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This systematic review explores the sustainable ecotourism development model within the
Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS), focusing on Cambodia, China (Yunnan Province and
Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region), Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam, aims to
assess the main driving factors of ecotourism development and ecotourism’s
environmental, socio-cultural, and economic impacts in the GMS. This systematic review
systematically evaluates literature published between 2002 and 2024 using Scopus and
Google Scholar databases and employs thematic analysis to evaluate and analyze the data
extracted from relevant literature systematically. The research addresses the question of
the factors and impacts of ecotourism development in the GMS, focusing on the
documented environmental impacts of ecotourism projects, the effects on local
communities and cultural heritage, and the economic benefits and challenges. The findings
reveal ecotourism’s potential for fostering sustainable development while highlighting the
need for strategic alignment with sustainable tourism development to optimize benefits
and mitigate adverse effects. The study provides actionable insights and evidence-based
recommendations for enhancing the GMS ecotourism model, aiming to inspire further
research and practical application in the region’s sustainable development efforts.
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Introduction

The concept of ecotourism was initially brought to light by
Ceballos Lascurain, who serves as the Director General of the
International Consultancy Program on Ecotourism (PICE). He
also holds the position of Special Advisor on Ecotourism for
both the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)
and the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO).
In 1983, ecotourism represented a form of sustainable tourism
that emphasized the appreciation and conservation of natural
environments while providing positive socio-economic
benefits to local communities. In response to the ecological
and environmental harm caused by conventional mass tourism,
ecotourism rapidly drew attention from governments,
scholars, and public figures globally. As reported by the
International Ecotourism Society (TIES), ecotourism has
emerged as the fastest-growing sector within the tourism
industry in the 21st century. In Costa Rica, Ecuador, Nepal,
Kenya, Madagascar, and Antarctica, ecotourism represents a
significant portion of the gross domestic product and
economic activity (Bunruamkaew & Murayama, 2012).

In the GMS, a region that encompasses Cambodia, China
(Yunnan Province and Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region),
Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam, ecotourism holds
particular significance due to its ability to leverage the
region’s natural and cultural capital to foster inclusive
economic growth. According to the Greater Mekong Subregion
Tourism Strategy, in 2015, tourism provided direct
employment for over 10.4 million workers in the GMS across
various service and production sectors. Significant
contributions to GMS economies come from tourism
investments and key subsectors such as hospitality, retail,
transportation, and leisure and recreational services that
directly interact with tourists. To foster economic growth and
mitigate income inequality, GMS countries are prioritizing
investments in physical infrastructure and social services,
encouraging the development of small and medium-sized
enterprises, and enhancing the integration of regional value
chains. The tourism industry in the GMS is both a major driver
and beneficiary of these strategic initiatives. Within the GMS,
renowned for its rich biodiversity and cultural diversity,
tourism has emerged as a prominent economic driver.
However, this growth is not without its challenges. Issues such
as environmental degradation, cultural disruption, and
infrastructural strains underscore the need for a meticulous
examination of ecotourism’s potential to foster sustainable
development in the areas.

Academic interest in ecotourism research has gradually
shifted from conceptual and developmental aspects to
theoretical studies and practical applications, such as the
impacts of ecotourism, community participation in
ecotourism, and the environmental education functions of
ecotourism, achieving substantial results and making
significant contributions to the theoretical construction
and practical development of ecotourism. This article,
grounded in existing research, focuses on the demand for
integrating ecotourism theory with practical application. It
provides a comprehensive review of ecotourism research in
GMS, from three dimensions: environmental, socio-cultural,
and economic. The aim is to inspire further in-depth and
optimized research on the GMS ecotourism model.

Literature Reviews

Global Ecotourism Development

Ecotourism development encapsulates a specialized form of
sustainable tourism characterized by its explicit commitment

to the preservation of natural environments, conservation of
biodiversity, and the fostering of socio-economic benefits for
local communities (Alramamneh & Abuanzeh, 2023; Dhami
et al., 2014). At its core, ecotourism seeks to reconcile the
dual objectives of providing immersive, educational
experiences for tourists while safeguarding the ecological
integrity of the destination (Kerimoglu & Ciraci, 2008; Merza
et al., 2022). This concept emphasizes responsible travel
practices, aiming to minimize negative environmental
impacts and promote a heightened awareness of
environmental issues.

