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SmartVoyager

Supporting Ecuador’s Competitiveness Plan:

A Pilot Certification Project for
Small Boat Operators in the Galapagos Islands
A joint project of Conservación y Desarrollo and the Rainforest Alliance
Introduction

Tens of thousands of tourists visit the Galapagos Islands every year to admire the rich and rare biodiversity of this unique ecosystem.  While ideally their admiration results in an informed respect for the Galapagos, the tourism industry itself can be intensely harmful to the health of the plant and animal species found there.
The SmartVoyager tourism boat certification program, a joint program of Conservación y Desarrollo (C&D) – an Ecuadorian nonprofit conservation organization – and the Rainforest Alliance, aims to capitalize on the positive impacts of tourism in the Galapagos Islands, while mitigating or eliminating the negative effects.  SmartVoyager believes that the creation of viable, sustainable tourism initiatives that have credibility in the international environmental community will reduce pressure on areas rich in biodiversity.  The economic benefits of tourism, if properly managed, are critical to sustainable development, and give the tourism industry the potential to be a great conservation ally.
SmartVoyager’s best management practices cover potential sources of pollution, such as wastewater and boat fuel, and require good living conditions and advanced training for boat crews and guides.  Procurement and supply management guidelines reduce the chances of introducing alien species into the fragile Galapagos ecosystem.  The program is a practical and effective model for achieving conservation and social well being through tourism certification.

This program was initially conceived for boats with a capacity of more than sixteen passengers. Today, through initial funding, the Rainforest Alliance and C&D have adapted SmartVoyager’s proven, rigorous conservation standards and best management practices, that protect wildlife, workers and local communities, for small boats in the Galapagos.  Tour boat operators who abide by these standards receive the SmartVoyager seal of approval, which allows tourists to participate in critical conservation efforts as well – they are given the ability to make a conscious choice to travel with a tour operator who is making every effort to conserve the biodiversity of the Galapagos.



History of the SmartVoyager Small Boat Project
The Government of the Republic of Ecuador received a loan from the International Bank of Reconstruction and Promotion (BIRF) to partially finance the Foreign Trade and Integration Project, whose primary objective is to promote the development of the foreign sector to support growth of the national economy.  Several Ministries in Ecuador are involved in the project, as follows:

· The Ministry of Foreign Trade, Industry and Fisheries has been designated to implement the project, including the certification of key sites and services for sustainable tourism in the Galapagos Islands and protected forest destinations through a quality control component.
· The Ministry of Tourism has been developing the National Plan for Tourism Competitiveness, and has analyzed the tourism situation in Ecuador and recommended various actions, including an improvement in quality and the establishment of a certification system for sustainability in tourism operations, mainly in fragile natural areas.
· The Ministry of the Environment is developing a strategy within the environmental certification process in different production activities needed in the nation for the sustainable union of natural resource use with standards of protection. 

These Ministries determined that SmartVoyager would implement the boat certification component of this project.  SmartVoyager has been operational in Ecuador since 1998. SmartVoyager was the first certification program in the nation to unite tourism operators, scientists, ecologists, the government and other stakeholders to achieve minimal environmental impact by transforming the Galapagos tourism industry.  Following lengthy debate and analysis by these stakeholders, C&D prepared a code of environmental standards applicable to tourism boat operations in the Galapagos Islands. 

Since mid 1999, the Rainforest Alliance and C&D have been applying these specific, rigorous conservation standards for boat operations in the Galapagos Islands. Currently, five large boats in the Galapagos have implemented the certification standards and are eligible to use the SmartVoyager seal of approval. 
SmartVoyager takes into account environmental, social, and worker health and safety issues, making it a holistic program that links sustainable production with natural resource conservation in the Galapagos Islands.  Through this program, the operator not only protects the environment and develops better conditions for its employees, but also acquires an advantageous position in the international market.

