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Introduction 

A programme of community-based ecotourism development was implemented in the Komarindi Conservation Area (KCA) over a period of eighteen months from late 1997 to early 1999.   Limited ecotourism operations began in October 1998, with the launch of Komarindi Ecotours.  However, ethnic unrest on Guadalcanal led to the KCA communities closing the ecotourism operation in mid 1999, before implementation of the ecotourism development programme was completed.  

In the limited period of KCA ecotourism operation, there were some encouraging results.  Although not a formal evaluation of the project, this article reviews the participatory process based methodology used in KCA community ecotourism development, and identifies some lessons learnt from the project.

Background

The Komarindi Conservation Area (KCA) covers an area of approximately 19,300 hectares, and is located in the central highlands of Guadalcanal island in the Solomon Islands (refer map).  The terrain is generally steep, rising to an altitude of 874 metres, and heavily forested.   

The lands within the KCA are the customary estates of the Kakau and Lakuili tribes of Guadalcanal.   Their villages and hamlets were historically scattered throughout the central highlands of Guadalcanal, but government and mission influences since 1900 has seen settlement move to the weather and Honiara coasts, around Tangarare/ Kusumba (weather coast) and Kakabona/ Poha/ Veramboli (Honiara coast).  Today, the interior highlands are unoccupied, although Kakau and Lakuili peoples living on the coast retain associations with their inland estates, and there is a very rich and diverse collection of cultural heritage sites within the KCA.   

The Solomon Islands Government’s initial plan to protect the Komarindi area developed in conjunction with a proposed hydroelectric project.  Although the hydroelectric project has not eventuated, the landowning communities confirmed their commitment to conservation of their inland estate during consultations in 1994.  The KCA was established in late 1996.  Support for the conservation project has principally come from the Solomon Islands Department of Forests, Environment and Conservation (DFEC), and the South Pacific Biodiversity Conservation Programme (SPBCP) of the South Pacific Regional Environment Programme (SPREP).

Komarindi means “clean waters” and is the traditional name for a site at the confluence of two rivers within the KCA.  The KCA is a recognized national priority for conservation.  In particular:

· it boasts high biodiversity, representative of the rainforest environment of the Solomon Islands, and provides habitat for a range of rare or endangered endemic species, such as Woodford's Rail (Nesoclopeus woodfordi), Yellow-bibbed Lorry (Lorius chlorocerus), Solomon Krait (Lowridgelaps elapoides), Sword-tail Butterflies (Graphium spp.), and Swallow-tail Butterfly (Papilio toboroi)
· situated close to the capital city of Honiara, the KCA provides an excellent water supply for Honiara’s rapidly growing population.

Ecotourism Development

DFEC and SPBCP sought to support a community based conservation project, based on the landowners clear aspirations for conservation of their inland estates.  The Project Preparation Document for the KCA
 identified several objectives for the project.  Apart from biodiversity conservation these included:

· “to provide an effective participatory process for establishing acceptable and appropriate management planning for the KCA which meets the needs of both landowners and the conservation of biodiversity”

· “to provide opportunities for sensitive, compatible and sustainable development activities” for KCA communities, and

· “to provide appropriate opportunities for sensitive ecotourism development”.   Ecotourism development was specifically highlighted, based on community aspirations and a brief pre-feasibility study.

In August 1997, KCA landowner representative, Peter Chachi, and KCA Conservation Area Support Officer (CASO) Nathaniel daWheya, attended a SPBCP community ecotourism workshop in Micronesia.  The workshop provided an opportunity for the KCA communities to gain greater understanding and awareness of ecotourism development and its implications.

In forums following the workshop, the community decided to proceed with ecotourism development planning for the KCA.   SPBCP, in consultation with KCA management, appointed terra firma associates (Cairns, Australia) to undertake a participatory appraisal of the tourism potential of the KCA and to prepare a Tourism Development Plan.

Ecotourism Planning

Grant Trewenack (terra firma), Nathaniel daWheya (CASO) and community representatives undertook the appraisal exercise in late 1997. The appraisal followed several steps, including:

· site surveys to identify and describe potential ecotourism resources

· community stakeholder consultation to identify community development aspirations and concerns, with particular reference to ecotourism development

· market research, including a survey of the Solomon Islands tourism industry and testing of KCA ecotourism product concepts with industry representatives.