Ecotourism development is distinguished by its adherence
to three fundamental principles: conservation, community
involvement, and education (Hosseini et al., 2021).
Conservation entails the protection of natural habitats,
wildlife, and cultural heritage, ensuring their long-term
viability for future generations. Community involvement
emphasizes the active engagement of local inhabitants in
the planning, operation, and benefits derived from tourism
activities, thereby ensuring equitable distribution of
economic gains and fostering a sense of ownership
(Caceres-Feria et al., 2021). Education is a cornerstone,
aiming to enhance visitor awareness and understanding of
the natural and cultural attributes of the destination,
cultivating a sense of responsibility towards sustainable
tourism practices (Almeida et al., 2021).

Ecotourism Development in the GMS

Ecotourism development in the GMS is guided by a
multidimensional approach. This approach is grounded in the
Environmental, Socio-Cultural, and Economic dimensions of
sustainable tourism development. Scholars emphasize that a
comprehensive assessment of sustainability necessitates the
integration of these dimensions (Hassanzadeh et al., 2022;
Weaver, 2005). The environmental dimension addresses the
imperative of conserving natural resources and biodiversity,
ensuring that ecotourism activities minimize environmental
impact and contribute to the preservation of fragile
ecosystems (Boruah et al., 2021). This dimension is pivotal in
safeguarding the unique ecological heritage of the GMS,
aligning with international calls for responsible and
sustainable environmental practices in tourism.

Socio-cultural plays a crucial role in fostering community
engagement and empowerment. It underscores the
importance of involving local communities in the decision-
making process, ensuring their active participation and
equitable sharing of benefits. This dimension is integral in
preserving cultural heritage and traditions, aligning with
UNESCOQ’s Sustainable Tourism Programme (UNESCO, 2019).
By upholding the cultural identity of the GMS, this
dimension contributes to the authenticity and
distinctiveness of the ecotourism experience (Almeida et
al., 2021). The Economic dimension of ecotourism
development in the GMS border areas is fundamental for
local economic growth, job creation, and poverty
alleviation (Arsic¢ et al., 2017). This dimension aligns with
the recognized goals of sustainable tourism, emphasizing
the potential of tourism to stimulate economic
development (Xuan & Armstrong, 2019). By fostering
economic opportunities and diversification, ecotourism
development contributes to the overall economic
resilience and prosperity of the region, which is
particularly vital in areas with diverse cultural and
environmental assets. The multidimensional framework of
ecotourism development, encompassing the Environmental,
Socio-Cultural, and Economic dimensions, provides a
structured approach for assessing and guiding sustainable
tourism initiatives in the border urban areas of the GMS.
The interplay between the Environmental, Socio-Cultural,
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and Economic dimensions in the research on Ecotourism
Development in the Areas of the GMS forms a dynamic and
interconnected framework that is essential for achieving
sustainable outcomes.

Material And Methods

This section details the materials and methods utilized in
the systematic review article, encompassing the study
design, eligibility criteria, systematic review process, as
well as data abstraction and analysis.

Study Design

Guided by the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) (Page et al., 2021), a
systematic literature review was conducted to map the
driving factors and impacts of ecotourism development and
the ecotourism model in the GMS. Building on the primary
research question outlined earlier, two specific research
questions were developed and examined in this paper.
These questions are:

RQ1: What are the documented environmental, socio-
cultural, and economic impacts of ecotourism projects
within the Greater Mekong Subregion?

RQ2: What are the driving factors of ecotourism development
in the Greater Mekong Subregion?

This article systematically reviews and synthesizes existing
literature on the impacts of ecotourism in the GMS to assess
its contributions and challenges towards environmental
sustainability, socio-cultural well-being, and economic
development. Based on the systematic review findings, the
final objective is to offer actionable insights and provide

Data Collection

The keywords included “ecotourism”, “Greater Mekong
Subregion,” and individual country names within the GMS.
Boolean operators (AND, OR) were used to refine the
searches and capture a wide range of relevant literature.
A set of search strings was created by combining the
identified keywords, which were then used to gather
academic articles from the following databases: Scopus,
and Google Scholar.

