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ETHICAL ASPECTS OF
ECOTOURISM: BALANCING
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
AND MORAL RESPONSIBILITY

Gulbakhor Sattarovna Abdullakhanova
PhD in Philosophy,

Associate Professor at Department of Philosophy
Tashkent State University of Economics

ORCID: 0000-0001-7972-1887

Abstract. In recent decades, ecotourism has been gaining increasing popularity as a form of sustainable tourism aimed at
minimizing negative environmental impacts and involving local communities in the regional economy. It is positioned as
an alternative to mass tourism, capable of contributing to nature conservation and the preservation of cultural heritage.
However, despite its positive image, practical implementation of ecotourism often reveals certain ethical contradictions
that require in-depth analysis and resolution.

This article examines key ethical aspects of ecotourism, including interference in the internal affairs of local and especially
Indigenous communities, unequal distribution of tourism profits, manipulative marketing practices (particularly the spread
of so-called "greenwashing"), and excessive pressure on vulnerable ecosystems. Special attention is paid to the question
of whether tourism that claims to be "eco-friendly" actually aligns with the stated principles of sustainable development
and social responsibility.

Based on existing theoretical and normative frameworks, the article presents various ethical models for evaluating
ecotourism — from the utilitarian approach to concepts of environmental and deontological ethics. The article also
highlights successful examples of ethical ecotourism that maintain a critical balance between environmental concerns,
the needs of local populations, and economic goals.

In conclusion, the author offers a set of practical recommendations for implementing ethical standards in ecotourism
activities, emphasizing the importance of accountability, local community participation in decision-making, and business
transparency. Thus, the article contributes to the development of a more conscious and ethically responsible model of
ecotourism.

Key words: ecotourism, ethical aspect of ecotourism, sustainable tourism, moral responsibility, greenwashing, utilitarianism,
concepts of environmental and deontological ethics.

Annotatsiya. Ekoturizm so‘nggi o‘n vyilliklarda atrof-muhitga salbiy ta’sirni kamaytirishga va mahalliy hamjamiyatlarni
mintaqa igtisodiyotiga jalb etishga yo‘naltirilgan barqgaror turizm shakli sifatida tobora ommalashib bormogda. U ommaviy
turizmga mugqobil sifatida talgin qilinib, tabiatni muhofaza qgilish va madaniy merosni asrashga xizmat qilishi mumkin deb
garaladi. Biroq, ijobiy imijiga garamay, amaliyotda ekoturizm doirasida bir gator axlogiy ziddiyatlar yuzaga kelmoqda va
ular chuqur tahlil hamda yechimni talab etadi.

Mazkur maqolada ekoturizmning asosiy axloqiy jihatlari ko‘rib chigiladi, jumladan, mahalliy va aynigsa tub aholi
hamjamiyatlari hayotining ichki jarayonlariga aralashuv, turizmdan olinadigan daromadlarning notekis tagsimlanishi,
manipulyativ marketing amaliyotlari (xususan, “yashil nigob” — greenwashing hodisasi), shuningdek, nozik ekotizimlarga
ortigcha yuklama masalalari tahlil gilinadi. Asosiy e’tibor “ekologik” deb da’vo qgilinayotgan turizm hagigatan ham bargaror
rivojlanish va ijtimoiy mas’uliyat tamoyillariga ganchalik mos kelishiga qaratiladi.
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Mavjud nazariy va normativ yondashuvlarga tayangan holda, maqolada ekoturizmni baholashning turli axlogiy modellari —
utilitaristik yondashuvdan tortib ekologik va deontologik etika konsepsiyalarigacha — taqdim etiladi. Shuningdek, ekologik
manfaatlar, mahalliy aholi ehtiyojlari va iqtisodiy magsadlar o‘rtasida muhim muvozanat saglanadigan muvaffaqiyatli va
axloqiy ekoturizm misollariga ham e’tibor qaratiladi.