In the “Report on Ecotourism Development Planning”
 an analysis was made of the strengths, weaknesses and development issues pertaining to KCA ecotourism development.  A summary of the principal findings is found in Table 1 following.

On the basis of this appraisal, it was considered that a “strong” market potential existed for tourism products developed around KCA resources, particularly those on the Honiara coast, which enjoyed easy road access from the capital Honiara.  

Table 1: Summary Appraisal KCA Ecotourism Potential

	Strengths
	· good range of tourism attractions, including Poha Cave (Melanesia’s oldest rock art)

· easy access to Honiara coast communities from Honiara: Honiara key tourism hub in Solomons

· community keen to see tourism develop 

· community development aspirations compatible with ecotourism development 

· lack of comparative tourism product in area

· local tourism industry supportive: keen to have new product

	Weaknesses
	· no single charismatic tourism attraction except Poha Cave

· difficult access to weather coast and KCA interior

· wet season access restrictions 

· lack of capacity/ business experience amongst local community

· high community expectations

	Issues
	· ecotourism development would need to provide real economic benefits to meet community aspirations

· any tourism development should be gradual/ phased as community capacities develop

· community based ecotourism development would require outside support for “several years”

· community concern over financial management: need for transparent financial management systems


Four products were selected for phased development, based on the market testing undertaken during the fieldwork.  These four product concepts are shown in Table 2.  Each product was aimed at different market groups.

Table 2: Product Concepts @ 11/97

	Product Concepts @ 11/97
	Key Market

	1/2 day Nature and Custom Tour

* focussing on Poha Cave and the natural environment, near to Honiara
	Cruise ships, inbound groups 

	1 day Village and Rainforest Trek

* an extension of the half day tour taking in the Lakuili village of Veramboli
	Active FITs, VFR, inbound groups

	2 days/ I night Weekend Walk

* camp, combining the full day tour with an overnight in a hunting hut next to the river, and a return trek
	Honiara residents/ groups, birdwatchers, active FITs

	4 days/ 3 nights Cross Guadalcanal Island Trek

* trek through interior of KCA: would involve communities from both  coasts
	Inbound groups, adventure tourists


Under the phased approach to development, development of the two overnight tours was scheduled for 1999, so that the focus in 1998 could be on developing the operationally less complex day-tours and building community capacities.  It was recognized from the outset that the Cross-Guadalcanal trek was an operationally complex product with a limited market appeal.  Previous attempts had been unsuccessfully made on Guadalcanal to establish a comparative product
.   Accordingly, it was planned to develop this product last. 

Plans were developed for management of various aspects of the proposed community ecotourism enterprise – including marketing, community participation, resource management, business management and training/ capacity building.  These plans emphasized:

· facilitating community participation in all aspects of development 

· transparency of all operations, particularly financial management (a key community concern)

· broad community benefit through fair distribution of work among all community stakeholders, and establishment of Common Funds

· extensive training and skills transfer, using participatory approaches

· development of strong partnerships with the local tourism industry

· maximizing conservation outcomes through ecotourism activity, and managing the impacts of tourism activity.

Developing the Project

Following completion of planning for the community ecotourism enterprise in 1997, a phased approach was taken to implementation.  Much of the implementation responsibility fell on the CASO and two Tourism Managers, one from each coast, who were selected by their own communities. The communities also directly contributed to project implementation, through, for example, provision of free labor.  terra firma was contracted to provide three support visits to support implementation.  Much of the implementation activity occurred around these visits
.

In April 1998 an introductory tour guide workshop was held. This had several objectives including:

· to develop guiding skills of the male and female participants

· to develop broader community tourism awareness

· as an exercise in participatory product development, trainees themselves developed the full day trek into an operational product, under a facilitated learning process.

Similarly, a Tourism Awareness workshop was held for the Honiara coast communities, which:

· presented and tested financial management systems with the broader community

· addressed the issue of community financial expectations

· allocated responsibilities, and developed awareness of responsibilities, for implementation of the various activities under the tourism plan.

A poster, which summarized development activities, responsibilities and schedules, was prepared in the local vernacular and copies given to all households.

The subsequent terra firma visits, in October 1998 and March 1999, followed similar formats.  Each visit focussed on development of a new product; the half day tour in October 1998, and the Weekend Camp and Cross Island trek in March 1999.  Each visit incorporated:

· participatory training workshops for guides

· participatory product development

· development of broader community tourism awareness.   