( "Ecotourism” ) AND ( "Thailand" OR "Lao" OR "Vietnam" OR
"Cambodia” OR "Myanmar"” OR "Guangxi" OR "Yunnan" OR
"Greater Mekong Subregion™ )

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

The selection criteria for literature in this study were
meticulously outlined to focus on ecotourism in the GMS.
The year 2002 holds historical significance in developing
ecotourism, as the United Nations declared it the
International Year of Ecotourism. Then the included
resources should be empirical or conceptual works that
have undergone rigorous peer review, specifically journal
articles, book chapters vetted by editorial committees,
and doctoral theses endorsed by thesis committees,
published between 2002 and 2024 to ensure that the
findings were subjected to rigorous academic standards.
The scope is confined to works in English to ensure clear
comprehension and accessibility for analysis. However, the
book series, entire books, conference proceedings,
literature before 2002, non-English texts, or those that
focus on regions outside the GMS were excluded from this
paper, to maintain the study’s specificity and relevance.
Finally, in line with the objectives that focus on ecotourism
development in the areas of the GMS, only articles relevant

evidence-based recommendations for optimizing the to the SUbjeCt matter were selected as presented in Table 1.
ecotourism model in the GMS.
Table 1: The Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria.
Criterion Inclusion Exclusion
Empirical or conceptual, peer-reviewed journal articles, book chapters ; s
Type of ; ; ’ ; h P ; Series of books, individual
; in edited volumes, or doctoral dissertations with supervisory ) ;
Literature Committees books, conference proceedings
Timeline Between 2002 and 2024 <2002
Language English Non-English
Context Articles focus on focus on ecotourism Non-related to ecotourism
Countries and . .
territories GMS countries Non-GMS countries

Records identified through

database searching (Scopus)

Records identified through
database searching (Google

Scholar ) (n=215)

(n=356)
l

| Records duplicates were excluded (n=7)

l

Records excluded (n = 512) (excluded

book  series, book, conference

Records screened
(n=564)

l

Full-text  articles

proceedings < 2002,
Non-English, Non-GMS Countries)

Full-text articles excluded, with

for

cligibility (n=52)

Studies  included

(n=32)

reasons (n = 20) (excluded due to not
focusing on the ecotourism model in

GMS countries and territories.

Figure 1: Flowchart of Included Articles in the Review from 2002 To 2024.
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Records identified through database searching (Scopus:
356; Google Scholar: 215) were initially imported and
screened for duplicates, resulting in the exclusion of 7
duplicates. This left a total of 564 records to be screened
based on their titles and abstracts. Out of these, 512
records were excluded due to the exclusion. The remaining
52 full-text articles were carefully evaluated for eligibility.
Ultimately, 20 articles were excluded for not focusing on
the ecotourism model in GMS countries and territories.
Consequently, 32 studies met the inclusion criteria and
were included in the final review. The detailed process is
illustrated in Figure 1.

Table 2: Study Characteristics Included in Reviews.

Data Analysis

A thematic synthesis approach was employed to analyze
the qualitative data (Thomas & Harden, 2008). The analysis
drew on study findings and selected quotations, focusing
on significant categories, themes, and codes. Data
reliability was ensured by assessing the alignment and
precision of the codes applied to the quotations (Ahn &
Kang, 2018). This method ensured that the data were
cohesive, thereby enhancing the depth, breadth, meaning,
and reflective aspects of the concepts.

No. study (years) Country Purpose Agzm%‘;s Participant Analysis

To understand the competitive

1. (Youdelis, 2013) T .d1sadvant.ages and (;ontradlctlons Qualitative 30 Kis Content Analysis
inherent in ecotourism as a market-
oriented conservation strategy.

2. (Pimdee & To examine and contrast the promotional Descriptive

' Paksanondha T activities for ecotourism by Sub-district Quantitative 800 samples statistics and
2013) ’ Administration Organizations (SAQO) based P inferential

on different variables.

