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Abstract: Ecotourism is often premised on the involvement of locals, occurring
within their immediate vicinity and having the potential to induce sociocultural
impacts. This study investigated community perceptions of the sociocultural impact
of ecotourism in Cameroon. A mixed method approach was adopted where 442
community surveys were administered to households in the Mount Cameroon
National Park and the Douala Edéa Wildlife Reserve, whilst key informant interviews
were also conducted with relevant officials. Key findings suggest that respondents’
perceptions of the sociocultural impacts are influenced by the level of ecotourism
development in their regions, where areas with a higher level of development
experience greater impacts. Sociocultural impacts tend to be positive, with
respondents noting that ecotourism leads to valuable and enriching cultural
exchanges, and an increased sense of pride. The results also highlight the importance
of local community structures in leveraging positive sociocultural impacts and
mitigating the negative. Thus, the paper argues that it is imperative that traditional
community structures are recognised as a key strategic resource for ecotourism
development and used to enhance ecotourism development in the region.
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INTRODUCTION

Often premised upon high levels of community participation, ecotourism is dependent on
collaboration between locals and other tourism stakeholders (Chuitsi & Saarinen, 2019); Choi &
Murray, 2010). This type of tourism is viewed as an appropriate tool to foster economic development
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in many African countries, with countries such as Ghana, Kenya, South Africa and Botswana hosting
thriving ecotourism sectors (see Eshun & Tichaawa, 2019; Eshun & Tichaawa, 2020a; Eshun &
Tichaawa, 2020b; Giampiccoli & Mtapuri, 2016; Mbaiwa, 2011; Snyman, 2016; Wishitemi et al.
2015). The Cameroonian government has recognised the potential of developing tourism (Kimbu
and Tichaawa, 2018) and the ecotourism sector has been designated as a sector to encourage strategic
growth in the country (Harilal & Tichaawa, 2020; Harilal, Tichaawa, & Saarinen, 2019; Kimbu,
2011). However, despite the potential of the sector to bring about economic growth and
development, it is vital to be cognisant of the possibility of the sector effecting sociocultural change
at the local level. These changes could result in local community perceptions of ecotourism
becoming tainted, especially if the changes are unwanted (Cheung, 2015). Hence, this study seeks
to investigate community perceptions of the sociocultural impact of ecotourism in Cameroon,
especially considering the still-developing nature of the sector and these implications for its
continued and sustainable growth.

Although some studies have examined this phenomenon in other destinations, Hadinejad
Moyle, Scott, Kralj, and Nunkoo, (2019) assert that little research has as yet been undertaken into
residents’ attitudes towards ecotourism, especially within the African context. Considering that
tourism occurs within the immediate vicinity of residents, in and around their homes, or within the
protected areas upon which the locals rely for their livelihood activities, their support and voices
become a central tenet for the success of tourism in the destinations concerned (Marcinek & Hunt,
2015; Mudimba & Tichaawa, 2017), with this support being incumbent upon locals’ (positive)
perceptions. Local perceptions can be influenced by various factors (Tichaawa, Dayour, & Nunkoo,
2023). For example, ecotourism activities generally occur in the immediate vicinity of the locals,
and as such, can become extremely invasive to their everyday life. Studies conducted on the impact
of tourism resulting in the commodification of sacred traditions and culture (Pemunta, 2019;
Scheyvens, 1999; Shepherd, 2002) show how the locals’ and host communities’ way of life can
become tourist attractions, to the detriment of the locals. Alternatively, tourism development in an
area can result in acculturation (De Azeredo Grunewald, 2002), changing the sociocultural fabric of
local communities, and hence, possibly inviting negative perceptions of the sector from locals.
Therefore, the perceptions of locals in specific regions must be investigated, to aid in the overall
development of ecotourism sectors.

The ecotourism sector in Cameroon possesses immense potential to be positioned as a
premier ecotourism destination on the continent. Often referred to as ‘All of Africa in one” (Kimbu,
2011), Cameroon is home to a wide array of fauna and flora, many of which are endemic to the
country (Tegha & Sendze, 2016). Furthermore, the varied landscape, ranging from mountainous and
rainforest areas to pristine coastline areas adds to the ecotourism potential of the country (Tata &
Lambi, 2014). A major challenge that the sector currently faces is a lack of dedicated ecotourism
policy, to guide the development and growth of the sector in a manner that is appropriate for the
nuanced local context in Cameroon (Harilal et al., 2018). One of the most significant local nuances
in Cameroon, directly related to the development of ecotourism in specific localities, as well as the
long-term sustainability thereof, is the unique social and cultural setting within communities, where
patriarchal social structures, as well as the existence of local community chiefs, play a significant
role in the daily lives of locals (Brown & Lassoie, 2010; Forsac-Tata, 2016; MINFOF, 2014). Hence,
the focus of this paper is on the sociocultural impacts of ecotourism in Cameroon.

