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1. Cultural Tourism: Potentials and Pitfalls
When appropriately planned and managed, cultural tourism has the potential to promote community self-esteem, to secure the conservation of cultural heritage, to provide opportunities for greater understanding and communication among people of diverse backgrounds, and to provide direct community development benefits. Conversely, inappropriate or poorly planned cultural tourism is capable of eroding local cultures through commercialization and exploitation, creating inequitable distribution of development costs and benefits, and an unsustainable exploitation of local resources. What impact the introduction of tourism will have on a host community is largely dependent on the intentions implicit in its design and where the locus of management control is vested. A common scenario occurs where cultural tourism is promoted and controlled by non-local interests. A beneficial scenario is most likely to be achievable when cultural tourism is planned and managed with the support and approval of hosting communities, with care in ensuring that tourism is integrated into the community at an appropriate level and works to support locally established development objectives.

2. Culture as a Tourism Resource 
From an ecotourism perspective, the colorful, 'exotic' lifestyles of traditional peoples are major assets which can be utilized to the advantage of both developers and local communities. Appropriately managed, tourism can be argued to be especially well suited to the development needs and capabilities of these communities and their regions. Ecotourism is attractive and well suited to these contexts in that it is capable of providing accessible, low-tech, low-cost, and locally appropriate development activities. The potential benefits are many, including additional livelihood opportunities for unskilled or semi-skilled workers, often not the principal bread winners (i.e. women and children), who may otherwise face especially limited occupational opportunities. The initial development requirements of ecotourism can also serve to improve the physical community infrastructure (such as sanitary and hygienic water supply and latrines) often lacking in many rural communities. And the cultural appreciation shown by tourist can serve to revitalize and protect a community's cultural identity in face of the pressures to conform experienced as part of the ‘modernization’ process. These important, if not essential, benefits, are typically very difficult to achieve through other forms of development. Above all, what is required is human resource development, typically in the form of education, community organization, and local capacity-building appropriate to the needs of many of these communities, which can also lead to further spill-over benefits through encouraging and facilitating other forms of local livelihood enhancement.

Cultural affirmation, revitalization, and livelihood security can all be improved through a style of cultural tourism development that has these objectives clearly in mind. Appropriately planned and managed, cultural tourism has the potential to promote community self-esteem, to conserve cultural heritage, and to provide opportunities for greater inter-cultural understanding and communication among people from diverse backgrounds. Enhancement and conservation of local cultures, traditions and beliefs is important to tourism promotion as it is to local communities. Once communities have lost what makes them distinctive, their identity is weakened and their tourism resource is depleted. This mutuality of interests encourages hope that sustainable utilization of these unique and threatened resource can be seen as being in the best interests of all involved. Developed with less enlightened intentions, cultural tourism is capable of destroying important cultural aspects through commercialization and what has been termed the ‘demonstration effect’ (from local people’s desire to emulate tourists to the point of forgoing their own customs and traditions and deserting their traditional livelihood). The destructive commercialization of cultures is often the result of non-local, (or local) economic exploitation of unorganized local communities. 

What impact the introduction of tourism will have on hosting communities is largely dependent upon the intentions of its design, and where the locus of management control resides. The exploitation scenario is common where cultural tourism is promoted and controlled by non-local interests. The cultural vitality and preservation scenario is most likely to be achieved when cultural tourism is planned and managed with the support, participation, and approval of hosting communities, ensuring that tourism is consistent with community values and aspirations, and when it is also integrated into the indigenous economy and administrative systems at an appropriate level, and is consistent with locally-established development objectives.

The development potential offered by locally-appropriate forms of tourism development is receiving more serious attention, and remains attractive in spite of these risks. The question is: How can cultural tourism nurture, protect, and ensure the sustainability of the local cultures and natural resources on which its sustained viability is dependent? Much of the research and writing criticizing this form of tourism has focused on the effects of unmanaged or poorly-planned tourism development. On a more constructive note, the following section will examine examples of cultural tourism in rural Viet Nam that have been supportive of local community development and appear to be consistent with local culture and environmental sustainability.

3. Cultural Tourism as a Tool for Rural Development 

A few operating assumptions should be clarified before discussing the specifics of this topic. First, it must be understood that tourism is far from being a panacea for poor rural communities. Not all locations are capable of attracting tourism. Neither is tourism equally well suited to all communities (i.e. hosting travelers is part of the heritage of some ethnic minority groups, while to others it is a foreign and awkward experience). At best, tourism can serve development in a supplemental fashion and should not be expected to be the sole provider of a community's enrichment. While the following discussion addresses a generic approach to community-based, cultural tourism development, the requirements of each context will be unique in terms of development requirements, tourism development potential, and perhaps more importantly, social systems and decision making structures.