To evaluate land use and natural
T  resources for planning future sustainable Qualitative
ecotourism sites utilizing GIS technology.
To start a collaborative, CBET
T development project at a travel

3. (Bunruamkaew et
al., 2012)

4. (Auesriwong et al.,

2015) destination.

statistics (t-test)
17 districts in The AHP method

Surat Thani and raster-based
province format
1 district in
Qualitative Nong Khai PAR Narrative
Province

To evaluate the potential of ecotourism
and determine stakeholder requirements
for innovative ecotourism management,

examine the behavior and preferences of

385 samples, 50 CONteNt Analysis,

5. (Junead et al., 2021) T  Thai eco-tourists regarding the Mixed Kls Multivariate
ecotourism management framework, and Analysis
create products and innovative
ecotourism activities for the Bang Pu
community.

6. (Palmer & To understand the influence of

Chuamuangphan, T  governance on the participation of local Qualitative 70 Kils Content Analysis
2018) communities in ecotourism

To investigate the relationship between

knowledge sharing, information and

communication technology (ICT), and

7. (Mekhum & Torasa, T ecotourism performance, with tourist Quantitative 300 samples Partial Least

2020) attraction and digital management Square

systems acting as mediators, among

employees of ecotourism provider

companies in Ranong province, Thailand.

. To identify key parameters for effective . Content Analysis,
8. (Lerdsuchatavanich T  ecotourism management at Khao Krajome  Mixed Multiple Multivariate
et al., 2016) . . . . Stakeholders .
in Ratchaburi Province, Thailand. Analysis
9. (Swangjang & To assess eco;ourism ina mangrove area . 400 samples Multiyariate
Kornbiphat. 2021 T and whether it conformed with Mixed > Analysis, SWOT
piphat, ) : - Stakeholders .
sustainable tourism. Analysis
10. (Dungtripop & To develop guic!eli'nes for ecqtourism cost o .
Sri 2021 T  management within community Qualitative 58 Kls PAR Narrative
risuwan, ) . . -
enterprises in Thailand.
To explore the diversity of bird species in
11. (Boruah et al., various green spaces within Valaya o A total of 47 .
2021) T Alongkorn Rajabhat University (VRU), Qualitative bird species Observations
Thailand.
To explore the factors affecting
sustainable ecotourism development in . .
12. (Buietal, 2023)  V  PhuYen province within the contextof x4 1 ga'f]'fp;les C°”t§;;,’§“E‘j‘J\V5‘S’

the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC)

integration.
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13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24,

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

(Pham et al., 2021)

(To Quyen & Binh
Tri, 2017)

(Dang, 2023)

(Hoang et al.,
2022)

(Tran & Walter,
2014)

(Nguyen, 2022)

(Nguyen et al.,
2022)

(Giao et al., 2021)

(Eshoo et al., 2018)

(Germaine et al.,
2022)
(Roche, 2009)

(Lonn et al., 2019)

(Kim et al., 2019)

(Nakahata, 2003)

(Jensen, 2017)

(Reimer & Walter,
2013)

(Lonn et al., 2018)

To suggest an alternative landscape value
assessment method that evaluates
different dimensions individually, instead
of using a traditional composite indicator
approach.

To investigate the factors affecting the
development of ecotourism in Phong Dien Quantitative 168 samples
district, Can Tho city, Vietnam.

Mixed 427 samples,

Methods 1 district SEM, GIS

Explorer Factor
Analysis

To explore how ecotourism is represented 30 websites, 17

in Vietnamese online advertisements and Qualitative Intgrpet Content Analysis
- advertisings, 5
news media coverage.
newspapers

To examine the relationships between
electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM), social
influence (Sl), destination image (DI), Quantitative 499 samples  PLS-SEM model
tourist satisfaction (SAT), and ecotourism
loyalty (EL).

To reveal how CBET impacts women's
empowerment and the broader
implications for gender equality and
community development.

To outline the potential, current status,

Qualitative 14 Kls Content Analysis

Descriptive

strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, Mixed 210 samples, 1 o
and challenges in the development of Method destination statistics, .SWOT
. . Analysis
ecological tourism.
To explore the factors affecting
sustainable ecotourism development in Mixed Documentar AHP analysis,
Phu Yen province within the context of Method 63 sam lesy’ descriptive
ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) pies, statistics
integration.
To examine the elements that impact the .
- - . . Multiple
satisfaction of domestic tourists I .
. . . Quantitative 457 samples regression
regarding the quality of ecotourism -
. analysis
services.
To evaluate the effectiveness of a direct
payments approach in ecotourism for
reducing illegal hunting and wildlife trade Qualitative 9 villages Narrative
in Nam Et-Phou Louey National Protected
Area (NPA).
To understand the role of landscapes in .
. o - 606 tourist
ecotourism development, specifically in o - .
. Qualitative  reviews on  Content Analysis
the Nam Ha National Protected Area TrinAdvisor
(NPA) in Northern Laos. P
To identify the challenges of ecotourism Review Documentary Narrative

development of northern Laos.