Product development exercises included participation from guides and the community, but also from the tourism industry.  For example, representatives from the Solomon Islands Visitors Bureau (SIVB) and a key inbound tourism operator (SSS), joined a trial operation of the Cross Guadalcanal trek with trainee guides.  As a result of these activities, products were substantially refined.  The Cross Island trek, for example, moved from its original concept as a 4-day trek to a 6-day trek (refer Table 3).  

Table 3:  Tour Products @ March 1999

	Product Concepts 

@ 11/97
	Product Changes 

@ 3/99
	Sales 

@ 5.99

	1/2 day Nature and Custom Tour


	Cruise ship market not eventuated: more marketing and site infrastructure required 
	19 

	1 day Village and Rainforest Trek


	Oriented away from rainforest trekking to village visit: most popular of two operating tours
	22

	2 days/ I night Weekend Walk


	Oriented away from rainforest trekking: focus on restful camp for Honiara expats
	Not market ready: not sold

	4 days/ 3 nights Cross Guadalcanal Island Trek
	Became 6 day/ 5 night trek
	Not market ready: not sold


Ecotourism Operation 

At the end of the October 1998 visit, at which time the two day-tours had been developed, and guides had completed two training workshops, an Open Day was held for industry representatives to launch Komarindi Ecotours.  

The Open Day attracted fourteen tourism industry representatives, and achieved front-page local media coverage.  The community provided the welcome and the guides operated the half-day tour for guests.  Guests’ evaluation of the tour showed an excellent response.  The high quality of interpretation and the unique appeal of a rainforest/ cultural tour were highlighted.  Tour operators were able to sell the two day-tours after the Open Day, and the first paying clients booked onto the full-day tour three days after the Open Day.

For the six months from the Open Day, the community continued to offer the two day-tours as established product, while further work was put into developing the two overnight tours, and full implementation of the marketing plan proceeded.   Although this period coincided with the wet season, fair tourist volumes were achieved.  

However, ethnic unrest within Guadalcanal, which had emerged in early 1999, grew rapidly and by May 1999, Guadalcanal was plunging into an ethnic crisis.  Some 10,000 refugees left Guadalcanal in the face of armed Guadalcanal militancy.  A peace process established in July 1999 continues to be implemented, but at the time of writing, there is still restricted access to all parts of the KCA project by outsiders.  KCA communities were not involved in the militancy, but were caught up in its midst.  The KCA communities suspended the tourism operation in May 1999, in view of the high risk to client safety and reliable tour operation.  At the same time, tourism within the Solomon Islands abruptly grounded to an almost complete halt.

The risk of ethnic conflict was not identified as a risk in the original 1997 appraisal, which led to development of the tourism project.  To most observers the rapid emergence of the ethnic conflict was a surprise and led to claims of political interference.  However, the ethnic conflict did occur, and the impacts on Komarindi Ecotours, and the Solomon Islands tourism industry, have been very severe. 

Reviewing the Project

It is hoped that at some stage in the future, Komarindi Ecotours will begin operating again.  When that time comes, it is clear that there will need to be changes to products and strategies to meet the new environment.  For example, tour operators may have lingering doubts about sending clients into the interior of Guadalcanal for some time after the ethnic unrest dies down.  There is even some talk of establishing an alternative international airport away from Guadalcanal.

At this time, the Komarindi tourism project has not been formally evaluated.  This article is not an attempt to fully evaluate the project, but to record the establishment and set-up of Komarindi Ecotours as a case study in community ecotourism development, and record the results before tourism operations were suspended.   Those who were involved in the planning and establishment of the project have prepared this article.  

It is the belief of the authors that Komarindi Ecotours had a good chance of achieving success over time, had ethnic unrest not intervened.  That success would have been more likely if limited external support was provided for another year or two, and the marketing programme fully implemented.  There were encouraging signs in the early operation of the project.  Tourist volumes were reasonable, and there were many positives in terms of sustainability criteria, such as positive community attitudes, industry participation and support, and strong growth of community capacities.  

