                                                                                                                        30th June  2011

Response by The Ecotourism Society of India to the proposed Draft Guidelines For Ecotourism In and Around Protected Areas circulated by the Ministry of Environment & Forests on 2nd June 2011.

The Ecotourism Society of India ( ESOI ) was set up in 2008 post an Intergovernmental meeting on Ecotourism between Australia and India . Encouraged by the Ministry of Tourism, this was done so we could have a vehicle that would drive Responsible Tourism in India and we hope to achieve this through Advocacy , Guidelines and Certification . The thirteen Founding members are drawn from the Private sector, the Government , Professionals & even the Parliament. It is a non profit organisation registered under the Societies Act XXI of 1860.
The Ecotourism Society of India welcomes your MOEF draft guidelines and feels it is an important step in the direction of formulating a workable policy that allows Responsible tourism to thrive while ensuring the protection and sustainable use of India’s wilderness areas.

However , these draft  guidelines are, regrettably, a disappointment, as  they don’t really deal with the important issue of land-use outside protected areas which has a direct impact on the Protected Areas.

We find it extraordinary that the draft guidelines circulated by the Sujit Banerjee Committee on the 28th May 2011 have been morphed into a very different document posted on the 2nd June 2011.

It would have been useful if the Committee had prepared an overview that would have placed the guidelines into some sort of context :
1. ALL activities within a Protected Area (Tiger Reserves, National Parks, or Wildlife Sanctuaries) already come under the management of the Forest Department.  No private party operates inside a PA.

2. By the same token, the land outside most PAs is generally Revenue Land and does not come under the Forest Department’s jurisdiction.  Surely the Ministry of Tourism  and practitioners of responsible tourism have a stake in the drawing up of these guidelines.

3. It is interesting to note that GOVERNMENT in one form or another operates the ONLY tourist accommodation inside a Protected Area. The obvious examples are Dhikala inside Corbett Tiger Reserve, The ITDC Forest Lodge inside the Keoladeo National Park at Bharatpur, RTDC Jhoomar Baori on the edge of Ranthambhore Tiger Reserve and  the KTDC with Aranya Niwas and  The Lake Palace inside Periyar Tiger Reserve. It would be interesting to know how much revenue each of these properties generates for the host park per annum.

One important issue that the Guidelines mentioned but offered no guidance is on is the existing level of tourist accommodation that has come up around our PAs over the last 25 years.  If the Forest Department has determined that the carrying capacity of a park is say 400 people then it is patently absurd that there are 4000 beds outside.

The surveys carried out on behalf of the Ministry of Tourism in 2010 are a valuable source of data about over capacity outside a few PAs.

4. The terminology used by the NTCA for Tiger Reserves and that used by National Parks is similar but occasionally has a different definition. We feel this should be clarified and perhaps a set of definitions attached to the Guidelines. Ideally, these guidelines should be applicable to all wilderness areas and not just Protected Areas.
It is very surprising that the Guidelines present the Forest Department as the sole authority of righteousness and the private sector as the problem. Point 3 above shows the Forest Department is party to violations of both existing laws and these proposed regulations. It would be good for the Government to lead by example !
Everyone accepts that the Forest Department is the sole authority for activities with a PA, but for years they have shrugged off responsibility for what happens outside their boundaries.

We feel it is important, in the context of these guidelines, to realize, and admit that only 24 out of 41 Tiger Reserves have prepared maps of proposed buffer areas. We must emphasise that these proposed areas fall outside the jurisdiction of the PA management, and the Forest Department, by their own admission, have no authority over land use.

WE NEED A LAND USE POLICY. Quite obviously a sensible policy has to be prepared by the respective District Administrations for a land use policy around PAs. This will have to be site specific but we can draw up guidelines. The Forest Department will be a critical partner in this exercise as we all recognize that this land has a huge impact on the PA (something most managers have avoided dealing with for years) but they should not be the SOLE arbitrator.  The Host community, the Wildlife lodge owners associations, the Tour Operators , Panchayats etc all have stakes and a balanced approach may prevent much of the pressures that are being felt today due to the absence of multi stakeholder involvement .
If corridors are to be added to PAs and incorporated in the management system then transparency by the Forest Department is required. Any effort to link PAs and to establish satellite areas is a good one and Responsible Tourism practitioners would support this. This is perhaps an opportunity to use the  ( Compensatory Afforestation Fund Management & Planning Authority (CAMPA) funds , imaginatively.

TAXING TOURISM OUTSIDE PROTECTED AREAS. The suggestion that a 30% cess on turnover be applied to all properties within a designated zone around a PA is totally unworkable. Presumably this will also apply to all establishments including dhabas, tyrewallahs and shops that have come up to service the infrastructure that runs the tourist establishment around a PA.