To determine the effectiveness of the
Chambok CBET program in Cambodia for
forest conservation by comparing forest
cover maps and analyzing local
community perceptions.

To assess the factors affecting local Logistic
people's participation in ecotourism and regression and
how ecotourism contributes to their ordinary least
livelihood. square (OLS)
To give an overview, prospects, and

Content Analysis,
Multivariate
Analysis

Mixed 174 samples, 6
Method Kls

Quantitative 237 samples

Tonle Sap Lake

potentials of the Tonle Sap Lake for Qualitative area Content Analysis
ecotourism.

To analyze how different scales and

domains of environmental infrastructure Qualitative Documentary, Narrative
and knowledge intersect and influence Observation

each other in the Mekong River Basin.

To understand how CBET can contribute

to env1ror}mental consgrvatlon, cultural Qualitative 10 Kls Content Analysis
preservation, and the improvement of

local livelihoods.

To evaluate the contribution of CBET to Mixed 173 samples, 6 le:;\{sgste

household income and livelihood changes. Method Kls .
Content Analysis
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To analyze and propose construction
30. (Liu & Cheng, 2019) G  modes for ecological civilization driven  Qualitative 5 counties Narrative
by ecotourism in Guangxi.
To assess changes in forest types, with a
31. (Brandt et al., particular focus on old-growth forests, s . .
2012) Y within the biodiversity hotspot of Qualitative 1 community Narrative
northwest Yunnan.
To investigate the relationship between Confirmatory
ecotourism motivation (EM), satisfaction factor analysis
32. (Kim et al., 2023) Y  (SA), place attachment (PA), and Quantitative 400 samples (CFA) and
environmentally responsible behavior structural model
intention (ER) among camping tourists. analysis

Note(s): T = Thailand, V = Vietnam, L = Lao PDR, C = Cambodia, M = Myanmar, G = Guangxi, China, Y = Yunnan, China, Kls
= key informants, PAR = Participatory Action Research, CEBT = Community-based Ecotourism, EFA = Exploratory Factor

Analysis, SEM = Structural Equation Modeling
Results and Discussion

This review aims to integrate the findings from studies on
ecotourism development in the GMS. Out of the 32 articles
that met our inclusion criteria, 14 were qualitative studies, 7
were quantitative, 10 employed mixed methods, and one was
a review. The thematic analysis highlighted details regarding
the authors, country of study, setting, participants, and
methods of analysis. Refer to Table 2 for more information.

Table 3 presents themes across included studies, which are

Table 3: Themes Across Included Studies.

of the impacts and driving factors of ecotourism
development across various studies conducted in the GMS.
It categorizes the studies by their documented
environmental, socio-cultural, and economic impacts, as
well as the environmental, socio-cultural, and economic
driving factors. For instance, several studies (e.g., studies
1, 10, 14, 18) highlight comprehensive impacts across all
three dimensions, indicating a holistic approach to
ecotourism development. In contrast, other studies focus
on specific aspects, such as study 11, which emphasizes
environmental impacts and driving factors.

Impacts

Driving Factor

MY Environmental Socio-cultural Economic Environmental Socio-cultural Economic
1 P P P
2 P P
3 P P P
4 P P P
5 P P P
6 P P
7 P P
8 P P P
9 P P P
10 P P P P P
1 P P
12 P P P P P
13 P P P P
14 P P P P P
15 P P P
16 P P P
17 P P P P P
18 P P P P P
19 P P P P P
20 P P P P
21 P P
22 P P P
23 P P
24 P P P P
25 P P P
26 P P
27 P P P
28 P P P
29 P P P P
30 P P P P
31 P P P
32 P P P P

The Impacts of Ecotourism Development on Environmental,
Socio-Cultural, and Economic Dimension in the GMS Areas

