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Abstract 

As development continues and the threat of climate change and the environmental crisis continue 

sustainability has become a major focus of governments and communities. Through different 

conservation efforts have looked to preserve the land and environment. The Alto da Esperança 

Reserve, a private nature reserve in Itacaré, Brazil shares their knowledge and experience living 

deeply connected to nature. Their efforts in ecotourism are compared to characteristics defined 

by Martha Honey in Ecotourism and Sustainable Development: Who Owns Paradise?.  
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Introduction 

The influence of the environment and exposure to nature on people has become more 

prominent in society. Governments and communities alike have begun proposing sustainable 

solutions to otherwise conventional tasks and conservation strategies to preserve the world we live 

in. The influence of nature on people has not gone unnoticed as exposure to nature improves mental 

and physical health within humans and individuals. As development continues, many of these 

untouched diversity-rich ecosystems are being impacted by societal development. To solve this 

problem, adaptation and mitigation strategies such as conservation has become the main focus for 

scientists, government, and communities alike.  

 The challenge has been to determine what is truly sustainable and what strategies are the 

best to utilize. As development continues throughout the world,  there needs to be a focus on 

preserving the values of each environment. This has led to government intervention to preserve 

the land and those in it. Many ecosystems and animals are going extinct or are the last of their 

kind. To preserve and protect the future allows us to live sustainably. Defining sustainability is 

difficult, leading to the ability to embody sustainability to its fullest extent. 

 The question remains, is the Alto da Esperança Reserve a truly sustainable ecotourism 

destination, or is it a branding technique to bring in those that want to feel as though they are doing 

good for the world. This proposal aims to look at the Alto da Esperança Reserve and see if 

ecotourism characteristics can define it.  
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Background 

Nature and Knowledge 

 Humanity has realized that nature has an impact on human health and satisfaction. This 

has been evident in history as society has adjusted and integrated more exposure to nature into 

everyday living as exposure to nature as “direct physical and/or sensory contact with the natural 

environment (Wood, 2019)”. It is seen to “ improve mental wellbeing, attention, and mood, 

reduce stress, lower morbidity and reduce cardiovascular disease risk (Wood, 2019).” These 

benefits can also be seen through contact with spaces containing natural states of water. 

Exposure is also seen to increase physical activity by promoting participation. Nature Exposure 

improves health and wellbeing. It’s observed, “...that the enjoyment of scenery employs the mind 

without fatigue and yet exercises it, tranquilizes it and yet enlivens it; and thus, through the 

influence of the mind over the body, gives the effect of refreshing rest and reinvigoration to the 

whole system (Reddon & Durante, 2018).” The Nature Exposure Continuum, as demonstrated in 

Figure 1 is proposed by Reddon and Durante to better explain and categorize the influence and 

benefits mentally and physically on a spectrum rather than a divitive statement (Reddon & 

Durante, 2018).  The Nature Exposure Sufficiency (NES) is described as the optimal amount of 

exposure to nature where the Nature Exposure Insufficiency (NEI) is described as the opposite. 

The continuum is used to better be able to categorize holistically.  
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Figure 1. Nature Exposure (NE) Continuum  (Reddon & Durante, 2018) 

 

Many people understand and recognize nature as the beginning to sustain life and the 

therapeutic benefits as even the “fundamental affinity to living things (biophilia) as well as 

vegetation (phytophilia)”  (Reddon & Durante, 2018). NE is what has been demonstrated in the 

past and acted upon. Houses were pushed back to allow for green space in everyday living 

exposing the suburban to more green space. This increases the natural exposure of the 

community. If people are able to commit more towards NES, then empirically the actual natural 

exposure contributes to “improved wellbeing but also improved connections with and 

transactions with our environment [4,5,39] (Reddon & Durante, 2018).” This is able to improve 

entire communities holistic lifestyles. The Alto da Esperança Reserve believes in holistic 

learning and promotes the connection with nature. Through increased NE, there is an automatic 

connection that is formed to the land which in turn improves lifestyle, land use, energy and water 

systems, and general sustainability because of this new formed connection. 