LITERATURE REVIEW

SOCIOCULTURAL IMPACTS OF ECOTOURISM

In as much as the physical and economic environments are susceptible to the impacts of
tourism activities, the culture of host communities can also suffer from these impacts, often negative
in nature (Okech, 2004). The above is especially true within the context of ecotourism, with the
communities concerned often living within, adjacent to, or near the protected areas or the reserves
where ecotourism activities occur (Wearing, 2001). Socially, communities and locals from
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destination areas can suffer the negative consequences of ecotourism, by being denied access to the
protected areas that are reserved for ecotourism (Das & Chatterjee, 2015). This leads to the inability
to access their source of livelihood or hampers their ability to live their daily lives according to
cultural or traditional values. This view is supported by Attia, Martin, Forbuzie, Angwafo, and Chuo
(2018) and Burivalova, Hua, Koh, Gracia, and Putz (2017) who note that locals bear the brunt of
socio-economic and cultural impacts, especially in those areas where activities such as hunting or
subsistence agriculture are primary strategies used by locals to maintain their livelihoods. The above
is a relevant point to note within the Cameroonian context, in terms of which locals sustain
themselves mainly through subsisting off the natural resource base (hunting and gathering)
(Pemunta, 2019). Attia et al. (2018) further note that within the Cameroonian context, locals tend to
rely on access to the protected areas for subsistence farming, which supports their livelihoods.

Ecotourism can have positive social impacts, including enhancing the quality of the life of
communities through social development initiatives, with the development of community
infrastructure, like clinics, community centres and water and sanitation infrastructure, undertaken
with the funds generated through ecotourism initiatives (Duffy, 2006; Musavengane & Matikiti,
2015). Moreover, the creation of employment can have knock-on positive social impacts in terms of
improving the local quality of life (Wishitemi et al., 2015). However, Sanchez (2018) suggests that
the above is not always the case. A negative social impact that can arise from ecotourism is the loss
or commodification of sacred traditions and cultural practices that occur in spaces that were once
private but have since been opened up to ecotourists (Setiyorini, Andari, & Masunah, 2019).
Pemunta (2019) asserts that culturally significant areas, of great importance to the locals, are often
located within the protected areas. Locals have limited access to or are excluded from these areas,
hence the they experience this as a threat to their cultural traditions. Burns (2005) reiterates the
notion, arguing that the sanctity attached to culture and traditions is undermined through
commodification. Consequently, although ecotourism can economically benefit the host
communities by creating a demand for local accommodation and businesses, and for local traditional
and cultural products, its improper management can result in the commodification of the local
culture, or conversely, can accelerate the extent of cultural change within the communities (Okech,
2004). Scheyvens (1999) suggests that the loss or commodification of culture is because the areas
that are sought out for ecotourism (i.e. the pristine, untouched areas), are those that tend to be most
vulnerable to disruption, especially in cases where the sector is greenwashed, and where ethical
principles are not applied.

In light of the above, the tourism industry’s (negative) impact on people and places can be
seen to have become an acknowledged occurrence (Stronza & Gordillo, 2008). However, two of the
duties entailed in implementing ecotourism are ensuring that the levels of cultural sensitivity among
the ecotourists are heightened, to mitigate the negative impacts on the local culture, as well as
ensuring that locals are empowered to be actively involved in the planning and development of the
sector, thus ensuring that the development thereof will not have negative sociocultural impacts
(Nicolaides & Vettori, 2019). The importance of the involvement and participation of locals and
communities in the development, planning and operation of ecotourism sectors has been noted by
many scholars (see for example Cole, 2006; Musavengane & Matikiti, 2015; Okazaki, 2008;
Ramon-Hildago & Harris, 2018), and is directly linked to educating locals and empowering them to
participate.