Ecotourism aims to balance tourism development with
environmental conservation. For instance, the Banlaem

Community Enterprise in Thailand faced challenges with
mangrove encroachment but implemented mangrove
planting activities to restore degraded fishing areas
(Dungtripop et al., 2021), as noted:

The organization adopted strategies to promote mangrove
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planting activities, mud spa treatment, and tourist
communication using electronic word of mouth (eWOM) on
social networking platforms...Ecotourism is a meaningful
tool for the natural conversation in the destination.
Similarly, Bunruamkaew et al. (2012) observed that tourism
activities could lead to environmental degradation, such as
deforestation and reduced water flows, highlighting the need
for careful management. In Vietnam, the Phong Dien district’s
natural resources, such as vast rivers and gardens, provide a
strong foundation for ecotourism but also face environmental
challenges from tourism development (Fernandez et al.,
2022; To Quyen et al., 2017). The Chambok CBET program in
Cambodia effectively reduced deforestation, demonstrating
the positive environmental impacts of community-based
ecotourism (Lonn et al., 2019).

Ecotourism can enhance socio-cultural development by
promoting local participation and preserving cultural
heritage. The community-based ecotourism in Sangkhom
District, Thailand, empowered local residents to
participate in tourism planning and decision-making,
thereby strengthening social and human capital (Sadykova
et al., 2022; Seemann & Antweiler, 2020). In Pattani,
Thailand, the alignment of tourism activities with Islamic
principles ensured cultural sensitivity and community
benefits (Junead et al., 2021), they reported:

The service is also offered by a gracious host in line with
Pattani Provinc’'s long-standing motto: “The beautiful city
of three cultures with an excellent Halal Center, where
people embrace faith and natural beauty, Pattani, the
happy Southern Region.” One of the communities rich in
tourism resources and showcasing the unique, robust
lifestyle of Pattani is Bang Pu Village, a 100 percent
indigenous Muslim community located by the beach...To
enhance tourism, villagers are encouraged and supported
to organize accommodations that provide immersive
experiences in Muslim culture, along with establishing
appropriate rules and regulations.

In Laos, Palmer et al. (2018) highlighted the importance of
local governance and participation in ecotourism projects,
which helped preserve cultural practices while providing
economic benefits. Roche (2009) noted that in Luang
Namtha province, the involvement of ethnic minorities in
ecotourism projects helped improve their livelihoods and
supported forest conservation.

The economic benefits of ecotourism are substantial,
contributing to income generation and employment. For
instance, the Banlaem Homestay in Thailand experienced
economic improvement due to increased tourist visits and
the establishment of local enterprises (Dungtripop et al.,
2021; Li et al., 2024). In the Mekong Delta, Vietnam,
ecotourism activities significantly boosted the local
economy (Giao et al., 2021). Pimdee et al. (2013) noted
that the promotion behavior of Sub-district Administration
Organization members in Thailand positively influenced
the conservation of tourism sites, contributing to economic
and environmental sustainability:

It has increased the social and economic benefits or
directly and indirectly distributed the various benefits to
the local community to develop the country to be a society
of sustainable happiness.

And in the other hand, the Chambok CBET program in
Cambodia provided modest cash benefits to local households,
although the income inequality among members was higher
compared to other sources (Lonn et al., 2019; Pham & Tran,
2024).

Overall, ecotourism in the GMS has shown substantial
positive impacts across environmental, socio-cultural, and
economic dimensions, despite some challenges in
implementation and equitable benefit distribution.

The Driving Factors of Ecotourism Development on
Environmental, Socio-Cultural, and Economic Dimension
in the GMS Areas

The rich biodiversity and natural landscapes in the GMS
serve as key environmental drivers for ecotourism. In
Thailand, the Valaya Alongkorn Rajabhat University (VRU)
campus’s green spaces support diverse bird species, which
attract bird-watching tourists (Lee & Du Preez, 2016).
Similarly, the mangrove forests and diverse wildlife in the
Mekong Delta offer unique ecotourism experiences (Giao et
al., 2021). In Yunnan and Guangxi, the natural beauty and
biodiversity of these regions provide a strong basis for
ecotourism, although detailed studies specific to these
regions were not included in the reviewed documents
Socio-cultural drivers include the preservation of cultural
heritage and community involvement. The success of
ecotourism in Pattani, Thailand, is partly due to the strong
cultural identity and community participation in tourism
planning and management (Junead et al., 2021).
Additionally, the integration of cultural and historical
significance in tourism activities enhances their
attractiveness. As noted (Dungtripop et al., 2021):