Paulo Sanjines believes this more holistic view needs to be better understood and 

highlighted when looking at a person's knowledge and lifestyle. If one is to create  a healthy life 

they need to look more holistically at themselves, their environment and how they interact. For 
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one to understand where they are receiving information they need to understand how their 

environment influences information. Whereas nature exposure is explained to improve human 

life that constitutes that a person's environment has an impact on their health, priorities and 

lifestyle. Sanjines highlights the importance of distinguishing between the concept of organic 

knowledge and synthetic knowledge by their definition. Joao Claudio Goncalves speaks to his 

experience and the concept of synthetic versus organic knowledge.   

 In academia, there is a controlled experiment and research that allows for a better 

understanding of specific instances that is grounded in often linear thinking as to explain singular 

specific results. This then can be taken and compared and explained with other knowledge and 

synthetic results. Whereas organic knowledge is coming from a need of the community. This is 

created by understanding the world they are living in and those with whom they are living in 

parallel. The separation is in that synthetic knowledge does not often take into account the value 

of organic knowledge.  

For example, an engineer, scientist, or researcher from another country or area comes into 

a smaller community to solve a problem in that community such as housing. This third party 

does not understand the way the community operates, but possesses solutions for them based on 

their academic research and professional expertise. A solution is proposed and then produced. 

However, as a result, a major body of water is damned and has destroyed a fishing space, 

irrigation service, and has disrupted the entire community. Whereas the community provided a 

solution to the placement and material use that was not acknowledged as developers looked to 

just what they were paid to do, ‘develop,’ instead of what the community needed. There is a need 

for more integration and preservation of organic knowledge into the professional world. Burying 
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and bypassing the people of the communities in which professionals are entering and changing 

can often do more harm than good in the long term for the community and that environment.  

Ecotourism 

Ecotourism is a conservation strategy western colonia project that looks to promote 

cultural hegemony and the expropriation of nature (Reimer &amp; Walter, 2013). There has 

been research into creating more specification between ecotourism and other types of tourism 

such as conservation tourism and wildlife tourism. As per the “The International Ecotourism 

Society offers the following—widely cited—definition: “responsible travel to natural areas that 

conserves the environment, sustains the well-being of the local people, and involves 

interpretation and education (Stronza, Hunt, &amp; Fitzgerald, 2019).” This definition by 

academia is different in its addition of a sustainable and non-invasive form of tourism. There is a 

clarification that not all tourism that is outdoors and involving nature is to be “ecotourism.”  

The variant of ecotourism is that of Community Based Ecotourism (CBET). This variant 

looks to focus on the community and culture preservation. This puts high regards and focus on 

sustainability of local communities and culture. This looks to be a mutually reinforcing concept 

in a mutualistic symbiotic relationship. Weave 2005 p 441 explained  “the inclusion of a cultural 

component (in ecotourism) is a logical qualification to the ‘nature- based’ focus, given that few if 

any places are completely free from human influences(Reimer, Walter, 2013).” From a more 

conservational view this is seen to give legal rights to wildlife through the community (Fraser 

2009 p 204). The businesses are able have a hold and develop around ecotourism and sustainable 

agriculture and agroforestry with purpose. They use local attitudes and knowledge to capitalize 

on resources while giving value that is worth protection and sustaining. Though different in the 

global south and global north “When local human populations are included in ecotourism 
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projects, these projects often become a form of community development (Reimer, Walter, 

2013).” Bjork 2007 3940 begins qualifying as it is responsible CBET through “development 

which considers social, environmental and economic goals (Reimer, Walter, 2013).” As it seems 

a paradox “Walter (2011, p. 160), then include: “(a) principles of local participation, control or 

ownership of ecotourism initiatives; (b) a focus on environmental conservation and local 

livelihood benefits; (c) the promotion of customary and indigenous cultures; and to some extent, 

(d) the promotion of local and indigenous human rights and sovereignty over traditional 

territories and resources.(Reimer, Walter, 2013).”  

In a case study of a Thai-Malay fishing community “tourists stay as guests in local 

homes, and learn firsthand from family and community ecotourism guides (Walter, 2009).” 

