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ECOLOGICAL TOURS AS KEY FOR SUSTAINABLE
TOURISM DEVELOPMENT IN TRANSYLVANIA
Tünde Gál
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ABSTRACT
This paper aims to analyse the current state of eco-touristic
destinations in the Transylvanian region of Romania, with special
attention on the supply and characteristics of ecological tours and its
impact on the local community, the environment and the economy.
The analysis, in the first place, is based on an exploratory analysis,
which identifies the main stakeholders. Afterwards primary data,
collected through a structured online questionnaire, present on one
hand the approach of the tour operators and tour guides towards the
organization of ecological tours, on the other hand, the perception of
the customers towards eco-touristic products.
The results indicate that a high percentage of tour operators and
tour guides show indifferent attitude towards the organization of
ecological tours. However, most of the stakeholders are aware of
the fact that in order to preserve our natural sites, on one hand,
there is a high need to increase the ecological tour offer and on the
other hand, it is crucial to educate both the tourists and the local
community. The customers, depending on their socio-economic
status and educational level, fall in very different groups when the
principles of sustainability are to be kept in practice.
KEYWORDS
Ecotourism;
Nature-based
Tourism;
Local
Community;
Environmental Education; Sustainability Management; Transylvania.
ECONLIT KEYS
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1. INTRODUCTION
The current society is undergoing a period marked by major changes, caused by
global environmental problems and environmental pressures. According to the
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UNWTO (2017), over the past six decades, tourism has experienced continued
expansion and diversification to become one of the largest and fastest-growing
economic sectors in the world. As well, tourism has become a central platform in
many countries’ development strategies, being a multi-faced activity that links the
economic, social and environmental components of sustainability (Stănciulescu,
Diaconescu and Moraru, 2016). Therefore, when planning touristic products and
strategies, it is important to consider what Wearing and Neil (2009) highlighted, that
despite the multiplier effect, in many cases the negative economic, environmental
and social effects of tourism are often not felt directly and are experienced only after
the initial positive economic impact and have to be borne by the local communities. In
order to solve this problem, destinations need to limit the number of visitors and to
promote tourism, which is ecologically sound and sustainable.
As core activity, the tourism sector combines private and public services with local
resources and infrastructures with the aim to satisfy multiple consumers’ needs
(Caputo, Perano, and Mamuti, 2017). Nevertheless, Buckley (2012) underlines, that
tourism is an economic sector strongly dependent on the environment for its
development because of the multimodal relationship between the two phenomena,
the environment being both subject and object of the economic activity. Therefore,
when we decide to make some areas used for tourism, and consequently, to exploit
the territory as a basic resource of economic activity, this implicates, inevitably an
environmental modification that on the basis of management procedures must be
expressed in “imbalance” (Wearing and Neil, 2009). As consequence, it is urgent to
make efforts to maintain an equilibrium among the different components of territorial
context, in order to guarantee the long-term use, productivity, and sustainability of
destinations (Buckley, 2012). This results in a high need for developing touristic
products with low environmental and social impacts, including ecological tours.
Romania has a rich eco-touristic potential (INCDT, 2015), so the development and
promotion of this form of tourism have immense capabilities, but some high potential
regions, as it is Transylvania, could lose their main attraction – untouched nature – if
there is no proper regulation, will and action both at national and municipal levels.
Before 1989, Romania used to be an important tourist destination for the EasternEuropean market. Touristic products promoted were: seaside, spa, cultural circuits,
and also the monasteries in Northern Moldavia and Bucovina (Coroș and Negrușa,
27
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2014). Once the Iron Curtain was eliminated, Romania entered the international
tourist market due to its rich natural and cultural heritage, which offers an excellent
chance of transforming the country into a special attraction on the ecotourism market.
Romania has some of the largest areas with virgin forests in Europe, the large
majority of European brown bears, wolves and globally outstanding flora and fauna
with the most important part of these resources being in the Transylvanian region, the
largest region in Romania, circled by the Carpathian mountains. However, the
biodiversity is under serious threat due to unsustainable exploitation, pollution, and
land-use changes. All these, highly affecting Europe's last virgin forests, the
biodiversity and the unique large carnivore population (Candrea and Herțanu, 2015).