Current SmartVoyager Small Boat Activities in the Galapagos

The activities and results expected under the small boat SmartVoyager project, through the support of the World Bank, are:

· Adapt SmartVoyager certification guidelines for small boat operators.

· Establish standards consistent with the national certification and accreditation legislation of the Ecuadorian National Accreditation Organization.

· Adapt SmartVoyager auditing and certification procedures for small boat operations through field trials.

· Participation of small boat operators in the World Bank's funding program with support from the Plan for Competitiveness of Ecuador's Ministry of Tourism.

· Involve as many small boat operators as possible such that they participate, become trained in and apply the SmartVoyager standards designed for the situation.

· Present an analysis of how this project can reinforce and complement Ecuador's Plan for Competitiveness.

· Establish carefully directed objectives and efficient marketing campaigns to raise the profile and increase the value of certification.

· Present a final report with recommendations to sustain and expand the program and replicate it on other islands.

Progress To Date


SmartVoyager has achieved a great deal of success in its first two years of existence, and is currently applying its experience and lessons learned with larger boats to small boat operators.  Small tourist vessels in the Galapagos have been assessed to determine their condition relative to the original SmartVoyager standards, and the needs of the small boat operators were ascertained.  Small boats are defined as accommodating 20 passengers or fewer.  It was determined that 93 percent of the original SmartVoyager standards are applicable to all boats regardless of size, while the remaining seven percent of the standards do not apply, largely due to infrastructure variability between large and small boats. The original SmartVoyager standards and protocols were then revised and adapted so that they apply to small boats.  

Thus far, thanks to this project and the participation of boat operators, SmartVoyager has been able to asses 33 additional tour vessels in the Galapagos, comparing the current conditions of these boats to the SmartVoyager standards.  Of these 33 boats, contingent on the result of final audits, between 6 and 8 are qualified to receive SmartVoyager certification.  The remaining 25 boats have partially implemented SmartVoyager standards. In general, boats need to fortify their documentation systems, personnel qualifications, and environmental policies in order to become eligible for certification.


The process of bringing small boats up to SmartVoyager standards becomes easier moving forward, because one of the greatest benefits of SmartVoyager’s work to date has been that its certification standards are now seen as established guidelines for improving performance and becoming environmentally and socially responsible operations.  Thus even boats that are still ineligible for certification are moving in the right direction now that boat operators know what SmartVoyager’s expectations are.  In addition, the establishment, promotion and progress of the project have familiarized local boat operators with the goals and methods of SmartVoyager, thus clarifying misunderstandings and fostering interest in the program.  Small boat operators now understand to a far greater degree the impact of their boats and practices on the delicate environment of the Galapagos, and this alone makes SmartVoyager a tremendous success.

The promotion of the SmartVoyager program among Galapagos small boat operators has been very successful, and training programs and dialogue with tour operators are well established.  A training video, currently being developed, will be provided to operators who are interested in and eligible for certification.
Internationally, SmartVoyager has recently been featured in multiple tourism fora and trade shows such as: IATOS Expo & World Congress on Adventure & Eco Tourism in Chicago; the Educational Travel Conference in Washington and Los Angeles; Ecotour Amazõnia 2001 in Brasil; El Corredor Biológico Mesoamericano para Conservar la Vida y Promover el Desarrollo in Costa Rica; Equity for a Small Planet – International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED) 30th Anniversary Conference in London; the Ecotourism Summit in Quebec; and the First Ecotourism Forum organized by the Pacific Economic Cooperation Council (PECC) in Quito.
Articles about SmartVoyager have appeared in magazines such as Industry & Environment published by the United Nations Environmental Program, Sustainable Travel & Tourism, and Mundo Diners, among others. Publications on tourism certification have also included the program; for instance, Tourism Ecolabelling edited by X. Font and R.C. Buckley, and Protecting Paradise: Certification Programs for Sustainable Tourism and Ecotourism by Martha Honey and Abigail Rome. Stanford University has recently written a case study about the program to be used for academic purposes.
UNESCO’s World Heritage Committee commended the SmartVoyager program, “given the nature of tourism visitation to the Galapagos and the impacts of tourism on the fragile environment and in light of the proposed Marine Reserve. It believed that consideration should be given to promoting similar schemes in other World Heritage sites.”
Next Steps