Xulosa gismida mualliflar ekoturistik faoliyatga axlogiy standartlarni joriy etish bo‘yicha bir qator amaliy tavsiyalarni ilgari
suradilar, bunda hisobdorlik, garor gabul gilish jarayonida mahalliy hamjamiyatlar ishtiroki va biznesning shaffofligi muhim
ahamiyat kasb etadi. Shu tariqa, magola yanada ongli va axloqgiy jihatdan mas’uliyatli ekoturizm modelini rivojlantirishga
0'z hissasini qo‘shadi.

Kalit so‘zlar: ekoturizm, ekoturizmning axlogiy tomoni, bargaror turizm, axlogiy mas’uliyat, “yashil nigob” (greenwashing),
utilitarizm, ekologik va deontologik etika konsepsiyalari.

AHHOTaUVs. QKOTYpr3M B NOCMEAHNE OECATUNETUS NpuobpeTaeT BCE 6oMbLLy NONYNsiPHOCTb Kak hopMa yCTONYMBOro
Typu3Ma, OPUEHTUPOBAHHOIO Ha MWHMMMU3ALUMIO HEraTMBHOTO BO3OEWCTBUS Ha OKPYXaloLlyio Cpedy M BOBMEYEHVEe
MECTHbIX COOOLLECTB B 3KOHOMUKY pernoHa. OH No3vLMOHMPYETCS KaK anbTepHaTvBa MacCOBOMY Typu3My, CMNOCOOHast
COLEeNCTBOBATbL OXPaHEe NPUPOAbLI U COXPAHEHUIO KyNbTYpHOro Hacneausi. OgHako, HECMOTPS Ha NOMOXUTENbHbBIA UMUOX,
B MPaKTUKE 3KOTYpM3Ma HEPEeOKO BbISABMSATCA HEKOTOpble 3TUYECKMX MPOTUBOPEYUsi, KOTopble TpebytoT rnybokoro
aHanusa u paspeLueHus.

B pOaHHOW cTaTbe paccMaTpuBaloTCs KITHOYEBbIE 3TWYECKME acneKTbl 3KOTypuaMa, BKMiovasi BMeLLaTernbCTBO BO
BHYTPEHHVE NMPOLIECChI KM3HWU MECTHbIX Y 0COGEHHO KOPEHHBIX COOBLLECTB, HEPaBHOMEPHOE pacnpeaeneHne npubbinm
OT Typu3ma, MaHWUMyNATUBHbIE MapKETUHIOBbLIE NMPaKTKKM (B YAaCTHOCTW, PAcnpoCTPaHEHNE Tak Ha3blBAEMOTO "3eMEHOTo
kamydnsika" — greenwashing), a Takke Ype3MEPHYI Harpy3ky Ha ysi3BUMble akocucTembl. Ocobbili akLeHT caenaH
Ha MOMEHTE, HacKomnbko Typu3M, MPETEHAYLMA Ha "3KOMOIMYHOCTL", AENCTBUTENbHO COOTBETCTBYET 3asIBIIEHHbLIM
MPYHLUMNaM yCTOWYMBOTO Pa3BUTKS U COLMAnbHOM OTBETCTBEHHOCTY.

Ha ocHoBe cyLLecTByHOLWMX TEOPETUYECKMX U HOPMATMBHbIX NMOOXOAOB, B CTaTbe NPeAcTaBneHbl PasnuyHbie 3TUYECKme
MOZENN OLEHKM 3KOTYypuaMa — OT YTUIIMTAPUCTCKOTrO NMoAaxoda A0 KOHLUENUWA SKOMOTMYECKOM WM LEeOHTONOrMYeCcKomn
3TUKK. Takke obpalleHo BHMMaHVE Ha yCnellHble NpMMepbl 3TUYHOIO 3KOTYpu3Ma, rae cobnogaercs BaxHbI 6anaHc
MEXAy 9KOMOrM4YeCKMMMN NHTEepecamu, Hy>XaaMmm MECTHOTO HaceneHnsi U 3KOHOMUYECKNMU LiENAMU.