Furthermore, the infiltration of negative vices such as crime, drugs and prostitution also has
a negative social impact that is frequently associated with the introduction of tourism into a
conservative community setting (Acquah, Nsor, Arthur, & Boadi, 2017; Nsukwini & Bob, 2016;
Zacarias & Loyola, 2017). For example, the communities in Ecuador have experienced such
negative social impacts, with Sanchez (2018) observing increased levels of drugs and prostitution in
the communities where tourism (and hence, tourists) is active. The loss of culture and traditions may
also be attributed to the locals abandoning their culture and traditions in an attempt to liken
themselves to the ecotourists who frequent their communities (Anup, 2017; Nsukwini & Bob, 2016).
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The adoption of Western-style behaviour and culture has been observed by Regmi and Walter (2016)
as having a negative sociocultural impact on the communities. Given that ecotourism is often
adopted by countries as a method of achieving sustainable tourism development, the infiltration of
negative sociocultural impacts into the communities violates such a mandate.

Considering the social hierarchy that exists in traditional communities, the impacts of
ecotourism can be experienced differently by different people, especially since the economic
impacts of ecotourism have a direct bearing on the sociocultural situation of the host communities
concerned (Zacarias & Loyola, 2017). For example, inequitable benefit-sharing between the locals
can lead to tension and conflict within the community. Additionally, as the general cost of living
increases for the locals (as a result of tourism development) (Duffy, 2006), their ability to afford the
cost of living in the area declines. The above can result in the locals relocating to different areas and
relinquishing their social and cultural ties with people and places, to be able to survive (Wearing,
2001).

Despite the range of possible negative sociocultural impacts that could plague host
communities, locals might perceive the resultant interaction with the tourists who visit their
communities as a positive impact. The infiltration of tourists into the communities can serve to
increase the sense of community pride, with the locals having the opportunity to showcase their local
culture and traditions (Serenari, Peterson, Wallace, & Stowhas, 2017). Furthermore, Burns (2005)
points out that through interaction with the tourists, the locals can claim or fortify their cultural
identities. Additionally, the interaction between the locals and the tourists can broaden the former’s
worldview, especially in remote communities that are relatively separated from the Western way of
life (Clifton & Benson, 2006). Another positive impact arising from ecotourism in the communities
is upskilling of the locals, to enable them to participate meaningfully in the sector. Zacarias and
Loyola (2017) argue that, through upskilling and continued education, the locals within host
communities become empowered, thereby halting the cycle of poverty, within which many locals in
the host communities in the Global South find themselves.

Moreover, as community-based ecotourism is founded on the mutually beneficial
relationship between the communities and the conservation of natural resources, and protected areas
(Musavengane & Matikiti, 2015; Okazaki, 2008), the importance of educating and providing
knowledge of the conservation efforts made by all stakeholders for the successful implementation
and outcome of community-based ecotourism, is further emphasised (McKercher, 2010).
Additionally, if all stakeholders are involved in the sector, particularly those communities and locals
who know of ecotourism-related conservation efforts, as well as of the benefits that they can provide,
they are more likely to be receptive and to have a positive attitude towards the initiatives (Cheung,
2015). The involvement and participation of the locals and the host communities in ecotourism are
linked to the successful and sustainable outcome of ecotourism sectors. One of the main reasons for
the above, as noted by Wearing (2001), is that the residents of host communities bring a much-
needed local context to the development of ecotourism, of which external planners and operators
might not be aware. Additionally, local residents can contribute valuably to the formulation of
mitigation measures for the negative impacts of ecotourism, through the sharing and application of
their indigenous knowledge. Given the severe impacts that host communities can suffer as a result
of the ecotourism development in their communities, it is essential that the locals contribute to the
type and extent of development resulting from the adoption of the sector.

TRADITIONAL COMMUNITY STRUCTURE IN CAMEROON

In Cameroon, traditional community structures are still prevalent today, with each
community being overseen by a local chief. Local community chiefs are legally recognised entities
in the country, thus having the potential to become extremely influential and valuable stakeholders
in the ecotourism sector (MINFOF, 2014). The transmission of cultural knowledge possessed by
elders in the society forms the basis of the local cultural traditions, and it is a primary method of
preserving indigenous knowledge. In Cameroon, respected elders form part of the traditional
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councils and community leadership forums. They work closely with community chiefs, to highlight
the importance of culture and to provide an understanding of the importance of culture for the overall
survival of the communities concerned (Brown & Lassoie, 2010; Fonchingong, 2018). Additionally,
council members play an intermediary role between the chief and the larger community, thus
ensuring that the chief is aware of all that occurs within the community, enabling him to make
informed decisions (Forsac-Tata, 2016). The value of this type of structure in facilitating the
development of ecotourism in the country is immense, given that the acceptance and support of
locals are needed. Community chiefs can ensure that locals are involved in and support the
development of the sector, by ensuring that benefits from the sector are equitably distributed and
negative impacts are mitigated or minimised, and not burdened on specific individuals.