Figure 1: Transylvania region, as part of Romania and Europe
Source: http://maps.europe.Romania
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In the last decade, there have been some endeavours at the national level to
identify and protect these natural areas, mostly done by NGOs. In partnerships with
the National Institute for Research and Development in Tourism (INCDT) and the
Association of Ecotourism in Romania (AER) a new framework has been developed
to identify and certify eco-touristic destinations in Romania. The certification
programme has been developed based on the Global Sustainable Tourism Criteria
(GSTC) and the European Eco-Tourism Labelling Standard (EETLS) and supports
communities that are investing in sustainable tourism practices that respect the local
natural heritage and cultural traditions. Sustainable development of Romanian local
communities through ecotourism and rural tourism represents a requirement and at
the same time a tendency of contemporary evolution (Nistoreanu and Dorobantu,
2012). Ecotourism is becoming, for some potential regions one of the factors that
ensure a high quality of life and the well-being of local communities, representing an
engine of progress. Romania has a valuable ecotourism potential that can be
valorised by adopting an efficient management in the process of the sustainable
development of a destination, ensuring a high level of quality for ecotourism products,
but also a balance between protection and valorisation of the tourism resources.
In the circumstances presented above, and considering the current international
trend regarding the growing appeal of nature-related destinations and taking in
consideration that there are a low number of scientific papers on this highly important
subject about the region, the current paper aims to investigate the current state of
eco-touristic destinations in the Transylvanian region of Romania, following research
question: Are ecological tours the key tourism products towards a sustainable tourism
development in Transylvania?
Three dimensions can represent the main essence of the ecotourism concept:
nature-based, environmentally educated and sustainably managed (Weaver, 2001).
In order to answer the research question, these three dimensions are briefly
analysed, followed by the results of the online questionnaire which focused on the
supply and characteristics of ecological tours and its impact on the local community,
the environment and the economy through the perspective of inbound tour-operators,
tourism promotion associations and organizations, the most important stakeholders
when talking about tour supply with the aim to provide answers to the research
question presented above.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW
The concept of ecotourism has been perhaps the most dramatic outcome of the
environmental movements of the last four decades, and as mentioned above, three
dimensions can represent the main essence of the concept: nature-based,
environmentally educated and sustainably managed (Weaver, 2001).
2.1) NATURE-BASED
At first, in the 1980s ecotourism was perceived largely as visitation to natural
areas for the purposes of enjoyment and education (Ceballos-Lascurain, 1987), and
defined it as: ‘traveling to relatively undisturbed or uncontaminated natural areas with
the specific objective of studying, admiring, and enjoying the scenery and its wild
plants and animals, as well as any existing cultural manifestations found in these
areas’. Later, Ziffer (1989) describes ecotourism as a form of tourism, stimulated
primarily by the natural history and indigenous cultures of an area, and one that
inspires in visitors the spirit of appreciation, participation, and sensitivity. Goodwin
(1998:228) gives a wider definition, underlining the importance of community
implication: 'low impact nature tourism which contributes to the maintenance of
species and habitats either directly through a contribution to conservation and/or
indirectly by providing revenue to the local community sufficient for local people to
value, and therefore protect their wildlife heritage area as a source of income'.
As underlined by Wearing and Neil (2009), the natural environment is central to
ecotourism which has a focus on biological and physical features. The conservation
of natural areas and sustainable resource management is therefore essential to the
planning, development, and management of ecotourism. This is in part a reflection of
increasing recognition among industry and government, that nature-based tourism
can only be sustained in the long term if a principled and proactive supply-side
management approach is adopted (Weaver et al, 2001). Ecological tours, being an
important component of ecotourism, operate on a small scale, thus require littlespecialised infrastructure and therefore do not contribute to environmental damaging,