B 3akntoueHuy aBTop (QOPMYNMPYIOT psif MPaKTUYECKMX PEKOMEHAAUMN MO BHEAPEHWIO STUYECKMX CTaHOapToOB B
3KOTYPUCTUYECKYIO AEATENBHOCTb, aKLEHTUPYS BaXXHOCTb MOAOTYETHOCTM, YHaCTUsi MECTHbLIX COOBLLECTB B MPUHSATUAM
peLUeHn 1 Npo3padHoCcTy GusHeca. Takum 06pa3om, cTaTbsi BHOCUT BKIaZ B pa3BUTUE Goree 0CO3HaHHOM U STUYECKHU
OTBETCTBEHHOW MOAENV 3KOTYpU3Mma.

KntoyeBble crioBa: 3KOTYpu3M, 3TMYEcKasi CTOPOHA 3KOTypv3ma, YCTOMYMBbLIA Typu3M, MoparibHasi OTBETCTBEHHOCTb,
"3enéHblv Kamydnsx", yTUNnnTapuam, KOHLENLMM SKONOrMYECKON N EOHTONOIMYECKON STUKN.

INTRODUCTION

In today’s context of global environmental crisis and growing public concern over the deteriorating state
of the environment, the concept of sustainable tourism is becoming increasingly relevant. One of the most
prominent areas within this field is ecotourism — a form of travel focused on the preservation of natural and
cultural heritage, as well as on improving the well-being of local communities. Over the past few decades,
interest in ecotourism has significantly increased, as evidenced by various international initiatives (such as UN
sustainable development programs) and a broader societal demand for more responsible consumption and
environmentally conscious behavior.

The World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) defines ecotourism as a form of tourism in which travelers visit
relatively undisturbed natural areas to enjoy nature and learn about local culture, while minimizing negative
environmental impacts. The International Ecotourism Society (TIES) expands on this definition, emphasizing
the importance of actively contributing to nature conservation, respecting cultural traditions, and ensuring the
participation of local residents in tourism. Thus, ecotourism represents an attempt to integrate environmental,
social, and economic interests into a single sustainable model.

However, in practice, ecotourism does not always live up to these expectations. A number of contradictions
emerge when large-scale commercial projects are masked as “ecotourism,” resulting in severe harm to natural
areas, the destruction of traditional ways of life in local communities, and the exploitation of their cultures
primarily for profit. Moreover, the phenomenon of so-called greenwashing is often observed — when companies
market their services as environmentally friendly without taking any meaningful or verifiable actions to support
such claims. In this way, ecotourism can be not only part of the solution but also part of the problem.
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This raises the need for a critical analysis of the ethical dimension of ecotourism. The goal of this article is
to identify the key moral dilemmas that arise in the development of ecotourism, as well as to propose possible
ways to address them, taking into account both ecological and philosophical-ethical criteria. Central to this
discussion are issues of fair resource distribution, respect for the culture and autonomy of local peoples, the
responsibility of tour operators, and the awareness of the tourists themselves.

The scientific novelty of this research lies in its focus not so much on the practical and environmental
aspects of ecotourism, but on the moral foundations and ethical principles that should guide sustainable tourism
behavior. This approach allows for a broader understanding of what “eco-friendliness” means in the context
of tourism, shifting the focus from formal criteria to a deeper reflection on human responsibility toward nature,
other people, all of humanity, and its future.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE ON THE SUBJECT

The ethical foundations of ecotourism have been widely debated in academic and policy-oriented literature,
particularly in relation to sustainable development, community empowerment, and moral accountability. Early
conceptualizations of ecotourism emphasized environmental conservation and socio-economic benefits for host
communities. However, scholars increasingly argue that ethical responsibility extends beyond environmental
protection to include issues of equity, authenticity, and cultural respect.

One of the most influential contributions to the normative framework of ecotourism is provided by Martha
Honey in Ecotourism and Sustainable Development: Who Owns Paradise?. Honey critically examines who truly
benefits from ecotourism development, highlighting power asymmetries between global tourism operators and
local communities. She argues that sustainable development in tourism must be grounded in local ownership,
participatory governance, and transparent benefit-sharing mechanisms. This perspective positions moral
responsibility as central to ecotourism practice, rather than as a peripheral marketing element.