There is a strong focus on using local knowledge. This is to promote a self determination and 

type of proprietary rights. These resources are creating values and becoming an economic 

resource. This model is not a mainstream form of development. Generally colonial and scientific 

epistemologies often devalue knowledge whereas this development is grown out of just that 

(Brigga and Sharp 2004, MacGregor 2004, Simpson 2004,Walter, 2009). By reaffirming local 

knowledge it does not further normaliz the colonization of the industry “destruction of this local 

knowledge—in this case, through the spread of commercial ‘voyeur’ tourism, mass media and 

environmental degradation—is thus also the destruction of local culture, language, and identity; 

that is, of a people, and as such is a violation of human right (Walter, 2009)” is understood in 

many articles. That part of ecotourism specifically is the highlighting and further preserving the 

value of local and indingeous concepts and ways. And part of this success is through education 

even before visiting the location.  
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Where many believe by providing resources on the location prior to the visit it will allow 

the visitor to be more educated and have a more encompassing experience. A great view of 

satisfaction has been seen empirically related to positive recommendations (Oviedo-García, 

2016). There is said to be an effect of environmental knowledge on environmental responsibility. 

It is achieved “through environmental sensitiveness, both in a direct way and in an indirect way 

through place attachment (Oviedo-García, 2016).” The World Tourism Organization sees 

sustainable tourism as being able to be applied through three strategies as “optimal use of 

environmental resources that preserve ecological processes, natural heritage and biodiversity; 

respect for the sociocultural authenticity of host communities; while, providing fairly distributed 

socio-economic benefits to all.(Oviedo-García, 2016).” Informed participation is impactful and 

important to develop sustainable tourism. As it is one of the faster growing sectors of tourism 

(Das and Chatterjee, 2015) it is a need to be educated on the culture and environment the people 

are entering as to be respectful of the local concepts and culture. However there is to be found 

that just because a person has high ecotourism knowledge that did not always affect their actions 

(Oviedo-García, 2016).” 

Honey describes a confusion in competing terms to define ecotourism. Many times, 

greenwashing and marketing the sustainability of tourism is just a facade to attract visitors. To 

move tourism beyond a new niche travel, Honey looked to incorporate the International 

Ecotourism Society (TIES) definition of “responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the 

environment, sustains the well-being of the local people, and involves interpretation and 

education (TIES, 2015).” Honey described real ecotourism to consist of the following seven 

characteristics: 

1. Involves travel to natural destinations 
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2. Minimizes impact 

3. Builds environmental awareness 

4. Provides direct financial benefits for conservation 

5. Provides financial benefits and empowerment for local people 

6. Respects local culture 

7. Supports human rights and democratic movements. 

Using these seven characteristics, one can understand and clarify if the Alto da Esperança 

Reserve currently qualifies for ecotourism, it is analyzed following these seven characteristics.  

Ecotourism as a Western Construct  

A discrepancy comes as ecotourism as predefined is a western conservationist concept 

that is now being proposed onto other cultures and communities. Ecotourism is inheritney nature 

based tourism with more defining qualities, but due to nature and the influence of the 

environment. A person is influenced by the environment and experiences of their life. 

TheTherefore the definition of nature is subject to be different based on different areas. The issue 

with ecotourism as a western construct is that not one size fits all. The ideas will actually if not 

properly acknowledged holistic reinforce inequalities in areas rather than reduce (Cater, 2006).  

There needs to be an acknowledgement and reflection of the concept of taken-for-grantedness of 

the natural world because of empowered social groups whereas the earth in other respects is 

actually the livelihood. For example, a tea farmer, Wang Shufang, from Longjing Village in 

Hangzhou, Zhejiang Province, China explained “if it doesn’t rain, the trees will die in the sun. 

Farmers eat from the sky (IQP).” Where her family has been relying on the farming and earth for 

her life. The connection between the land and livelihood is much stronger than a person of a 

more urban setting.  
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Brazil + Reserve  

Brazil is able to acknowledge and understand the influence on climate change in the 

world. It is  understood that there is to be a rise in the global average temperature with changes in 

rain period and droughts. There is also an increase in frequency and impact of storms due to this 

(Governo do Brasil, 2020). The Ministry of Environment acknowledges this phenomena as a 

consequence of the greenhouse gas effect and increase of Carbon Dioxide into the atmosphere. 

The ministry follows that these gases were emitted in more intensity after the industrial 

revolution and the future is mitigation and adaptation to the changes (Governo do Brasil, 2020). 

In 2019 the Federal Government established the Inter Ministerial Committee of Climate CHange 

(CIM) to address the concerns (Governo do Brasil, 2020). Where Brazil has seen the effects of 

climate change in their increase in temperatures and decrease in precipitation confirming a trend 

of global warming (Dubreuil,2018).  