30
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on which ecotourism, and all forms of tourism, depend (Wearing and Neil, 2009).
Fortunately, at the beginning of the 1990's, after much discussion at international
conferences, conservation was regarded as an essential part of any definition of
ecotourism, the ‘eco’ prefix being derived from the word ‘ecology’. Thus, to be
considered as ecotourism, an activity or experience must positively contribute to the
environment: ‘if the environment has not at least achieved a net benefit towards its
sustainability and ecological integrity, then the activity is not ecotourism’ (Butler,
1991:4).
2.2) ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATIONAL
Valentine (1991) drew attention to the ‘two-way interaction’ between ecotourism
and the environment upon which it depends, by suggesting that one characteristic of
ecotourism is that it is both contributory to conservation as well as the enjoyment of
nature. Ecotourism involves a focus on nature as the primary motivation for travel, to
further knowledge and awareness of nature. However, it also involves the notion that
the activity of ecotourism must positively contribute to conservation in the destination
area or host community. Planning for ecotourism is based on resource limitations as
ecotourism opportunities will be lost if the resilience of an area and the ability of its
communities to absorb impact are exceeded, or if its biodiversity and physical
appearance are altered significantly. Therefore an essential feature of ecotourism is
sustainability and sustainable development by implication.
As underlined by Buckley (1994) attitude to nature, deliberate behaviour to
minimize impacts (individual tourists), education or regulation of clients to change
attitudes and/or behaviour (tourism service provider) is essential through guides,
education programmes, tour package and group ethic. Although interpretation can
reduce impacts, only if stringent conditions are met, otherwise, interpretation does
not change either attitudes or impacts (Buckely, 2012). Asked to behave responsibly,
individuals find often in a conflict situation between their short-term personal gains
and the long-term societal needs, such as concerns for sustainable development
(Budeanu, 2007). Although considered the most difficult ones to solve, such societal
traps must be broken in order to achieve a sustainable future for all (Bell et al., 1996).
When talking about the consumers of eco-touristic products and their typology,
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based on previous investigations related to their preferences, motivations and
behaviour, we can state that ecotourists can be characterized by high level of
education, with an income level above average (Eagles and Cascagnette, 1995;
Wight, 1996) and being more active on a daily basis than usual. According to the
scientific literature, they were issued different theories on tourism market
segmentation in order to identify ecotourists and divide them into distinct subgroups.
From the perspective of the current study, it is highlighted how Lindberg (1991)
divided the market into four segments of ecotourism, based on their behaviour and
motivations: the first group being the 'hardcore' ecotourists, composed by scientists
or people traveling for educational purposes; the second named as 'dedicated', which
are people who take trips specifically to see protected areas and who want to
understand local natural and cultural history; "mainstream" ecotourists are people
who visit famous natural destinations; and "casual" ecotourists are tourists who come
into contact with nature during a holiday, incidentally.
2.3) SUSTAINABLY MANAGED
The most cited definition of the concept of sustainable development was given by
the Brundtland Report already in 1987 (WCED, 1987): “development that meets the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs", in many sectors of the economy, including tourism, it is hardly put
into practice. The fundamental concern of sustainability is that aggregate human
impacts threaten the survival of humans and the ecosystem services on which they
depend (Buckley, 2012). As highlighted by Stănciulescu (2000), the purpose of
tourism development must always balance the needs of tourists with the needs of
destinations and their hosts.
The main priorities of sustainable development regarding the ecotourism concept
means: promoting the concept and development of ecotourism for the support of
nature conservation at the local, regional and national level, promoting the natural
and traditional values that respect nature, involving local communities in ecotourism
services and infrastructure development, promoting the ecotourism as a tool for
