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Abstract:
This paper proposes to explore the self-representation of “indigenous” peoples in ecotourism e-marketing and the potential consequences for the meanings they produce in society.  Based on an analysis of “indigenous” ecotourism websites, this paper will explore three themes as they intersect in arguably the most biodiverse region, the Amazon: indigeneity, environmentalism, and tourism.  My objective is to compare the self-representation of these “indigenous” ecotourism operations to the published ethnographic literature on these communities and/or ecolodges to produce a more comprehensive understanding of the motivations behind and the potential implications of this mode of self-representation.  More generally, this paper attempts to locate “indigenous” ecotourism e-marketing within the larger debates surrounding indigenous identity, environmentalism, authenticity, and tourism.

Within the last forty years, the environment has come to play an increasingly important role in the twenty-first century consciousness.  The consequences of rapid modernization and industrialization reverberate through our planet’s ecosystems, spawning widespread species extinction and threatening vital biodiversity.  Simultaneously, the movement towards poverty alleviation in the developing world has gained momentum, with its most notable promoter being the Millennium Development Goals.  A dual need has thus emerged in Western consciousness: the need to lift millions of people in the developing world out of poverty while protecting and preserving the planet’s biodiversity.  Ecotourism has emerged not only as a means of sustainable development for local, often “indigenous” populations in biodiversity hotspots but also as a way for peoples in the developed world to participate in such development in their leisure time.  

Ecotourism is frequently considered to be more eco-friendly than conventional tourist activities because of its environmentally and culturally sensitive practices.  Moreover, ecotourism offers to take tourists to seemingly pristine areas rich in biodiversity and, in some cases, introduce them to its local caretakers.  For local populations, ecotourism offers a means to improve their well-being and provide sustainable economic development. 

While much work has been done on the actual tourist-host encounter, we have yet to fully explore the field of ecotourism marketing.  “Indigenous”-operated ecotourism ventures frequently use the Internet to advertise their eco-lodges to Western tourists.  How has the trend toward ecotourism impacted the way that “indigenous” groups choose to represent themselves?  For example, are groups in Amazonia undergoing a deliberate process of re-tribalization, an embodiment of the ecologically noble savage, in order to attract ecotourists?  What are the potential larger implications of this self-representation for the purposes of ecotourism?

Case studies will be drawn from (a) the Kapawi Ecolodge and Reserve in Ecuador, owned and operated by the Federation of Ecuadorian Achuar Nationalities (FINAE) and by Canodros S.A., a private tour operator; (b) Posada Amazonas in Peru, jointly owned and operated by the Ese’Eja community of Infierno and Rainforest Expeditions, a private tourism operator; (c) Chalalán Ecolodge in Bolivia, owned and operated by the community of San Jose de Uchupiamonas, which self-identifies as part of the Tacana ethnic group.  These three sites have been selected because (1) They are ecotourism sites are owned and operated by local Amazonian communities that identify as “indigenous”; (2) Their websites have extensive information about cultures and expeditions, including photographs and text; (3) They claim to offer eco-friendly tours; and (4) They have received awards of recognition from either international aid agencies or non-governmental organizations.
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