In acknowledging the value of traditional community structures to aid the development of
the ecotourism sector in Cameroon, as well as being a potential vehicle for leveraging the benefits
of ecotourism to the wider community, the possible downside of these traditional structures should
also be acknowledged. As previously noted, the structure of these communities is heavily influenced
by patriarchalism, with local chiefs, council members and other advisors generally being male
(Endley, 2001). The role of a woman in traditional society is as a homemaker, and thus not a part of
these structures (Fonjong & Athanasia, 2007). Hence, although ecotourism is premised on
community participation, in traditional communities, this participation does not always extend
equally to all, with women and other marginalised persons known to occupy secondary roles, whilst
community chiefs and other males in the community occupy primary, decision-making roles
(Forsac-Tata, 2016). Oftentimes, this can lead to the further marginalisation of women and other
disempowered groups concerned.

METHODOLOGY

The current study was undertaken in two identified ecotourism hotspots in Cameroon. The
Mount Cameroon National Park (MCNP) and the Douala Edéa Wildlife Reserve (DEWR) (as it was
referred to at the time of data collection, now known as the Douala Edéa National Park), are two
protected areas located in different provinces in the country, as indicated in Figure 1 below. Each of
these protected areas holds immense ecotourism potential, with the MCNP being home to Africa’s
largest active volcano, and the DEWR containing unique marine ecosystems, mangrove forests,
pristine beaches and tropical rainforest areas (Tata and Lambi, 2014; Tegha and Sendze, 2016).
Additionally, whilst both of these protected areas are utilised by locals, the extent of this use is
varied, given that locals in the DEWR region reside within the protected area, compared to locals in
the MCNP region, who reside adjacent to it.

A mixed method approach was adopted for use in the current study, with community
household surveys being administered within communities in the DEWR and the MCNP regions, to
the head of household (or adult representative thereof). Additionally, interviews were conducted
with key informants, including traditional community chiefs and government officials involved in
ecotourism in the area. These informants were considered appropriate in the context of the current
study, owing to their ability to provide insight into the traditional community sociocultural
structures, as well as into the development and management of the sector from a government
perspective. The interviews formed a complementary source of information, which allowed for
issues identified from the surveys to be further investigated. The data collection for this study
numbered a total of 442 surveys and 12 in-depth interviews being completed. The surveys collected
data relating to the demographic profile of respondents, as well as their perceptions of the
sociocultural impacts of ecotourism. This was done using a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly
disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = agree and 5 = strongly agree). The data from these surveys
were processed using the Statistical Package for Social Scientists (SPSS) version 25 software. A
descriptive analysis was performed to obtain an overall summary of the variables in the sample,
regarding the differences in perceptions found among the respondents in the light of their respective
demographic profiles.
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Figure 1. Cameroon’s protected areas and case study areas of this study
(Source: Author’s own, from fieldwork)

RESULTS

DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE OF RESPONDENTS

The current study involved two population groups, the head, or an adult representative, of the
household. Within the context of the current study in the MCNP region, 48.2% of the respondents
were the head of household, and 51.8% of the respondents were adult representatives of the
household. The above contrasts with the participants in the DEWR region, in terms of which the
head of household represented a larger portion of the sample, at 63.7%, and adult representatives of
the household represented only 36.3% of the sample. Within patriarchal societies, where cultural
traditions are adhered to, gender is an important demographic variable to consider. The overall
results indicate that the majority of the respondents in both study areas were men (71.3% in the
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MCNP and 82.3% in the DEWR), with a smaller percentage of the population being women (28.7%
in the MCNP, and 17.7% in the DEWR).

The age range of respondents in the MCNP region included respondents up to 65 years of
age, with the majority of respondents from this region (33.3%, 28.2% and 25%) falling into the 26-
35; 36-45 or 46-55 years of age categories respectively. The situation differed in the DEWR region,
with most respondents belonging to two age categories (26-35 years of age = 38.6% and 36-45 years
of age = 21.7%), and the remainder of respondents spread similarly across other age categories,
extending to older than 65 years of age. The variation in the age of the respondents revealed that the
population residing in the DEWR was more varied in age than it was in the MCNP, with the former
population ranging in age from the elderly to the relatively young. Conversely, in the MCNP region,
the majority of the respondents fell into the age groups ranging from 26 to 55 years of age, totalling
86.5%.