Participatory Processes

It is considered that one of the key strengths of the Komarindi ecotourism project was the participatory methods used in its development.   For example:

· development of community awareness was an ongoing task.  Community awareness enabled the community to control, manage and develop the project themselves, and laid a basis for informed decision-making by the community itself

· participatory product development was applied throughout the project.   This led to evolution of the product concepts identified in 1997.  Participatory product development requires extra time and resources.  However, as a practical exercise in 'learning-by-doing" it is invaluable in developing capacities and vesting true ownership of the products in the community and guides themselves

· the consultants adopted a facilitation role, as much as an advisory role.  They facilitated the community and industry stakeholders to produce outcomes themselves, such as in design of the tours

· community participation was strengthened by an emphasis on skill transfer and human resource development, throughout the project.  This included KCA participation in ecotourism workshops, local training courses and study tours overseas.

One of the outcomes of the participatory processes used, was that a healthy partnership developed between the KCA communities and the local tourism industry.  This relationship was an excellent basis for further development of the project, and was facilitated in part by the Open Day, regular industry liaison, and other participation opportunities made available for the industry. 

It is important to note that participation is a two-way street.  While project managers can supply opportunities for community participation, there needs to be a demand for it from the community and other stakeholders.   The effective participation achieved in the project reflects another key strength of this project, namely community leadership of the project, and community commitment to the project.  In particular, Tourism Managers Peter Chachi and Modesto Tova, led and motivated the community behind the project.  Their leadership led to some genuine community commitment, as evidenced by in-kind labor contributions.  It should be noted however, that:

· the fact that the KCA communities were already functioning, 'healthy' communities, laid an excellent basis for a community project.  The communities worked well with an absence of conflict

· there was never total community participation in the project.  In reality, only a core of the community participated and were truly committed to the project.  Others were not interested in the project or adopted a wait-and-see attitude.

Reviewing Strengths and Weaknesses

The 1997 appraisal identified key strengths and weaknesses for ecotourism development at Komarindi.  The strengths identified in the initial appraisal did prove significant, such as easy access from Honiara to KCA tourism resources, and lack of comparative product.  Another strength, which was identified in the appraisal and confirmed through the development stage, was the status of the project as a conservation area.  This gave a comparative advantage in market appeal and an established, effective structure for management of tourism resources.

Some of the weaknesses identified for the project, in particular the small size of the Solomon Islands tourism industry, and operational difficulties of some tours, presented real challenges to the project.  

The Solomon Islands received an annual average of between 4,000- 5,000 visitors, for the purpose of holiday, from 1991 to 1997
.  The Solomon Islands tourism industry is thus very small, with a focus on dive product.   This presented challenges to Komarindi Ecotours:

· with such a low number of tourists, Komarindi Ecotours needed to offer an appealing and quality product, and to market very effectively, to get a high percentage of possible visitors through the gate 

· development of new markets, such as for the Cross Guadalcanal trek, takes time, and requires effective support from other industry bodies

· the cruise ship market offered good market opportunities.  However the first two cruise ships in 1999 were unwilling to book the Komarindi half-day tour.  This traditionally conservative market required a more concerted marketing effort to convince them of reliability and safety of Komarindi tour operations and infrastructure  

· there were only two principal inbound two operators in Honiara.  Business closures, change of staff or direction within these operations can impact significantly on marketing strategies, especially for niche products.

Nevertheless, over forty-five people were taken on the full and half-day tour in their first six months of operation, including a number of sales agents, with promises of significant increases as inbound groups, including cruise ships, were attracted to KCA tour products.

There were also significant operational challenges for some of the KCA products, as identified in the initial appraisal.  Although it never reached operational stage, the Cross-Guadalcanal trek was a good example.  The tour was developed to involve the weather coast KCA communities, who had already escorted some FITs across this historical trail.  Factors such as poor road connections and poor communication systems, tended to push costs up, and restrict market appeal. 

Challenged by market factors and by geography, achieving economic success for Komarindi Ecotours, required professional standards and hard work.  Aside from technical assistance funded through SPBCP, financial investment in the project was low. This approach eased the income requirements for Komarindi Ecotours. This was achieved by use of locally available resources for infrastructure, and good partnerships with industry partners.

Community expectations were especially critical to judging what constituted economic success.  Community expectations were reasonably high for ecotourism, stimulated by considerable discussion within the community about ecotourism before actual planning got underway in 1997.  Although this never manifested itself as a problem during project implementation and operation up till mid-1999, and was constantly addressed through community awareness, it had the potential to become a problem for the project further down the track.

In these circumstances, the project had to evolve and adapt, to find the best ways of meeting the marketing and operational challenges.   Changes in product design were an example of that dynamism.  