While small boat operators in the Galapagos have been delayed in their efforts to seek and achieve certification by economic factors beyond their control, including a decline in tourism after September 11 and the dollarization process in Ecuador, they have demonstrated a willingness and commitment to the SmartVoyager standards they can afford.  These include security standards, waste management, signage, conservation support, and sustainable labor practices, among others.  What remain more difficult are the more expensive elements of certification, such as replacing two-stroke outboard motors with four-stroke motors, because tour boat operators currently lack the funds to make this change.  SmartVoyager is currently investigating options for supporting small boat operators in their efforts to meet certification standards.

Ongoing and future SmartVoyager activities include:

· Setting up a monitoring and evaluation system that measures environmental and social indicators to demonstrate the program’s positive impacts.

· Coordinating with government authorities in the mainland (including the Ministries of Tourism and Environment) to bring the lessons learned in the Galapagos to the development of in-land certification activities. 

· Developing materials to disseminate best management practices among businesses in the Galapagos and continental Ecuador.

· Continued promotion of the SmartVoyager program, both directly to tour operators, and also to potential markets for ecotourism operations.

· A final report will be researched and written upon completion of project objectives, and will include recommendations to sustain and broaden the program, and replicate it on other islands.

· 
Conclusion

SmartVoyager is premised on the belief that tourism is a valuable, growing source of revenue for people living in the planet’s most biologically diverse ecosystems, and has the potential to provide incentives for conservation.  However, current practices in the industry focus on developing mass tourism, which has negative impacts for people and the environment.  We believe that sustainable tourism must be fostered and promoted as a financially viable alternative for stakeholders within the tourism industry.  This sustainability is enhanced and secured through SmartVoyager’s eco-labeling services, which create profitable market linkages to environmentally aware consumers and the international marketplace, and bolster the positive financial effects of sustainable tourism for the tour operators.

Initial funding has allowed SmartVoyager to adapt its rigorous conservation and social standards to the needs and circumstances of small boats in the Galapagos.  By making SmartVoyager certification accessible to small boat operators in addition to large boats, SmartVoyager has truly leveraged its ability to effect meaningful, systemic change in the Galapagos tourism industry.
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Conservación y Desarrollo (C&D) is a private registered non-governmental organization, for social and public benefit, established by ministerial agreement No. 0089-MAG of the Ministry of Agriculture and Ranching and published in the Official Registry NO. 049 of October 20, 1992.  C&D's mission is to promote respect for life and the sound use of resources, through the development of use alternatives and interdisciplinary technical work, independently or by aiding private and governmental actions that seek an ecologically balanced and socially just model of sustainable development.

Contact: Alfredo Dueñas Dávalos, Coordinator, SmartVoyager Ecuador, Conservación & Desarrollo, Carlos Guarderas N47-340 and Gonzalo Salazar. P.O. Box: 1716-1855, Quito-ECUADOR. Tel.: (593-2) 243-183 / 240-902, Fax: (593-2) 469-089. E-mail: ccd@ccd.org.ec
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The Rainforest Alliance is a non-profit conservation organization recognized internationally as a leading conservation innovator working to protect ecosystems and the people and wildlife that live within them by implementing better business practices for biodiversity conservation and sustainability.  Companies, cooperatives, and landowners that participate in our programs meet strict standards for protecting the environment, wildlife, workers, and local communities.
Contact: Ronald Sanabria, Director of Sustainable Tourism, Rainforest Alliance. P.O. Box 11029-1000, San José-COSTA RICA. Tel/fax: (506) 2481170, 248-0493, 248-1268. Email: rsanabria@ra.org. Web site: www.rainforest-alliance.org