Within the study setting, the communities surveyed were located in the semi-rural or peri-
urban areas of Cameroon. Communities within the African context are often characterised by
cultural traditions, such as that of patriarchy (Endley, 2001; Nchu, Kimengsi, & Kapp, 2019;
Tamale, 2004), as was the case in this study. This was partly reflected in the results of the gender of
respondents, with the results indicating the patriarchal nature of the society and the communities
involved. Furthermore, the results corresponded with those obtained regarding the position of the
respondent in the household, where there was greater representation of the heads of households in
the DEWR region, as more men were present than in the MCNP region, highlighting the traditional
role of the head of household as being male. The reasons for the cases of female representation could
have been many, including that the female, who was either an adult representative of the household
or the head of the household, was the sole breadwinner (due to being single, separated/divorced or
widowed, for example). Additionally, all of the community chiefs interviewed were elder males
from the community, in line with the foregoing discussion.

PERCEPTIONS ON THE SOCIOCULTURAL IMPACTS OF ECOTOURISM

Table 1 below displays the results relating to community perceptions on the sociocultural
impacts of ecotourism, in both the MCNP and the DEWR. Although a five-point Likert scale was
used in the survey instrument for the purposes of this paper, the results are presented in three
categories: disagree, neutral and agree (with the categories of strongly disagree and disagree, and
strongly agree and agree being combined). It is important to note at the outset the differing level of
development in the MCNP and DEWR regions, with the former boasting a more developed (but still
developing) sector.

Table 1: Community perceptions on the sociocultural impacts of ecotourism
MCNP | DEWR | MCNP | DEWR | MCNP ’ DEWR

Disagree Neutral Agree
Eco tourism has changed our traditional 59.6% | 63.2% 9,5% | 13,0% 31% | 23.7%
culture
Eco-tourism encourages residents to 42.9% 61.9% | 16,1% 26,0% | 41.1% 12.1%

imitate behaviour of tourists and relinquish
cultural traditions

Eco-tourism causes disruption of the 542% | 56.3% | 14,3% | 172% | 31.5% | 26.5%
traditional cultural behaviour patterns in
local residents

The host community and eco-tourists are 429% | 405% | 32,7% | 433% | 24.4% | 16.3%
in conflict causing dissatisfaction
Eco-tourism has resulted in a 43.5% 55.3% | 34,5% 36,7% | 22.0% 7.9%
commodification of culture and traditions
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Eco-tourism has resulted in disturbance of 56.0% | 57.2% | 17,3% | 29,3% | 26.8% | 13.5%
local culturally significant sites
Eco-tourism has resulted in conflict over 39.9% | 395% | 28,6% | 33,0% | 31.5% | 27.4%
forest, land and natural resource use
Eco-tourism activities have resulted in 53,0% 49.3% | 17,9% 22,3% | 29.2% 28.4%
disruption to local people’s lifestyle and
living culture

The commercial demand for eco-tourism 39.9% 60,0% | 21,4% 26,5% | 38.7% 13.5%
causes changes in the style and forms of
traditional arts and crafts

Eco-tourism encourages a variety of 25,0% | 52.1% | 19,6% | 242% | 55.4% | 23.8%
cultural activities for local residents

Eco-tourism provides more recreational 19.0% 37.7% | 35,1% 25,6% | 45.8% | 36.8%
opportunities for local residents

The cultural exchange between residents 7.1% 20.9% | 10,7% 16,3% | 82.1% 62.8%

of the community and tourists is valuable
for the residents

Meeting tourists from different regions of 3.6% 24.2% 4,8% 8,4% | 91.7% 67.5%
the world is a life enriching experience
Eco-tourism activities have increased 1.7% 30.7% | 22,6% 23,7% | 69.6% 45.6%
people’s sense of pride

(Source: Author’s own, from fieldwork)

A broad view of the results indicates respondents do not regard ecotourism as having had
extremely negative sociocultural impacts. For example, upon examination of Table 1, in both the
case study regions, the majority of the respondents disagreed with the statement that ‘ecotourism
has changed our traditional culture’ (63.2% in the DEWR and 59.3% in the MCNP). A significant
proportion of the respondents (61.9% in the DEWR and 42.9% in the MCNP) also disagreed that
ecotourism encouraged residents to imitate the behaviour of the tourists and to relinquish their
cultural traditions. Furthermore, in the MCNP region, 41.1% of respondents agreed with this
statement, compared to the significantly lower percentage (12.1%) in the DEWR region who
registered agreement with it. The notable differences in the responses between the two regions could
be attributed to the differing levels of ecotourism activity to be found in each area, which gave rise
to a higher or lower degree of the resultant disruption from ecotourism activities. Additionally, the
overall sentiment of ecotourism not having exerted extreme negative sociocultural impacts can be
attributed to low levels of involvement of locals in the sector, which has led to a situation of
disinterest, as noted by an informant that was interviewed.