The ethical tension between genuine sustainability and “greenwashing” is further explored by Abeyratne
and Arachchi (2021). Their empirical study demonstrates that while green practices positively influence tourists’
behavioral intentions, superficial or misleading sustainability claims undermine trust and ethical credibility. The
authors suggest that authentic environmental commitment is not only a strategic advantage but also a moral
imperative. Similarly, the phenomenon of cultural commodification and exploitation is illustrated in investigative
discussions such as the article “Ayahuasca Tourism Is Ripping Off Indigenous Amazonians,” which exposes
how spiritual tourism can appropriate Indigenous traditions without fair compensation or respect for local
autonomy. This example reveals the ethical dilemmas arising when tourism demand intersects with vulnerable
cultural systems.

From a critical theoretical standpoint, Erin Cater in Ecotourism as a Western Construct argues that
ecotourism is often framed through Western environmental values that may not align with local epistemologies
and development priorities. Cater emphasizes the need to question whose definitions of sustainability dominate
policy discourse. This critique deepens the ethical debate by introducing cultural relativism and postcolonial
considerations into the analysis of sustainable tourism.

Community-based tourism (CBT) has emerged as a practical model for reconciling sustainability goals with
moral responsibility. Basnyat and Kafle (2022) demonstrate that in Nepal, CBT initiatives enhance resilience and
inclusive growth in the post-COVID-19 context. Their findings indicate that community participation strengthens
local stewardship of natural resources while ensuring equitable economic distribution. This aligns with broader
discussions of economic leakage in tourism, addressed by Lemongrass Marketing (2021), which explains how
profits often flow out of destination regions through foreign ownership and external supply chains. Reducing
leakage is presented as both an economic strategy and an ethical necessity to safeguard community welfare.

Environmental education is another ethical dimension of ecotourism. Cook, Faisal, and Pernecky (2023)
analyze visitor experiences on Tiritiri Matangi Island in New Zealand, demonstrating how interpretive programs
can cultivate pro-environmental attitudes. Their research supports the argument that ecotourism should
function as a transformative learning experience, fostering environmental ethics among tourists. In this regard,
sustainability is not limited to resource management but extends to shaping responsible global citizenship.

Collectively, the reviewed literature reveals that ethical ecotourism requires balancing environmental
protection, socio-economic justice, and cultural integrity. Sustainable development goals cannot be achieved
solely through ecological conservation; they demand accountability in governance, authenticity in marketing,
community empowerment, and respect for Indigenous knowledge systems. Thus, moral responsibility is not an
optional supplement to ecotourism but its foundational principle.
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

For the analysis of the issue under consideration, methods of a systematic review of scientific publications
devoted to the ethical aspects of ecotourism in modern conditions were used.

The main sources of information included peer-reviewed journal articles, reports from international
organizations (UNESCO, OECD), and research found in databases such as CyberLeninka and Scopus.

To achieve the research goal and ensure analytical depth, a qualitative methodological paradigm was
chosen. The primary method employed was qualitative analysis, conducted from the perspective of an ethical-
philosophical approach, integrating the following concepts:

Utilitarianism — assessing the consequences of tourism activities in terms of maximizing benefits and
minimizing harm;

Deontological approach — considering the moral duties of tourists, tour operators, and governments
regardless of the outcomes;

Virtue ethics — focusing on personal responsibility, motivation, and the moral character of participants in
ecotourism, including at the individual level.

To address the research question, systematic reviews of scholarly publications were used, including peer-
reviewed journal articles in the fields of ecology, tourism, and applied ethics. Additional key sources included
reports from international organizations such as the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), the United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP), and the International Ecotourism Society (TIES).

This comprehensive approach made it possible to form a more holistic understanding of the moral
foundations of ecotourism and to develop well-reasoned recommendations for shaping more ethical practices
in this area.

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

The analysis identified a number of common ethical issues arising in the field of ecotourism, along with
documented successful practices that are guided by ethical principles of sustainable development. The findings
highlight the dual nature of ecotourism: on the one hand, it has the potential to minimize environmental damage
and support the development of local communities; on the other hand, it often serves as a cover for unethical
economic activity disguised as environmentally responsible initiatives.