Where Brazil is being affected by climate change it also has a substantial impact on  the 

climate due to the Amazon Rainforest and overall forest coverage. Brazil is home to 40 percent 

of the world’s tropical forest and 13 percent of the biota (Pegas & Castley, 2014, p. 609).  A 

tropical forest has a significant role in regulating the world’s climate. Forests are able to store 

large amounts of carbon and regulate water and energy fluxes (Soares-Filho,2010). 

Deforestation, being the long term reduction of tree canopy, and forest degradation’s combustion 

of biomass and decomposition has contributed to the greenhouse gas emissions [8].  

Since 1972 and the meeting in Stockholm to understand the importance of taking care of 

the environment there has been greater focus and conversation of strategies to develop better 

efforts. Twenty Years ago there was an identification of hotspots where there was a  high 

biodiversity that was threatened and land use was not sustainable. With the significant amount of 



14 

 

endemic species that can not be found anywhere else in the world, there was great effort to 

preserve the water and forest in Brazil. As a result,  the concept of biosphere reserve and mini 

biological corridors in the Atlantic Rainforest biome was developed. Brazil has created a top 

down approach to conservation including a well established private reserve system. Brazil 

conceived the strategy to develop seven ecological corridors: five in the Amazon and two in the 

Atlantic Forest. With the system these categories are used for sustainable use and integral for 

permanent protection, this all being a part of a larger legal framework. 

The Alto da Esperança Reserve is located in the Cacao coast and the goal is to receive 

infrastructure that is able to be tailored to it’s needs and promote business and tourism in general. 

In 1998 the area received a highway that was able to connect the region to the airport. This was a 

large step for the communities of the area as before Joao Claudio Goncalves found his family 

and himself biking. 

With this highway system there was the realization there needed to be compensated for 

the large impact it was having in the area. So the government at the state level created more 

protected areas based on the biodiversity research done by the New York Botanical garden in 

1991. This practice  continued developing more protection sites as the infrastructure kept 

advancing. 

The focus has been shifted to a larger strategic action to strengthen the Cacao Coast 

which holds the mosaic units. There has been a creation of long distance trails to connect the 

northeast trails and give access to the south of the country. The  Alto da Esperança Reserve looks 

to be an access point and easy entry to this system to increase public use.  

This area on the coast is where Joao Claudio Goncalves has grown up. Joao Claudio 

Goncalves explains that where he grew up is his identity “It is the place I was born, the culture 
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and the environment that goes through me. That is my identity.” Joao Claudio Goncalves 

describes how the word development is often only seen through tourism, but with tourism there 

is the creation of autonomy in citizens. He recognizes the values development has brought to the 

citizens. He explained how when they previously needed to go to the doctor they would need to 

ride a bicycle along the coast of the beach for 34-40 kilometers in one direction. With the 

addition of the highway they are able to have significantly better access. However, with 

conventional tourism he does not feel as though people always have this autonomy, as only the 

people that manage and own the hotels have this security. Instead many locals rely on 3 to 4 

months of work in tourism. In the past, community and rural areas have found autonomy in using 

the land to provide for themselves.  

Story of the Local Fisherman 

Joao Claudio Goncalves described an experience in his life where he realized that organic 

knowledge and those practices of the local people are being overrun by western influence and 

economic need. He described a fisherman who has his Jangada traditional fishing boat, using the 

tides and moon to dictate his path. He spends his life saying goodbye to his family whenever he 

goes out to the water. He travels at least 25 km out into the water to provide for himself and his 

family.  

This practice was common along the Atlantic but is now only alive on the coast on which 

the reserve neighbors. This practice was a part of the people—their connection to land, culture, 

identity, autonomy, and sustainability   

However, with the new development, people are losing this connection to their 

surroundings and their legacies. The fisherman's children are now hotel staff workers in seasonal 

tourism. The autonomy their father had is gone and taken away by this new development 
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strategy. The general population is not able to achieve the same financial prosperity and stability. 

As his children lose theses practices, they are also losing a connection to the land and 

environment they are so closely connected to and the ‘identity’ Joao Claudio Goncalves 

previously described.  