income generation, and encouraging tour operators to use local resources,
developing and maintaining a quality service system in ecotourism (Nistoreanu and
32
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Dorobantu, 2012). It has to be taken into consideration, that ecotourism does not
mean only ecological sustainability, but also cultural sustainability as well, tourism,
which does not damage the culture of the host community, encouraging a respect for
the cultural realities experienced by the tourists through education and organized
‘encounters’ (Wearing and Neil, 2009). The Community Based Tourism (CBT) term
emerged in the mid-90s, being practiced on a small scale, implying interactions
between visitors and the host community, and it is suitable to and applied mostly in
rural and regional areas. It is a form of “local” tourism, favouring local service
providers and contributes to each of the “three pillars of sustainability” to supply
social, economic and environmental benefits (Stănciulescu, Diaconescu and Moraru,
2016).
At local scale, tourism can generate economic growth, but at large scale,
prosperity increases environmental impact and, especially in less wealthy nations,
there may often be cultural, historical and socioeconomic differences between
residents and international tourists, and internal divisions within communities
(Buckley, 2012). Few tourists select sustainable products specifically (Budeanu,
2007); they expect good environmental management routinely (Mair and Jago 2010).
Also, most tourism enterprises adopt only those sustainability practices that improve
profits or public relations; currently, there are few individual commercial tourism
enterprises with positive triple bottom lines, including positive net contributions to
local communities and to conservation (Buckley, 2012).
Weaver et al. (2001) offers a chronological overview of the evolution of ecotourism
definition over time, and it is important to highlight that the meaning of ecotourism
had by the turn of the 21st century broadened to incorporate environmental
conservation, social inclusion, cultural preservation, human rights, ethical issues and
economic development (Donohoe and Needham, 2006; Fennell, 2015). According to
The International Ecotourism Society (TIES), ecotourism means: "responsible travel
to natural areas that conserves the environment, sustains the well-being of the local
people, and involves interpretation and education". This definition by TIES is also
supported by the IUCN explanation of ecotourism, adopted from Ceballos-Lascuráin
(1996), which describes ecotourism as environmentally responsible travel and
visitation to natural areas, with the purpose of enjoying and appreciating nature and
other cultural features, as well as promoting conservation, minimising visitor impact
33
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and providing for beneficially active socio-economic involvement of local people
(Ceballos-Lascuráin, 1996). According to the World Travel and Tourism Council
(WTTC, 2017), nature-based tourism is an important economic component of the
entire tourism market, making up more than 25% of the global travel market. As well,
the UN General Assembly believes that "ecotourism creates significant opportunities
for the conservation, protection and sustainable use of biodiversity and of natural
areas" (UN, 2013). Similarly, the International Union for Conservation of Nature
(Allam and Naser, 2018) agrees that "ecotourism can be a driver of sustainable
development if it is carefully conceived, well-managed and strictly controlled".
According to TIES, ecotourism is about uniting conservation, communities and
sustainable travel. This means that those who implement, participate in and market
ecotourism activities should adopt the following ecotourism principles: minimize
physical, social, behavioural, and psychological impacts; build environmental and
cultural awareness and respect; provide positive experiences for both visitors and
hosts; provide direct financial benefits for conservation; generate financial benefits for
both local people and private industry; deliver memorable interpretative experiences
to visitors that help raise sensitivity to host countries' political, environmental, and
social climates; design, construct and operate low-impact facilities and recognize the
rights and spiritual beliefs of the indigenous people in your community and work in
partnership with them to create empowerment (TIES, 2015). Therefore ecological
tours, or ecotours, are among the most important components of ecotourism,
contributing not only to nature preservation but education as well; thus, the concept
of ecotourism seeks to conserve the environment, protect local cultures and deliver
benefits to both tourists and the host communities.