It reflects that tourism focusing on traditional local
lifestyles, unique environments, and culture is increasingly
popular among tourists... This study area appears to have
many potential attributes that can be explored and utilized
for successful ecotourism development. For example, it is
rich in nature, history, and culture which makes it a
favorite destination for various international tourists.
Economic drivers for ecotourism involve the potential for
income generation and employment. In the Mekong Delta,
Vietnam, the development of tourism infrastructure and
services has significantly boosted the local economy (Giao
et al., 2021). Community enterprises in Thailand, such as
the Banlaem Homestay, have also seen economic benefits
from ecotourism.

Ecotourism Policy and Management in the GMS Areas

It’s important to integrate national tourism policies with local
interests to initiate community-based ecotourism planning
(Auesriwong et al., 2015; Gao & Huang, 2024). They suggest
that aligning policies at different administrative levels can
help ensure that tourism development benefits both the
environment and local communities. Similarly, To Quyen et al.
(2017) discuss the role of government policies in promoting
ecotourism in the Phong Dien district of Can Tho City, Vietnam,
where the government has focused on developing orchards
and eco-districts as part of its tourism strategy.

It highlights the success of the Nam Ha Ecotourism Project in
Luang Namtha, Laos, which involved local communities in
managing tourism activities and protecting forest biodiversity.
This  project demonstrates how  community-based
management can lead to both environmental conservation
and economic benefits for local residents (Roche, 2009).
Eshoo et al. (2018) demonstrate the effectiveness of a direct
payments approach in ecotourism, linking financial benefits
to wildlife sightings and reducing illegal hunting in Laos. This
approach incentivizes local communities to engage in
conservation activities by providing them with a direct
economic benefit. Lerdsuchatavanich et al. (2016) identify
significant challenges in the overuse of water resources and
waste generation from tourism activities, which highlight
the need for stringent environmental regulations and
effective waste management practices. Dungtripop et al.
(2021) discuss the challenges faced by community
enterprises in managing costs effectively due to a lack of
professional accounting knowledge, which can hinder the
sustainability of ecotourism ventures.
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The article identified seven factors influencing the
development of ecotourism in Phong Dien District, such as
staff competence, tangible factors, assurance elements, trust
factors, local specialty factors, facility and infrastructure
factors, and responsiveness factors (To Quyen et al., 2017).
These findings underline the importance of comprehensive
management strategies that address various aspects of
tourism services. Giao et al. (2021) propose a model for
factors affecting domestic tourist satisfaction with ecotourism
services in the Mekong Delta. Their findings emphasize the
importance of infrastructure, nature destination landscape,
transportation, food and beverage services, security and
safety, and tour guide quality. These factors highlight the need
for coordinated efforts to enhance service quality and ensure
visitor satisfaction. As suggested by To Quyen et al. (2017):
Local guide teams with cultural knowledge and
professional skills can enhance the tourist experience and
ensure that visitors receive accurate information about the
local environment and culture

And to avoid environmental degradation, regulations should

be put in place to control the construction of tourism facilities.

For example, ensuring that accommodations maintain the
rustic nature of eco-villages while providing necessary
amenities can balance development and conservation (Roche,
2009). Regular inspections for safety, food hygiene, and waste
disposal, along with training programs for local businesses,
can help maintain high standards in tourism services. Eshoo et
al. (2018) suggest that such measures can reduce negative
environmental impacts and enhance the overall sustainability
of ecotourism projects.

The sustainable development of ecotourism in the GMS
requires a comprehensive approach that balances
environmental, socio-cultural, and economic factors.
Effective policy integration and sustainable management
practices are essential to address the challenges and
leverage the opportunities associated with ecotourism.