The Alto da Esperança Reserve strives  to “enable (a) human experience in harmony with 

nature.” Claudio Lôpo bought land to develop a space that will allow people to connect with 

nature. Their Interpretive Trail Activity works to teach people “ about the region and the 

management of the property as a whole, philosophy, and techniques adopted.” This allows  

people to  better understand how to interact with nature and what they can gain as individuals 

from this interaction. Paulo Sanjines and Joao Caludia Goncalves both were able to live on the 

reserve for a nine month period to better understand nature and the world we live in. The Alto da 

Esperança Reserve believes there is a benefit in sharing the experience they have in nature with 

visitors and researchers. Those that experience this direct immersion into nature on the reserve 

gain immense knowledge of how aspects of the reserve work and  how to help to maintain such a 

reserve truly benefits the entire world’s ecosystems.   

The Alto da Esperança Reserve  developed proposals for expansion by working with a 

Major Qualifying Project (MQP) at WPI to design possible expansion projects through 

infrastructure development. Through discussion and collaboration the students designed two 

structures: a dormitory and multifunctional center as pictures in Figure 2 and Figure 3  
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Figure 2: Dormitory design. A more detailed design and layout can be found in Structural 

and Energy System Design and Analysis in Bahia, Brazil supplement.  
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Figure 3: Multifunctional Center design. A more detailed design and layout can be found 

in Structural and Energy System Design and Analysis in Bahia, Brazil supplement.  

 

The structures were required to be on 400 square meters of land as a requirement for 

conservation and sustainability on the reserve. The dormitory was designed to allow for visitors 

to stay for extended periods of time. There are eight bedrooms with four bathrooms, a space for 

laundry, kitchen and a multipurpose room that can be used for collaboration. The whole space 

contains a significant amount of windows, openings and decking to allow those who stay within 

to feel connected and close to the outdoors and environment. The multifunctional center was 

designed with two locker rooms to allow day visitors to change and shower and an attached stage 

area for presentations and performances.  

 The team proposed an energy system designed to capitalize on the resources 

available on the reserve as demonstrated in Figure 4. By using the available recourse and the sun 
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the system harnesses steam power to generate energy as demonstrated in the appendix. An initial 

pump is needed to move the water through a pipe into a solar trough placed in sunlight. The 

water is then heated and continues through to a steam turbine. There the steam is harnessed to 

generate energy where the energy is then extracted. The steam is condensed into its original state 

and then piped back into the original source.  

 

 

Figure 4: Energy System design. More detail can be found in Structural and Energy 

System Design and Analysis in Bahia, Brazil supplement.  

 A greywater system and proposition of constructed wetlands was designed to be 

able to harness the water from the rain as well as waste from the visitors. The greywater refers to 

water touched by humans. By reusing this water for other services, since it is not potable, the 
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systems developed will be more sustainable.  The water can be cleaned and used to water 

gardens and used in showers and sinks. The system is designed as explained in Figure 5 with a 

gutter to be connected to the structures, which  are then placed in a position to allow gravity to 

bring the water down the pipe and into the filter tank. The tank then boils the water with a pit for 

a sustainable fire source to sterilize it. This process is more sustainable and accessible than harsh 

chemicals and does not disturb the surrounding area or the constructed wetlands. The water can 

then travel into the constructed wetlands to filter and collect runoff to allow a place for the water 

to collect as seen by the site layout in Figure 6. 

 

Figure 5: Multifunctional Center design. A more detailed design and layout can be found 

in Structural and Energy System Design and Analysis in Bahia, Brazil supplement.  
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Figure 6: Site Layout design. More detail can be found in Structural and Energy System 

Design and Analysis in Bahia, Brazil supplement.  

These design and graphics along with more were simplified into a smaller Sustainable 

Development report in the Appendix 1. The purpose was to have a simplified and less technician 

representation of the possibilities for the Alto da Esperança Reserve in the future.  
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Methodology 

 The overarching goal is to define ecotourism through a method of comparative 

analysis using the seven characteristics of ecotourism described by Honey in Ecotourism and 

Sustainable Development, Who Owns Paradise?. The main objective is to define whether the 

Alto da Esperança Reserve in Bahia, Brazil can be categorized as a place of ecotourism. If it 

does not fulfill the characteristics as described further a recommendation can be made to fulfill 

the gaps. The seven characteristics are described as followed:  

1.Involves travel to natural destinations 

 Involving travel to natural destinations includes more remote areas. Whether they 

are inhabited or not, they would be under a type of environmental protection or conservation at 

any level whether federal, state, or private. 