“They [the locals] have lost interest. If you go to this community, you see nobody even

talking about ecotourism... they are not really involved, they are not interested.”

(Traditional Chief)

More than half of the respondents from each region disagreed that ecotourism had caused a
disruption to the traditional and cultural behaviour patterns of locals (54.2% in the MCNP and 56.3%
in the DEWR). Furthermore, the data in Table 1 show that in both of the case study areas, over half
of the respondents (57.2% in the DEWR and 56% in the MCNP) disagreed with or were neutral
(29.3% in the DEWR and 17.3% in the MCNP) with the statement ‘Ecotourism has resulted in a
disturbance of the local culturally significant sites’, perhaps because the culturally significant sites
were located within the protected areas and thus guarded against undue exploitation (in terms of the
collaborative management plan of the area), or because the culturally significant sites were located
outside the ecotourism areas of interest. Though such sites were located within the protected areas,
the sanctity of the sites was protected by restricting tourist access to them. A key informant
confirmed this, noting:

“Concerning the culturally significant areas, there are people that depend on the

national protected area for their cultural and traditional purposes ... and they do have
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their traditional sites, but they don’t let people [i.e. tourists] get to those areas.

Ecotourism activities are kept away from the specific areas in the PA.” (Local

government representative)

Once again, the greater percentage of agreement registered by the MCNP region’s
respondents could be attributed to the increased level of ecotourism activity in the region, and,
hence, the increased potential for the disturbance of the culturally significant sites.

Interestingly, 55.3% of respondents from the DEWR and a lower 43.5% of respondents from
the MCNP disagreed that ecotourism has resulted in the commodification of culture and traditions.
Furthermore, 36.7% of the respondents from the DEWR and 34.5% from the MCNP indicated a
neutral response to the statement. A large percentage of the respondents in the DEWR (60%)
disagreed that ‘the commercial demand for ecotourism causes changes in the styles and forms of the
traditional arts and crafts’. However, in the MCNP, only 39.9% of the respondents disagreed with
the statement. The differences in perceptions of respondents between these two regions can once
again be attributed to the difference in the development of the sector, as well as the level of
ecotourism activities.

Many of the respondents in both study areas agreed that the cultural exchange between
residents of the community and the tourists was valuable for the residents, with 82.1% in the MCNP
and 62.8% in the DEWR agreeing with the statement, while only 7.1% in the MCNP disagreed with
it and in the DEWR, 20.9% disagreed with the statement. Additionally, a greater proportion of the
respondents from the DEWR remained neutral on the statement (16.3%) compared to the MCNP
region (10.7%). The proportion of respondents from the DEWR region who either disagreed or who
remained neutral on the statement was slightly higher than the MCNP, possibly owing to the lower
levels of community involvement in ecotourism activities in the region concerned.

The majority of the respondents from both the case study areas (91.6% in the MCNP and
67.5% in the DEWR) agreed that ‘meeting tourists from different regions of the world is a life-
enriching experience’, whereas 24.2% of the respondents from the DEWR and 3.6% from the MCNP
disagreed with the statement. The lower percentages emanating from the DEWR are reflective of
the lesser state of development of the sector. Through the establishment of ecotourism activities in
the communities, locals were able to meet and interact with tourists from various parts of the world,
with many communities acknowledging that such interaction had a positive impact on ecotourism
in the region. Overall, locals believed that meeting tourists from different parts of the world was a
life-enriching experience.

In the DEWR region, 83.8% of respondents disagreed or remained neutral on statement (\V4)
that ‘locals and ecotourists are in conflict, causing dissatisfaction’, while from the MCNP (75.6%)
reacted similarly to the same statement. These results, once again, should be understood in light of
the differing levels of ecotourism activities in the regions. The higher percentage of respondents
who agreed with this statement could be attributed to the increased presence of ecotourists for locals
to interact with. Interestingly, although only a small percentage of respondents in the DEWR region
agreed with statement V4, a significantly higher percentage agreed with the statement that the scant
ecotourism activities in the DEWR region have resulted in disruption to local people’s lifestyle and
living culture.