The Banerjee Guidelines of the 28th May , suggests Lodges and Camps pay a fee to the host community. The MOEF’s  guidelines have diverted this to a fee for themselves.

On balance , we think lodge and camp owners should pay some sort of fee, and this should be based on installed capacity (number of beds) rather than any tax on turnover. 
Quite clearly there is an impact by the presence of Lodges on the water table for instance which may negatively impact local communities and suitable strategies to offset this and other impacts need to be established for which the fee can be used .

(please recognize that especially in case of the smaller and  cheaper properties, 50% or more of turnover, actually includes park fees being collected on behalf of the Forest Dept! ). We strongly advocate that any cess (however it is computed) should go to the host community and not necessarily to the PA management .

One possible system would work as follows:

a)    The average size of a Resort is about 30 rooms in such places.

b)    The average occupancy is around 40% round the year.

c)    The approximate GOP in such hotels, which are mostly self-operated, is around 35% and nett profit around 20%.

d)    The average gross revenue that such a hotel does is between 1.5 to 2 crores if the room rate on B&B is around Rs.3000/-

Based on the above assumption, I believe the following Chart would be reasonable quantifying the amount of Cess.

	RATE ON B&B
	Cess per Installed per bed per day

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	Upto Rs.1000
	Rs.5

	1001 - 2000
	Rs.10

	2001 - 3000
	Rs.15

	3001 - 4000
	Rs.20

	4001 - 5000
	Rs.25

	5001 - 6000
	Rs.30


In this case it can therefore be calculated that on 30 rooms , i.e., maximum 60 beds, for a Hotel that is in the range of Rs.2001-3000, would pay approximately Rs.3,28,500/- per annum and this would amount to approximately 2.2% of its turnover (1.5 crore) which would be a reasonable fee (assuming all beds are dbl and twins)

The installed bed capacity is important because

a) A formula based on revenue is impossible to correctly assess due to several self-operated properties.

b)    It will put a constraint on adding more beds.

Assuming that net operating profit of a unit is around 20% of turnover, giving away 2.2% of turnover amounts to giving away about 11% of your nett profit or 6.3% of GOP, which is fair.

It is universally agreed that this money should go into a special pool to be spent on that particular reserve only by a specially created implementing authority in consultation with all stakeholders, to plough back into local community and resource development.

The fact that we don't know how the National Parks spend their current gate money at the moment and that figure is about to go up (see MP's rates post Oct 2011) does not encourage us to be optimistic about how additional income may be spent. So any fee collected by any establishment within a designated area outside a PA should be managed by the respective LAC.

Calculating the Carrying Capacity : We would also like to draw reference to the Mathematical model used for determining carrying capacity and feel it is not a very scientific one . Perhaps we can look at various models from different parts of the world where significantly larger numbers are managed and managed well. To quote the lack of staff as a reason for lower visitation by tourists is quite clearly a “cop out” and one would argue that if parts of Tourism revenues can be used for the benefit of Conservation , Employment and Local community benefits , then ways must be found to optimize Visitation rather than take the easy way out of curbing it due to lack of resource !
Although these guidelines are intentionally general and then need to be drafted on a site-specific basis there are some issues that we wish to draw immediate attention to. In MP for instance ,  a lodge with ten or more rooms can benefit from a five-year tax holiday. But this means an eight-room property with a low environment footprint is penalized by not being big enough !

Excise laws also need to be looked at. In some areas a property has to have a minimum of 20 air-conditioned rooms to be eligible to apply for a beer or liquor license ! Both these regulations tend to the take the wind out of the sails of prospective responsible Lodge owners who would like to follow internationally accepted ecolodge & ecotourism guidelines and practices.
The suggested 5km radius would be another suggestion that needs to be rooted in reality . This needs to be relooked at . Again the aspect of animal corridors being hampered by Lodges might ring true in some cases as it would with some of the Govenments very own infrastructure doing the same !
Finally, may I say that the tourism genie cannot be put back in the bottle. Tourism is now the largest industry in the world and we can’t wish it away. We finally have an opportunity to do something now so we strongly feel we should get it right. These guidelines need to achieve the impossible and be acceptable to all stakeholders including the respective state governments.
We are convinced as we see examples of best practice in India and around the world, that Tourism can be used for higher goals of supporting Biodiversity & Conservation , poverty alleviation , supporting local communities and their culture and indeed assisting in preserving the Built & Natural Heritage of our Planet .
We at the ESOI are committed to assisting in this and would be ready  to engage to do our bit in creating responsible Earth citizens who choose to tread lightly .
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