2. Minimizes impact 

Ecotourism looks to have a low impact by doing little to no damage to its surroundings. 

This can be by reducing infrastructure effects by using recycled or locally sourced renewable 

resources in development. A more specific requirement is a  minimization of transportation 

modes for tourists to travel to the site or attraction without damaging the surrounding 

ecosystems. Ecotourism is to be mostly non-extractive or nonconsumptive practice; however, 

sustainability based on renewable resources can be safe if done properly. Such an example is of 

hunting practices in ecotourism destinations such as Zimbabwe’s Communal Area Management 

Programme For Indigenous Resources or CAMPFIRE program. It is built on the community 

integration of conservation to gain economic benefit while managing wildlife to create long-term 
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sustainability. It gives the value of renewable natural resources to wildlife while giving 

ownership to indigenous and local people by allowing the people to use the wildlife as a resource 

on the private land. The program depends on hunting to benefit the local communities through 

contract safaris and tourism. The organization allows for support to manage hunting, poaching 

and empower the local community and value their land (Jonga & Pangeti, 2015).  

3. Builds environmental awareness 

 Building environmental awareness in ecotourism is education for tourists and the 

community. Tour operators and other concessions such as hotels should provide materials to 

educate the visitors about the local culture, community, country, and societal norms to limit 

disruption prior to arrival. TIES guideline more specifically states “to learn about the places and 

people to be visited… to minimize their negative impacts while visiting sensitive environments 

and cultures (TIES, 2015).” This means the inclusion of knowledgeable, local, well-trained, 

bilingual naturalized guides. They should have a holistic understanding of the environment, 

including “natural and cultural history, environmental interpretation, ethical principles and 

effective communication (Honey, 2008, p. 44).” In education, the surrounding communities 

nationals and locals should also have reduced fees and conduct educational trips for students near 

the attraction.  

4. Provides direct financial benefits for conservation 

In providing direct financial benefits for conservation, the funds raised should go back to 

the protection agency, research, or an educational factor. Mechanisms of funding include “park 

entrance fees; tour company, hotel, airline, and airport taxed; and voluntary contributions 

(Honey, 2008, p, 45).” 
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5. Provides financial benefits and empowerment for local people 

Ecotourism should provide financial benefit and empowerment for the local people. 

Honey described a Costa Rican based ecologist Daniel Janzen who explained that national parks 

and conservation areas only survive with “happy people” at the perimeters. The local community 

needs to have a stake and receive tangible benefits for the practice to be successful. Campsites, 

lodges, restaurants, and concessions should be run in partnership with protected attractions and 

tourist destinations. Businesses such as car rental, hotels, and airlines should be owned by host 

country nationals to allow better profits to stay within the local economy.  The goal is to shift 

economic and political control to the local community.  

6. Respects local culture 

Respect for the culture is essential in ecotourism, and its goal is to be less culturally 

intrusive and exploitative. Conventional tourism finds by-products of prostitution, black markets, 

and drugs; ecotourism looks to be culturally respectful with minimal adverse effects on the host 

country. There is an unequal relationship power because of the “commodification of the 

relationship through an exchange of money (Honey, 2008, p. 46).” And to acknowledge and 

understand this relationship, ecotourists need to be responsible for understanding local customs 

and social norms and to learn not to be intrusive. To be sustainable when visiting and 

experiencing a culture is to allow it to remain pure for the next person who chooses to visit.  
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7. Supports human rights and democratic movements. 

To support human rights and democratic movements as the World Tourism Organization 

explains, “international understanding, peace, prosperity and universal respect for and 

observance of human rights and fundamental freedoms for all(UN, 1945).” Tourism can build 

international understanding and a concept of world peace because of its use of exposure. 

However, tourism typically turns away from the attention from the political system of the host 

country and struggles unless it impacts tourists directly.  

 

Results 

 As research has not been done with other locals related directly to the Alto da 

Esperança Reserve, it believes the benefit of tourism and ecotourism will only benefit the 

environment. Through empowering local people and providing new infrastructure, there can be 

more access to international tourism. .  In the past, there was a lack of access to the area for 

visitors to come. Through the implementation of the highway and focus on the diversity of the 

area, it has allowed funding to be focused in this area. Brazil’s federal government also realized 

the importance of the area. Through the access provided by the highway, the local people have a 

significantly easier time accessing things such as the doctors, as Joao Claudio Goncalves 

explained.  