One of key interviewees elaborated on this, noting that some community members resented
the ecotourism sector due to their lack of involvement, and experienced exclusion.

“They [i.e., the community members] were complaining that their access to the

mountain has been reduced, but the government is not doing [i.e., keeping to] its own

side of the bargain to settle the sources of livelihood.” (NGO)

Considering that local communities reside within the DEWR protected area, it is not entirely
unexpected for ecotourism activities to have an impact upon them. However, the low levels of
ecotourism activities in the DEWR, as well as the responses to other statements in Table 1, these
disparities become a notably interesting finding. In the MCNP region, 29.2% of respondents agreed
with this statement, and significantly higher percentages of respondents agreed with statements that
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ecotourism encourages a variety of cultural activities and creates recreational opportunities for
locals, as well as increases locals’ sense of pride. This was also noted by a key informant who stated
that the increased recreational opportunities presented by ecotourism in the region had positive
social impacts.

“It [ecotourism] has benefited me...I have grown in my social life, and it has also

provided education”. (Local community representative)

One of the drawcards of the MCNP is that it is home to an active volcano, which often makes
national and sometimes international news headlines. Consequently, the region in and around the
MCNP is well-known to many, especially within the country, even if they have not physically been
to the region. The presence of such a talked-about feature within the protected area has created a
situation where the reputation of the park precedes its own. Accordingly, the people’s sense of pride
about the area has seemingly increased, with the ecotourism managers actively promoting this high-
profile feature in the protected area as an attraction. The above was noted by an NGO representative
from the MCNP region, who explained:

“Mount Cameroon, first of all, is an unstable mountain ... it makes national news when

it erupts, so more people are aware of the mountain — that it, first of all, exists, and

second, that it is an attraction for tourism, which brings further attention to the area.”

(NGO)

Another informant noted:

“Mount Cameroon has something about it...there is no park in the county that can

have tourists as compared to Mount Cameroon, that is the simple truth.” (Traditional

Chief)

DISCUSSION
An emerging theme from the results, in terms of comparing the two case study areas, was that the
respondents in the MCNP seemed to have a more positive outlook on ecotourism and related issues
than those from the DEWR, especially in terms of the associated sociocultural impacts. This was
not entirely unexpected, given that the presence of tourism has been noted to trigger cultural change,
especially within rural and peri-urban settings such as the above (Stronza, 2001; Stronza & Gordillo,
2008). A key finding of these results points to the inefficiencies of ecotourism development practices
in both regions. For example, community-based ecotourism occurs at a local level, where local
communities are most likely to be affected by this type of development (Marcinek & Hunt, 2015).
Hence, to ensure local acceptance and support, it is essential that local communities’ involvement
in the sector is secured, and that they accrue direct benefits from their involvement. In Cameroon,
as previously discussed, the traditional structure of communities is a local chief and a community
leadership council comprising nobles from the community (Orock, 2014). The hierarchical structure
of the communities affords the local chief oversight and decision-making power within the
community, with community members respecting and complying with decisions taken by the chief
(Forsac-Tata, 2016). Hence, the organisation of local communities in Cameroon provides a unique
structure for the development of ecotourism, where the involvement of locals can be arranged, as
well as leveraging equitable benefit-sharing amongst all (Kimengsi Kechia, Azibo, Pretzsch, &
Kwei, 2019a), and minimising the negative sociocultural impacts of ecotourism on locals.

It is therefore critical that the traditional community structure is leveraged for the
development of ecotourism in the regions. Considering that this structure impacts the way that
ecotourism is managed, and can be used to mitigate the negative cultural impacts that have
previously been noted by Stronza and Gordillo (2008). Stronza and Gordillo (2008) used the case
studies of ecotourism in Peru, Ecuador and Bolivia, where the locals who were actively employed
in such activities often abandoning their local traditions and cultures as a result.