Despite its stated goals of nature conservation, in many countries ecotourism has become a source of
additional pressure on ecosystems. In an effort to meet tourist demand for “untouched nature,” new hotels,
roads, hiking trails are constructed, and transport activity increases. A striking example is Costa Rica, one of
the world’s leaders in ecotourism, where in certain regions tropical forests are being destroyed and wildlife
displaced due to uncontrolled tourist influx. [6] [13] This leads to a disruption of the ecological balance, even
though the tourism is presented as “environmentally sustainable.”

In some cases, ecotourism leads to the commercialization of cultural traditions and the distortion of their
meaning in order to meet tourist expectations. For example, in the Amazon region, tours are organized that
include staged rituals of Indigenous peoples, performed not for cultural but for commercial purposes. This
creates ethical tension between preserving identity and the need to earn income through tourism. Interference
in community lifestyles may lead to the erosion of traditional values and dependency on an unstable tourism
market. [2]

One of the most widespread problems is greenwashing — a situation in which tour operators and hotels
claim environmental responsibility without taking real steps to reduce negative impacts. [9] For example, hotels
in Southeast Asia may label themselves as “eco-lodges” while still using single-use plastics, constructing
without environmental considerations, or consuming resources without restraint. This misleads consumers and
undermines trust in genuinely sustainable ecotourism initiatives. [1]

Despite promises to support local communities, revenues from ecotourism are often concentrated in the
hands of external investors and large corporations, while local residents receive minimal dividends or are
used as cheap labor. This issue is especially acute in developing countries where transparent mechanisms for
income distribution are lacking. Such practices exacerbate social inequality and call into question the declared
social mission of ecotourism. [11]

Despite the above-mentioned problems, there are successful examples of ethically organized ecotourism
where principles of sustainability, fairness, and respect for nature and culture are upheld.

The Community-Based Tourism (CBT) model in Nepal demonstrates opportunities for effective and fair
involvement of local residents in tourism activities. Tourism is managed locally, revenues are directed toward
infrastructure, education, and healthcare development, and visitors gain a deeper cultural and ecological
experience. This model helps preserve culture and fosters a sense of responsibility among tourists. [3]
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A key component of ethical ecotourism is educating travelers themselves. In New Zealand, programs are
implemented where tourists are briefed before their trips on rules of conduct in natural areas, ecological risks,
and cultural specifics of the region. This approach fosters responsible behavior and reduces the likelihood of
unintentional harm by tourists. [5]

Some tour operators and hotel chains consciously avoid embellishing their services and transparently
inform clients about their real capabilities and limitations. [16] These companies openly acknowledge that they
cannot be completely “green” but strive for continuous improvement. This builds trust and attracts a conscious
audience focused on real values rather than marketing slogans. [12]

These findings emphasize that ecotourism is not simply a “good” or “bad” practice but, above all, a field
of ethical choices made by all participants — from tourists to tour operators. The effectiveness and moral
soundness of ecotourism directly depend on transparency, engagement, and responsibility at all levels.

The development of ecotourism in the XXI st century intensifies fundamental ethical contradictions
underlying the interaction between humans and nature. Despite declared goals of sustainable development,
many ecotourism practices turn out to be compromises between, on the one hand, the pursuit of economic gain
and, on the other, the necessity to uphold moral responsibility toward the environment and local communities.

Ecotourism exists in a paradoxical position: it simultaneously depends on nature and can also pose a
threat to it. On one hand, it is a tool for sustainable development, enabling biodiversity conservation, fostering
development in rural and remote regions, and raising tourists’ ecological awareness. On the other hand, within
a market economy, ecotourism often becomes yet another form of commercialization of natural and cultural
resources.

This duality reveals its ethical dimension: to what extent is it acceptable to use nature and culture as
commodities? What are the limits of impact that should not be crossed, even for “noble” goals?

Analyzing ethical dilemmas requires referring to various branches of normative ethics, each offering its
own understanding of morality in the tourism context. These include:

- Utilitarianism, which views ecotourism as acceptable if it produces the greatest benefit for the greatest
number. However, the question arises: who exactly benefits — tourists, investors, local populations, or nature?
If benefits are unevenly distributed and harms fall on vulnerable communities and ecosystems, the utilitarian
approach loses moral legitimacy.