The ability for tourists to come and focus on ecotourism may allow locals to feel a greater 

need to preserve their practices. Joao Claudio Goncalves described the old fisherman that 

practices his local ways but saw his family drifting away. If the community can be experienced 

and preserved through ecotourism it could bring them back closer to the land.  



26 

 

 

1.Involves travel to natural destinations 

The Alto da Esperança Reserve is in a protected private reserve by the federal 

government. Therefore it involves travel to a natural destination. 

 

2. Minimizes impact 

The reserve instills the connection to nature and teaches others not to take away from the 

ecosystem, but teaches them the importance of preservation.  A more specific requirement is the 

minimization of transportation which is a direct opposite of the experience in the Alto da 

Esperança Reserve. This is not the case in Brazil as they are still a developing nation. Joao 

Claudio describes how the highway was detrimental to the protection but integral to the area for 

development purposes. Since Brazil deemed the area under protection it required conservation 

and not be extractive.  

 

3. Builds environmental awareness  

 The Alto da Esperança Reserve prides themselves in their knowledge of the area 

and their ability to share this  knowledge with others..  

4. Provides direct financial benefits for conservation 

The privatized reserve of Alto da Esperança Reserve is run by the locals that believe 

investing and developing in the area is the path to true sustainability and conservation. The 
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federal government in Brazil has been using the funding to develop the area to build the 

infrastructure to allow for increased ecotourism.  

 

5. Provides financial benefits and empowerment for local people 

Through empowering local people and providing new infrastructure, there can be more 

international tourism and access.  In the past, there was a lack of access to the area for visitors to 

come. Through the implementation of the highway and focus on the diversity of the area, it has 

allowed funding to be focused in this area. Brazil’s federal government realized the importance 

of maintaining those area. Through the access provided by the highway, the local people have a 

significantly easier time accessing things such as the doctors as Joao Claudio explained.  

The ability for tourists to come and focus on ecotourism may allow locals to feel a greater 

need to preserve their practices. They automatically develop a sense of pride about their heritage 

and are able to pass this knowledge onto their offspring.  Joao Claudio described the old 

fisherman who was no longer able to pass on basic communal values to his own children because 

in order to make money, they could not work in the fishing business. .  

6. Respects local culture 

The Alto da Esperança Reserve believes in preserving their own land, lifestyles, and 

culture in order to create a healthy sustainable life for the individuals who inhabit there.   There 

may not be specific restrictions or guidelines to preserve their local culture, but as an 

organization, it is their purpose to facilitate avenues for their reserve to continually expand and 

evolve.  Their main purpose is  to enable others to experience the love for their land and culture 

and to be able to transfer the information they learn to other places beyond the reserve.  
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7. Supports human rights and democratic movements. 

 The Alto da Esperança Reserve takes no specific political stance, but to share the world 

they live with others. They understand the value of local and outside knowledge and the need for 

their people to prosper within their own community. There is great respect for nature and those 

who inhabit it. They work in parallel with the concepts of peace, prosperity, and respect not just 

for all people, but for the environment and ecosystems within it.  

Discussion  

The Alto da Esperança Reserve doesn’t fulfill all seven characteristics of ecotourism as 

described by Honey. This is not to say they may not be able to in the future, as they are always 

striving to develop ideas for the betterment of the reserve.  

In the second characteristic to minimize impact, this is where the influence of the federal 

government and infrastructure has an effect on the Alto da Esperança Reserve. They want to be 

able to practice ecotourism as described in many western global north descriptions. Many of the  

descriptions of ecotourism and sustainability are dictated by the environment in which authors 

live and have grown. Therefore our ability to access remote areas is not the same as that in 

Brazil. The infrastructure is still being developed. The area just received a major highway that 

has greatly benefited the local community as described by Joao Claudio. The government 

realized the impact this would have on their new conservationist strategies; therefore they were 

able to have a lot more area to compensate or zero out the effects. 

The Alto da Esperança Reserve also employed students of Worcester Polytechnic 

Institute for a project to allow them to take the first step in looking for donors. This demonstrated 

the interest in developing their property further. Expansion needs to occur in order  for more 
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people to understand and learn what the environment can do for themselves and others. There 

needs to be outside investment from others to allow for the organization to be able to conserve, 

protect and provide knowledge of the area. This is an effect of the society we have created where 

privatization is a major factor in conservation.  