Similarly, by 1999, the half-day tour was being re-evaluated.   Designed principally for the older, less active cruise ship market, the half-day tour required some site development (toilets, improved trail, bridge etc) around Poha Cave and the Poha River to meet the requirements of this market.  Results in early 1999 indicated that a more concerted marketing effort and investment in infrastructure was required to attract this market.  Unless good tourism volumes were achieved on this tour, then the project and community’s responsibility to develop and maintain the tour site to the required standard would become a problem.

However, the critical weakness in the project turned out to be the political and social environment within Guadalcanal, which gave birth to the ethnic unrest in 1999.   This was in many respects a risk that was difficult to anticipate, and an event beyond the capacity of project management to control.  Nevertheless, ecotourism was the main sustainable development activity promoted and assisted under the Komarindi conservation project.  In retrospect, it may have been better for the conservation project to have had more balance in its sustainable development activities, although ecotourism certainly was the most viable eco-enterprise available to KCA communities.   It was also perceived as the best model to demonstrate the linkage between biodiversity conservation and sustainable develompent.

What was Achieved?

As the dust begins to settle in the streets of Honiara after the ethnic conflict, stakeholders such as SPBCP, DFEC, the community and the local tourism industry, may well ask “what was achieved” by this project so far?  All of these stakeholders made significant contributions of time and resources to assist develop Komarindi Ecotours.   

Full implementation of the ecotourism development programme for Komarindi was never completed, due to the intervention of ethnic unrest.   This was a major disappointment to those involved in supporting the project up to that date.  Nevertheless, there are some clear achievements from the project, including:

· the project’s business performance was positive:

· over fifty tourists took a KCA tour before mid-1999.  This was a good achievement given market factors and incomplete implementation of the ecotourism development and marketing programme

· economic benefits went into the community bank account.  From tours operated, the community had a net return of SI$1500, after all tour expenses had been deducted

· tours had developed minimal infrastructure, thus there remains minimal maintenance requirements

· the basic foundations of a future ecotourism business have been laid

· there was a significant skill transfer and raising of community awareness (in respect of tourism, business and project development generally) through this project

· a number of guides trained through the project gained casual employment with other tour operators

· a net conservation benefit was delivered

· cooperation between different KCA communities was strengthened and communities gained the confidence associated with developing a project themselves

· many guides and workshop participants identified a range of benefits, including strengthening their understanding of, and commitment to, their cultural and natural heritage
.

A feature of this project was that ecotourism was developed as a tool to promote conservation of biodiversity.  That is, the project sponsors had the objective that any ecotourism activity would have a net conservation benefit.  Although difficult to measure, it is considered that the project has delivered conservation benefits, including:

· there is a better understanding within the KCA communities of the link between conservation and development, and thus the need to manage their resources well

· the community values Poha Cave and the rainforest more, and have greater pride in these resources

· community environmental awareness has increased

· there were numerous examples where guides led the community to change environmental behavior, based on their exposure to tourism behavior (such as, not littering).

Komarindi Ecotours: Future Prospects

For Komarindi Ecotours to resume operations, the ethnic unrest in Guadalcanal must reduce significantly, or completely cease.  Preferably, the issues that generated the conflict, should also be seen to have been addressed.  Tourism is an international industry and the resurrection of the Solomon Islands tourism industry, requires that the confidence of stakeholders around the world, is restored.

Each of the tours developed by Komarindi Ecotours prior to mid-1999, were tailored to different markets.  These markets are likely to have changed if Komarindi Ecotours re-opens.  The whole ecotourism operation will need to be reviewed to adapt to a new post-conflict environment.  

At least in the early years of any renewed operation, the project will continue to face some of the challenges that faced it before its closure in 1999.  These challenges include the small Solomon Islands tourism market, and physical geography.   The project was dynamic and responsive to market and other changes until mid 1999.  This trait will need to be carried through to the next stage of operation too.

It is considered that the basic building blocks for a renewed Komarindi Ecotours are still in place- community ownership of the concept and the business, community awareness, improved skills and experience, and a basic set of plans.   Prior to 1999, the support, particularly from SPBCP, was a critical ‘enabling factor’ for project development.  Similar outside support will be probably required to assist re-establish the project, and community leadership will again need to motivate the community.  

In the meantime it is hoped that the methods used in the development of the KCA ecotourism project up till mid 1999, and the lessons drawn from this project, will be a useful case study for other budding ecotourism projects around the region.
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