3. METHODOLOGY
Ecological tours are important components of ecotourism, as are operated on a
small scale, require little-specialised infrastructure and therefore do not contribute to
damaging the environment and can stand as key tourism products for sustainable
development. As all regions, to which the main attraction is the untouched nature, like
Transylvania, have to focus on preservation, and shift towards nature-based,
sustainably managed products, which include environmental education as well, in the
34
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current study the three main concepts when formulating the framework for
ecotourism.
The research area is composed by the 16 counties which belong to the
Transylvanian region, all together constituting three development regions out of eight,
in Romania: Centre, North-West, and West. The objective of the research was to
analyse the current state of eco-touristic sites, with special attention on the supply of
ecological tours and its impact on the local community, the environment, and the
economy. The first phase of the research was exploratory, identifying the supply of
ecological tours in the region, and formulating a database consisting of tour-operators
on the inbound tourism market, and associations, foundations, organizations, which
not only promote tourism in the region but also offer tours and other activities for
tourists. To obtain the relevant primary data necessary for the current research, the
above-mentioned suppliers are considered to be the most suitable stakeholders,
being involved in the processes of formulation, promotion, and dissemination of the
touristic products and being in direct contact with the consumers. Also, they are able
to offer the most reliable information about the tourists' perception of ecotours in the
region, behavioural patterns and the supply of sustainable touristic products.
The research instrument used was a structured questionnaire, being performed
online based on 13 questions (10 closed and 3 open-ended questions), which aimed
to identify: Are ecological tours the key tourism products towards a sustainable
tourism development in Transylvania? Three dimensions were taken in consideration:
nature-based, sustainably managed products, which include environmental education
as well. Indicators measured were the evolution and categorisation of the touristic
products, the customer acceptance of ecological tours (without motorised vehicles,
small groups, including environmental education, sustainably-managed), the
willingness of the tourists to be educated and their typology, based on tour-operators'
experience. The questionnaire was sent out in an electronic format via directed email to 112 organizations, and completed on a voluntary basis by 66 respondents,
representing equally the area and the penetration of organizations. The data was
collected between July 2016 and October 2016.
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4. RESEARCH RESULTS
The increasing global interest and exponential growth in ecotourism reflect a
fundamental shift in the way human beings view and engage with nature (Wearing
and Neil, 2009). However, this growth in Romania cannot be characterised as
exceptional, due to limited offers and inadequate infrastructure and services.
Although, there is no specific data collected on ecotourism, according to the National
Institute of Statistics, we can observe an increasing tendency in the last five years in
the number of tourists participating in tours organized by travel agencies in
mountainous areas, growing from 61.927 in 2013 to 80.595 in 2017 (NIS, 2018).
In the last decade, ecotourism in Romania has evolved systematically as stated by
Nistoreanu and Dorobantu (2012) and underpinned as well by the exploratory
research. When talking about sustainably managed ecotourism at national level, we
observe that there are several eco-touristic destinations developed through strategic
partnerships including national authorities and the local communities, but an
important part of Romania’s and Transylvania’s natural and cultural heritage (perhaps
some of the most valuable resources) hosted by rural destinations, lack an
appropriate infrastructure able to ensure the proper exploitation. Also, the regulations
are vague and not well monitored, therefore various motorised vehicles like
snowmobiles, ATVs etc. are used in these areas, which are banned in other
European countries. Today, in Romania there are eleven certified eco-touristic
destinations authorised by the National Authority for Tourism (NAT) out of which four
are part of Transylvania: Băile Tușnad and surroundings, Transylvanian Highlands,
Zărnești - Piatra Craiului Mountains, and the Surrounding of Sibiu. According to the
primary research, namely the identification of the stakeholders, the best represented
is Brașov county in the inbound market, followed closely by Sibiu and Cluj counties.
All the other counties being represented by a lower number of companies and NGOs,
compared to the potential of the area. It is important to mention that although
ecological tour offer is significant in Brașov County, a high number of the supply is
present due to the controversial “Dracula phenomenon”, both from the Romanian and
the international market.
As regards the size of the tour operators and NGOs activating in Transylvania are
mostly small companies/organisations, hiring tours guides from the respective region,
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presenting the local culture and products, consequently having a positive impact on
the local community and the local economy, being in line with the dimension of
sustainability managed on the local level.
The second dimension, nature-based, was investigated through the tour supply.
According to the research, out of the 66 respondents, 18% do not offer ecological
products at all, 72% of the organize some kind of ecological tours, which were
defined previously as nature-based without motorised vehicles, in small groups,
including environmental education. These offers include walking, hiking, cycling,
horse-riding, rock-climbing and mountaineering, as well wild-life watching tours on
the country-side, also some cultural ones on rural inhabited areas, and can be
grouped by popularity as it follows on Figure 1, some operators having more kinds of
tours, some focusing on only one or two:

Walking tours

74%

Hiking tours

70%

Cycling tours

57%

Snow-based tours

40%

Horse-riding tours
Water-based tours

11%
7%

Rock-climbing, mountaineering

5%

Wildlife watching

5%

Cultural tours

5%

0%

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Figure 1: The typology and percentage of the most attractive ecological tours in Transylvania region
Source: Designed by the author, based on the online research responses, accessible at the following link:
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1Cu5u4LLrB91lsY7z3ASBX3rfXqith5kBfxZCdlLOdSw/edit#responses

The percentage of the ecological tours in the total offer of the organizations' tours
supply is presented in Figure 2, which shows, that 26% of the respondents organise
between 75% and 100% of all their tours, as ecological tours, and for another 56%,
the ecological tour offer is between 50% and 75% of the total tours.
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Figure 2: The percentage of the ecological tours in the total offer of the organizations'
Source: Designed by the author, based on the online research responses, accessible at the following link:
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1Cu5u4LLrB91lsY7z3ASBX3rfXqith5kBfxZCdlLOdSw/edit#responses

Henceforth 74% of the respondents plan to widen their ecological tour offer in the
future, which will certainly have a positive impact on the future of the eco-touristic
offer in Transylvania. Also, the evolution of the number of the demand in the last five
years was rated positive, with the number of consumers asking for ecological tours
raising significantly, going up by 25%-50% every year. The eco-labelling system of
the AER had as well positive impact, consumers are valuing the ambitions and
aspirations of eco-certified activities. 44% of the respondents are members of AER,
and another 40% are planning to be part of their eco-labelling system, which can
project a positive future for the regularisation, standardisation and common
promotion of ecological tours in the region.
The third dimension, environmental education in the framework of ecotourism,
76% of the respondents stated, they always include educational activities in their
programmes, 24% only if the customer is interested in the topic. The most receptive
are the consumers active on the job market (between 25-60), followed by the elderly
(above 60) and the students (18-25). Taking into consideration the Lindberg grouping
of ecotourists presented above, the stakeholders group their customers on the
following way:
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Casual (contact with nature incidentally)

20%

Mainstream (who visit famous destinations)

47%

Dedicated (take special trips to protected areas)
Hardcore (mostly scientists)

25%
8%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Figure 3: The percentage of customers in Transylvania according to the Lindberg grouping
Source: Designed by the author, based on the online research responses, accessible at the following link:
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1Cu5u4LLrB91lsY7z3ASBX3rfXqith5kBfxZCdlLOdSw/edit#responses

Although there was a significant evolution in the last five years, 70% of the
respondents consider that the ecotourism potential of Transylvania is not exploited
properly. The purpose of the study was also the identification of Transylvania’s
development potential and competitiveness on the ecotourism market, and also the
causes of its poor performance until now. Several problems were highlighted to the
open questions of the survey, especially, the deforestation, lack of proper protection
of the eco-touristic sites, the lack of proper promotion on the international market,
lack of national programs to help SMEs in the sector develop their products and
infrastructure, not enough support by the central and local authorities, no proper
legislation, lack of educational programmes in schools about sustainability in general,
lack of well-trained staff, the reduced number of eco-related organizations and
brands at the moment and investments in new businesses; promotion and
infrastructure (specific trails, modern lodges, etc.) are scarce compared to the
country's potential, need for better protection of eco-touristic sites. Transylvania has a
huge ecotourism potential and is exploited better than in other parts of Romania, but
is mandatory that the local community and small business' leaders understand better
the meaning of ecotourism, which means also further need for education. Ecotourism
is a great opportunity for Romania to increase its competitiveness in the global
market. Unfortunately, regulation seriously falls behind the market evolution and
creates barriers for businesses In the case of Transylvania, the illegal wood
extraction, has negative effects on the habitat, fauna, biodiversity and the landscape
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overall. The success of ecotourism depends on the conservation of nature. Many
parks are threatened, and it is critical for everyone involved with ecotourism to realize
that intact natural resources are the foundation.