The predefined western conservationist concept, in this case, does not allow this 

organization and nature-based tourism to be a part of itself. The reserve is based on the owner 

and locals love and identity with nature and the environment they inhabit. . However, the lack of 

infrastructure by the federal and state government for outsiders or even locals to access this part 

of the country just reinforces the inequalities of countries. The recommendation lies that 

sustainable development to boost ecotourism is the best thing for the government to do; however, 

more research would need to be done on the local area and the exact reasons the government 

continues to allow these inequalities to perpetuate.  

The third characteristic explains that there should be resources provided prior to a visit by 

tourists; however, due to the remote location, it is unknown if the hotels and tourist areas are 

experiencing this in practice. This is also a place of recommendation for the Alto da Esperança 

Reserve in the future. The Alto da Esperança Reserve prides itself on their knowledge of nature 

and their tourism so others can experience this environment that they hold so near to their hearts. 

As a result,  they often believe a sense of immersion is what many visitors, tourists, or 

researchers need to experience Where providing materials may educate the tourists,  the Alto da 

Esperança Reserve believes that a more holistic view is necessary for true immersion and 

understanding of their culture. By increasing nature exposure in holistic learning and lifestyle, it 

can improve the wellbeing of their body and mind. This is not something that can necessarily be 

taught to its full extent without direct experience within the environment.  Traditional hotel 
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tourist brochures with a list of facts and places to visit, will no longer be acceptable if the goal is 

true immersion. As the information, they are receiving can't be understood properly without  

direct exposure to the environment. This is also demonstrating the need for a concept of organic 

and synthetic knowledge. Where the synthetic knowledge is the pre arrival information the 

organic to be the engulfing experience of the reserve. When the outsiders are taught the organic 

methods of the land,  they learn how the ecosystem works and by default they will learn how to 

appreciate the entire process.  

Where the direct financial benefits for conservation and locals are not explicitly stated, 

there is the assumption that it will be reinvested as it is a protected area by the government. What 

is evident is that this impacts the local people. If the development that has come with investment 

into the area has been able to allow infrastructure to be built, this will only benefit the local 

economy. There is also a political influence that is not addressed in this paper but could be a 

place for future research. The Alto da Esperança Reserve is composed of locals who spend 9 

months on the reserve and live in the area. This lets them create an identity with the land with the 

ultimate goal to  share that identity with others. If done properly as it seems to be in the Alto da 

Esperança Reserve, it will empower  the local culture. Even though there are no guidelines for 

education pre arrival and maintained local participation, the Alto da Esperança Reserve can share 

their identity through ecotourism.  

The Alto da Esperança Reserve’s message and identity follow the description of the 

World Tourism Organization in their principles. The Alto da Esperança Reserve wants to share 

their knowledge and respect for the environment with those not exposed to it.  They want to see 

sustainable development efforts and conservation for the future. Whereas not explicitly stated 
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they may not be capable of currently making a political stance on a system. They are not working 

against the ideology of peace, prosperity, and respect for all.  

Conclusion 

 

The Alto da Esperança Reserve believes there is a place in society to enable others to 

experience and connect with nature. The goal of the reserve is to enable outsiders to be able to 

sustainably connect with this community and  to give them   a better understanding of life away 

from their own homes.  The Alto da Esperança Reserve looks to continue developing as an 

organization and its infrastructure to create true ecotourism and become a sustainable place for 

visitors to come. Through continued efforts and recommendations, the Alto da Esperança 

Reserve will be able to become a destination for ecotourism while continuing to preserve and 

empower themselves as a thriving local community. Through the help of Brazil’s push to 

enhance  conservationism and development, the concept of ecotourism is becoming a reality. The 

Alto da Esperança Reserve is a place to allow people to connect with nature, the environment, 

and gain an organic knowledge of how things truly work in this environment.  Through 

continued efforts to understand and develop the definition of ecotourism out of the predefined 

western concept and the ability for the Alto da Esperança Reserve to develop, the Alto da 

Esperança Reserve will be able to be properly recognized and described as an ecotourism 

destination. 
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Appendix 

1. Sustainable Development  
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