Ecotourism Development Opportunities and Challenges
in the GMS Areas

Opportunities for ecotourism development lie in enhancing
community participation, improving infrastructure, and
promoting sustainable practices. Developing unique

tourism activities and local products can attract more
tourists and generate additional income. Integrating
cultural and environmental education into tourism
experiences can also enhance their value and sustainability
(Boruah et al., 2021). And also, direct payments linked to
wildlife sightings can effectively incentivize conservation
efforts and reduce illegal hunting in protected areas.
Challenges in  ecotourism  development include
environmental degradation, inadequate infrastructure,
and limited community participation. Lerdsuchatavanich
et al. (2016) identified the overuse of water resources and
waste generation from tourism activities as significant
challenges. The lack of professional accounting knowledge
among community enterprises also hampers effective cost
management (Dungtripop et al., 2021). And impact of the
growing rubber industry in Luang Namtha, Laos, threatens
the balance achieved through ecotourism efforts and poses
risks to forest conservation (Roche, 2009).

By addressing the challenges and leveraging the opportunities,
ecotourism can significantly contribute to the conservation of
natural resources, the preservation of cultural heritage, and
the economic well-being of local communities.

Ecotourism Development Model in the GMS Areas

The ecotourism development model for the GMS
emphasizes the need for an integrated approach that
balances environmental conservation, socio-cultural
preservation, and economic development. Effective policy
and management are the keystones that hold this model
together, ensuring that all activities are sustainable and
beneficial to local communities.

By addressing environmental impacts, empowering
communities, preserving cultural heritage, and creating
economic opportunities, this model promotes a holistic
approach to ecotourism. Sustainable policies and
management practices ensure that these benefits are
maintained in the long term, providing a resilient framework
for the future of ecotourism in the GMS. This comprehensive
model can serve as a guide for policymakers, tourism
developers, and local communities striving to achieve
sustainable tourism development in the region.
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= (Vegetation protection, reducing illegal
hunting, maintaining biodiversity)

- Management of Environmental Impacts

+ (Limiting the number of tourists, waste production)

management)
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development by incorporating policy and management as
central elements. The model emphasizes biodiversity
protection and environmental impact management,
ensuring sustainable use of natural resources. Community
involvement and cultural heritage preservation empower
local populations and enhance the authenticity of the
tourist experience. Economically, the model creates
employment opportunities and promotes infrastructure
development, fostering local economic growth. Effective
policy integration and sustainable management practices
ensure that tourism activities are regulated, monitored,
and continuously improved. By addressing environmental
degradation, and infrastructure inadequacies, and
promoting community education, the model tackles
challenges while leveraging opportunities for unique
tourism activities and improved visitor experiences.
Overall, this model provides a robust framework for
sustainable ecotourism development, yielding significant
environmental, social, and economic benefits.

Limitations and Future Scope

While this systematic review provides a comprehensive
analysis of sustainable ecotourism development in the GMS,
several limitations must be acknowledged.

The review primarily focuses on specific regions within the
GMS. However, variations in local contexts and ecological
conditions may limit the generalizability of findings across
the entire subregion. And there is no article to show about
the data in Myanmar. The inclusion criteria restricted the
review to English-language publications. This may have led
to the exclusion of relevant studies published in other
languages, potentially introducing a language bias. The
review spans literature published between 2002 and 2024.

While this provides a broad temporal perspective, it may
exclude recent developments and emerging trends in
ecotourism that are not yet documented in the literature.

Despite these limitations, the review identifies several
avenues for future research and development in sustainable
ecotourism within the GMS. Future research should include
longitudinal studies to track the long-term impacts of
ecotourism initiatives on environmental, socio-cultural, and
economic dimensions. Such studies can provide deeper
insights into the sustainability of ecotourism practices over
time. And detailed case studies focusing on specific locales
within the GMS can offer nuanced understandings of how
local contexts influence the success and challenges of
ecotourism development. Comparative studies between
different regions can also highlight best practices and
transferable strategies. Investigating the impact of
emerging trends, such as digital tourism marketing, climate
change adaptation strategies, and post-pandemic tourism
recovery, can help adapt and evolve ecotourism models to
meet contemporary challenges.

Future research is going to evaluate the effectiveness of
specific policies and management practices in promoting
sustainable ecotourism, such as China’s Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI). This can guide policymakers in refining and
implementing strategies that balance conservation with
community and economic benefits.
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