservation? If there are failures made, what are they? We can only learn from mistakes if we know what mistakes have been made. 

The following sites are maintained by groups with very large staffs and budgets, but are content-poor. I've often wondered why environmental groups with projects in Latin America rarely post current information on their websites and/or restrict access to intranets? 

Conservation International 

http://www.conservation.org 

In addition to its Ecotravels Center, Conservation International has its own website. While it boasts a number of projects in Mexico and Latin America, there are no progress reports or background reports. 

The Nature Conservancy 

http://www.tnc.org 

Another disappointing website. This group produces a range of high quality materials, including the America Verde publications, none of which are online. TNC also utilizes an intranet, which is terribly frustrating. Click on a search of "Cuatro Cienegas" a protected area in northern Mexico and the search reveals a number of documents, none of which are available to the general public. 

World Wildlife Fund 

http://www.panda.org 

Terrible. The website presents no clear indication of how the group is organized or funded. Instead, the site focuses on campaigns. In terms of Latin America, there are several monstrous files that provide a general background on current projects, but no progress reports, no evaluations and no contacts. 

Individual Efforts 

When websites do offer valuable information, they are mostly the product of a specific individual. There are hundreds of committed individuals who are making their information available to anyone who cares. Some are park managers, some work with local environmental groups, some are teachers. They all are performing an invaluable service by combining their own research with information distribution. Want information on El Cielo Biosphere Reserve (http://www.swt.edu/~sw24316/thesis/THESIS.HTML)? Thank Scott Walker. 

Want information on the agricultural ecotourism cooperative in Costa Rica, COOPRENA (http://www.greenarrow.com/nature/cooprena.htm)? Thank Sorrel Downer and John Cherney from the Green Arrow Guide in San Jose. 

Want information on Honduras' Celaque National Park (http://www.generation.net/~derekp/celaque.html)? Thank Alexis Aguilar and Derek Parent. 

Want information on Venezuela's Canaima National Park (http://www2.planeta.com/mader/planeta/0897/0897canaima.html)? Thank Christopher J. Sharpe and Iokiñe Rodríguez. 

That's just a sampling of individual efforts on the web. There are other good archives that help piece together this puzzle. Caroline Podi is responsible for EcoSource. Joanne Palmer runs the Ecotourism Resource Centre . For Green Building, Bill Christensen hosts a useful archive and sourcebook (http://www.greenbuilder.com). 

While I applaud the volunteer ethic, why are these efforts not receiving more financial support? Do individuals have to become registered "non-profits" before they can receive aid from foundations or contracts from development agencies? 

Conclusion 

There are two roads in front of us, and to quote famous sports manager Yogi Bera, "when you come to a fork in the road, take it." The institutional websites can re-invent themselves - trusting their environmental experts instead of their P.R. departments. And we must support the work of individuals, who unencumbered by bureaucratic hoops are providing the best information about ecotourism online today. 

Questions 

Why do environmental groups with projects in Latin America rarely post current information on their websites and/or restrict access to intranets?

How should webmasters investigate environmental tourism services and destinations? Do links signify a type of "certification" of the ecotourism service?
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