Stemming from the ability of traditional community structures in Cameroon to aid in
minimally invasive ecotourism development, is a call for participatory management, whereby the
community chiefs and members of the leadership forums become primary drivers in the local
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development, with a view to mitigate or minimise the sociocultural impacts to which locals may
otherwise be vulnerable. For example, through a participatory management system, local actors are
able to control the extent to which the daily activities of locals are showcased as part of the
ecotourism product, thus assisting in ensuring that ecotourists do not infringe on sacred spaces
within communities and protected areas, or on cultural and traditional activities which locals conduct
for specific purposes. Hence, the negative impacts of cultural commodification (see Asuk & Nchor,
2018; Regmi & Walter, 2016) and acculturation may be avoided. Positive impacts such as enhancing
the sense of pride of locals and providing valuable and enriching experiences through interaction
with ecotourists may be maximised (Burns, 2005; Manwa, Saarinen, Atlhopheng, & Hambira, 2017;
Mbaiwa, 2011; Serenari et al., 2017). These sentiments, reflected in the above results, indicate that
there is potential for leveraging positive sociocultural impacts at a wider local community level
through the use of traditional local community structures.

However, although the traditional community structure provides an ideal vehicle to aid in the
development of ecotourism at the local level, possible limitations should be acknowledged. One of
the major limitations is the patriarchal nature of traditional communities, which can exclude or limit
the involvement of women and other marginalised persons (Forsac-Tata, 2016). In doing so, the
extent to which the sociocultural impacts of ecotourism are experienced will vary among different
groups within the community—something that community-based ecotourism endeavours to
overcome.

CONCLUSION

The study sought to investigate community perceptions of the sociocultural impacts of
ecotourism in Cameroon. A case study-based approach was adopted, with the MCNP and the DEWR
chosen as the appropriate sites. Based on the findings of this study, it can be concluded that the
extent to which ecotourism-induced sociocultural impacts are experienced by communities is varied,
due to factors such as the level of ecotourism development and the extent to and manner in which
locals are involved. For example, in areas (such as the DEWR) where the ecotourism sector is
underdeveloped, the extent of impacts is low. Similarly, in areas where the level of ecotourism
development is more advanced, the sociocultural impacts are more significant, as demonstrated by
the results from the MCNP region. Furthermore, the extent of community participation in the
development and management of the sector also increases the severity of the sociocultural impacts
experienced by locals.

In a country like Cameroon, where the ecotourism sector is still developing, it is important
to take advantage of existing structures which could aid in further and sustainable development of
the sector, especially from a grassroots level. Channelling ecotourism development through the
traditional community structures, using prominent stakeholders such as local community chiefs and
leadership forums, can prove to be an extremely useful way of leveraging the benefits of ecotourism
development, whilst minimising its negative impacts (Brown & Lassoie, 2010). However, whilst
acknowledging the usefulness of these structures, the traditional patriarchal nature must also be
noted as a possible inhibitor to the equitable distribution of leveraged benefits to all, including
women and other marginalised persons.

Although a great deal of research has been conducted from a global north perspective on
the various aspects of ecotourism (see Buckley, 2013; Clifton & Benson, 2006; Fennell, 2014;
Stronza, Hunt, & Fitzgerald, 2019), research within the African and specifically Cameroonian
contexts is lacking. Given the stark differences between the Global North and South, the findings of
research conducted from either perspective are not always applicable or relevant to the other. Even
within the African contexts, there are nuances that exist in the different regions. It is thus important
that site-specific research on ecotourism is conducted. The research that has been conducted in
Africa is geographically uneven, with much of the existing research having been conducted in
Southern and Eastern Africa (see Mbaiwa, 201; Snyman, 2016; Wishitemi et al., 2015). Recent
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research relating to ecotourism within Cameroon has mostly focused on issues of conservation and
protected areas (Attia et al., 2018; Kimengsi, 2014; Neba, 2009; Nkengfack, 2012; Pemunta, 2019),
impact on livelihoods (Harilal & Tichaawa, 2018; Kimengsi, Pretzsch, Kechia, & Ongolo 2019b)
and on issues related to planning and development of the sector (Forsac-Tata, 2016; Harilal et al.,
2019; Kimbu, 2011). This necessitates the need for a more in-depth analysis of the various
sociocultural impacts of ecotourism and how to either mitigate or maximise these impacts using
existing social structures, especially from a community perspective.

The unique theoretical contribution of this paper lies in its examination of community
perceptions of the sociocultural impacts of ecotourism in Cameroon, with these perspectives being
especially useful for the development of ecotourism in the country, given the central role that
communities play in its development. Moreover, given the lack of a dedicated ecotourism policy in
the country, the findings contained within this paper can be used to inform the development of
policy, as well as plans and strategies stemming therefrom. Furthermore, based on these findings,
recommendations for future research include further in-depth investigations into the sociocultural
impacts of ecotourism on local communities, and how traditional community structures can either
enhance or inhibit the development of the sector, and the equitable distribution of benefits.
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