5. CONCLUSION AND FURTHER DISCUSSIONS
Growing environmental concern coupled with an emerging dissatisfaction with
mass tourism led to increased demand for nature-based experiences of an
alternative nature, ecotourism appealing to a wide range of travellers, of all ages and
interests. Ecotourists are a valuable audience for environmental education, but in
many sites, opportunities are missed when talking about proper educational services.
Whether ‘hard-core’ nature tourists or ‘new’ visitors with little background in natural
history, can enhance their appreciation of the area through information brochures,
exhibits, and proper guidance, but to encourage the development of eco-touristic
businesses more attention is needed in Romania from the central and local
government. As well, all relevant stakeholders (businesses, local authorities, NGOs,
community members) need to be involved in the management and planning of
ecotourism development in each destination. Travellers who choose ecotourism are
responsible

consumers

interested

in

social,

economic

and

environmental

sustainability, seeking authentic local experiences and opportunities to give back to
the communities they visit. But according to the current research and also stressed
by the National Strategy for Ecotourism for 2016-2020 (INCDT, 2015), despite the
fact that our country has significant natural resources, with high potential, ecotourism
is a segment which faces many problems, such as poor cooperation, relative low
promotion at national and international level, poor specific infrastructure development
for ecotourism, reduced number of guides with specific knowledge and legal
framework which does not correspond with the needs of the local services etc.
The answer to the research question (Are ecological tours the key tourism
products towards a sustainable tourism development in Transylvania?) is definitely
yes, but in order to develop this sector, ecotourism principles and guidelines need to
be applied and reinforced by all stakeholders. Useful guidelines for the role of
government in the planning and implementation of sustainable tourism were
developed by Ceballos-Lascurain already in 1996 and underlines the following, which
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are still either totally missing, or only partly implemented in Romania and therefore in
Transylvania: design and implement educational and awareness programmes to
sensitize people to sustainable tourism development issues; ensure that all
government departments involved in tourism are briefed on the concept of
sustainable development; the respective ministers (e.g. environment and natural
resources) should collaborate to achieve sustainable tourism development;
undertake area and sector-specific research into the environmental, cultural and
economic effects of tourism; increase the costs of environmentally destructive
behaviour (fines, fees); decrease the costs of environmentally proactive actions;
provide education to make people aware and also show how they can contribute to
conservation and also give feedback to people about the consequences of their
behaviour.
However the current study provides information on the specificity of inbound touroperators, has a series of limitations, as the exploratory analysis showed a much
higher percentage of tour-operators organizing only regular tours and tours with a
high negative impact on environment (ex. ATV, 4X4 and motorcycle tours, which are
nature-based, but motorised and not sustainable at all) than among the respondents,
most of them not interested in nature preservation and ecotourism and are seeking
only high profits. Therefore there is a need for further investigation to capture all
stakeholders’ attitudes, opinions, and intentions regarding the ongoing aspirations for
the development of ecotourism in Transylvania.
Overall tourism forecast for the country is positive, so with proper development,
marketing, education, protection and monitoring, Transylvania region can achieve a
significant increase also in the ecotourism market, although further investigations are
required about the profile of the ecotourists visiting the region of Transylvania from
customer point of view. An ecological tour can offer sufficient sightseeing, education
and nature experiences for tourists, being an important part of the inbound touristic
market, and even though the demand is relatively low compared to the potential of
the region, shows an increasing trend, and with proper approach from the national
and local authorities, the local community and businesses we can predict a positive
future for the sustainable development of tourism in Transylvania.
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