- Deontology focuses on duties and moral principles that must be upheld regardless of outcomes. From
this perspective, tour operators, tourists, and governments have inherent obligations: not to harm nature, to
respect local communities’ autonomy, and not to engage in false advertising. Even if “ecotourism” generates
profit, it loses its moral foundation if these principles are violated.

- Environmental Ethics goes beyond anthropocentrism, recognizing nature as an intrinsic value with its
own rights. This approach demands a rethinking of tourism’s entire logic: nature is not merely a backdrop for
experiences but a subject worthy of respect and protection. From this standpoint, ecotourism must not only
avoid harm but actively contribute to ecosystem restoration.

Thus, an ethical-philosophical analysis helps deepen the understanding of what truly makes tourism
eco’—not only at the level of technologies and services but also in values and motivations.

Given the scale of tourism and the complexity of transnational interactions, the question of global regulation
of ethical standards becomes especially relevant. Currently, various initiatives promote sustainable tourism,
among which the Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) stands out as an organization developing
international standards covering environmental, social, and ethical indicators. [8]

However, in practice, implementing these standards faces challenges such as:

- lack of legal force;

- low awareness among tour operators;

- difficulties in monitoring and verifying compliance.

Therefore, there is a pressing need not only to develop standards but also mechanisms for certification,
auditing, sanctions, and incentives for ethical behavior such as subsidies and tax benefits.

Today, governments — especially in developing countries — play a key role in creating conditions for
sustainable and ethical tourism. They can:

- introduce legislation limiting environmentally harmful activities;

- support local initiatives and small businesses in ecotourism;

- npromote tourist education and cultural awareness.

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) act as important intermediaries between communities,
businesses, and authorities. They can:

- ensure compliance monitoring;

- facilitate education for locals and tourists;

- promote ethical cooperation and fair resource distribution models.
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Effective promotion of ethical ecotourism is possible only through cross-sector collaboration, where every
participant — government, business, community, NGO, and tourist — shares responsibility.

Thus, it becomes clear that ecotourism requires not only technological and organizational solutions but
also deep ethical reflection. Without awareness of moral responsibility toward nature and people, ecotourism
risks becoming yet another form of exploitation cloaked in “green” rhetoric.

CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS

Modern ecotourism is not merely an alternative to mass tourism but also an important platform for
rethinking the relationship between humans, nature, culture, and other people. It offers the opportunity to travel
with greater and more conscious respect for the environment and local communities, to support sustainable
development in remote areas, and to shape new value orientations within the global tourism industry. However,
as the analysis has shown, ecotourism is not only a tool for environmental conservation but also a serious
challenge to the moral consciousness of contemporary society.

At the core of these challenges lies the contradiction between the pursuit of economic benefit and the
necessity of ethical behavior. If ecotourism becomes merely a marketing strategy without real substance, it loses
its moral foundation and turns into a form of environmental exploitation disguised as sustainable development.
Thus, ethical principles must not be an addition but the fundamental basis for planning and implementing
ecotourism projects.

Based on the presented analysis, several key recommendations can be formulated to strengthen the
ethical component of ecotourism:

Development of an International Ethical Code of Ecotourism. Building on existing initiatives (such as the
Global Sustainable Tourism Council), a document should be created that clearly formulates the moral guidelines
and obligations of all participants in ecotourism activities — from tourists and tour operators to governments
and international organizations. This code should include principles of honesty, respect, harm minimization,
and long-term sustainability.

Inclusion of Local Communities in Decision-Making Processes. Only with genuine participation of
indigenous and local peoples in tourism management can both cultural identity preservation and fair resource
distribution be ensured. This implies moving away from paternalistic models toward true partnerships.

Transparency and Education as Tools to Combat “Greenwashing.” Companies and tour operators must
be honest in communicating with their audiences, providing truthful information about the degree of their
environmental and social responsibility. At the same time, environmental education for tourists should be
actively developed, fostering awareness of their role and the consequences of their behavior.

Ethical ecotourism is not only a practice but a path toward creating a new travel culture based on respect,
responsibility, and care. Only with an ethical approach can ecotourism truly contribute to a sustainable future
— not declaratively, but in reality.
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