4. Sustainable Cultural Tourism in the Local Context 

The long-term success of cultural tourism development depends upon sustaining a high quality resource base. As demands on these same resources are shared by tourism and local community interests, this presents unique challenges and opportunities. Culture, as a tourism development resource, not only intrinsically belongs to local residents, but is also truly 'of the people' of the hosting community. For cultural tourism to be sustainable, it is obvious that these shared resources must be managed in a manner that is equitable and amenable to those to whom these resources belong. Sustainable cultural tourism development therefore must empower host communities to be able to effectively present and protect their cultures in an appropriate manner that best serves their interests. In order to maintain integrity and significance, customs must be given opportunity to be practiced for their own sake, in the day-to-day lives of the people. There may also be some cultural aspects that a community does not want to risk exposing as a 'tourism resource’. Community-based, supply-side management of such resources should determine what cultural ‘products’ are made available.

It has been long accepted that sustainable development requires an assurance that local resources are not consumed at a rate, or to an extent, that they are compromised beyond a point of likely restoration. Unlike most other resources, cultures are dynamic and constantly evolving. It has been argued that emerging global or national cultural homogeneity is little more than a self-fulfilling prophecy: the belief that cultural diversity must invariably give way to 'progress' creates its occurrence. All development inevitably involves changes in a community, likely to be reflected in many aspects of community life, including the cultural fabric. In the context of inevitable change, the challenge is how to preserve the dignity of these people and the viability of their cultural traditions as their society is impacted and transformed by external forces. Ultimately, traditions help people identity and guidance, and help them cope with the stress of 'future-shock'. 'Healthy cultures' are dynamic and capable of adaptation without compromising their basic integrity. Cultures under greater stress should be nurtured, and protected against exploitation for short term benefits by tourism marketers, operators, governments, and local elements. The resilience of a culture not only determines to some extent how much and what will be retained, but also to some extent what tourism development opportunities are and should be potentially available. 

The pursuit of sustainability here should be expected to unfold in a learning process, and result in a dynamic equilibrium. It follows that, for cultural tourism development to be sustainable, the locus of development control must reside within the hosting community. The objectives of cultural conservation are to help traditional people and indigenous populations engage in development self-determination, to preserve their uniqueness where appropriate, and to deal effectively with the outside, and typically dominant, mainstream culture.

For tourism development to be worthwhile to hosting communities, it is clear they must share in the benefits. When too much importance is placed on the ability to attract tourism revenues, the integrity/authenticity of a culture, its continued existence, and its service to local people can be at risk. Where tourism is not managed in an equitable and participatory way, financial and power disparities will be exacerbated. Such situations typically occur when only a few families (or groups from outside cultures) are the main beneficiaries while the community as a whole provides the attraction and bears the costs, while only a minority reaps the benefits. Unsustainable exploitation of these shared, common property resources often results from a ‘tragedy of the commons’ scenario, or from a perceived lack of control or ownership by local people over the resources and the course of their development. Equitably sharing of costs and benefits serves to protect the resources from over-exploitation and secures an important first step toward sustainable resource management. Achieving equity within this context demands community-based management of the cultural/tourism resources. Such a situation is not only in the best interest of the community, but is equally important to all other stakeholders involved.

Sustainability is now widely recognized as an essential component of all successful development efforts, yet much has still to be learned regarding how sustainability can be ensured and made operational. In regard to cultural tourism sustainability, there are many more examples of efforts that did not work. But an increasing number of learning-by-doing experiences are accumulating that provide positive examples to follow. Proactively supporting sustainable and equitable cultural tourism development requires that assessment methodologies must be operationalized to enhance our understanding of how hosting communities can adapt and benefit more fully from this form of development. The importance of development self-determination speaks to all the above concerns and opportunities of this planning challenge, and ensuring this might be a good place to start.

5. Community-Level Operative Requirements 

Development self-determination in each particular context requires: resident-endorsed promotion; equitable, responsible, and meaningful community involvement in the planning and management process, leading to accurate adaptation of tourism to the hosting environment; assurance that residents understand tourism; and the protection/enhancement of traditional customs as part of cultural conservation. Such planing requirements may well be beyond the capacity of local residents in many of these typically impoverished communities. It can therefore be assumed that localized capacity building efforts must be undertaken with outside support before such complex planning and organizational arrangements can be expected to succeed. The focus of these efforts would include human resource development, financial and project management advice, and new forms of community organization, the objective being to create effective and equitable systems of resource conservation and local decision-making. 

6. Community Organization, Local Capacity Building, and Informed Participation 

Fostering development self-determination through community participation provides not only motivation for involvement, but engenders responsibility and commitment vital to the sustainability of the development process. Local participation is only meaningful if it comes from an informed perspective. In communities with little or no tourism experience, preliminary education will be appropriate. Such education may well involve the early use of specialists and the development of specialized communication tools and techniques, it would include the analysis and discussion of the potential results from tourism development, the requirements of cultural conservation, and key aspects of sustainable local management of common property resources (e.g. culture and lifestyles). 

It is critically important that the form and scale of tourism be appropriate to the local environment and hosting society. Determining this requires: identification of local preferences and priorities, incorporation of indigenous knowledge into the management process; locally established impact indicators and provisional assessment of carrying capacities or levels of acceptable change; the desired level of tourism’s integration into community activities; and local land-use management. Contemplating concerns and local aspirations, and discussing potentials and pitfalls are necessary parts of establishing a tourism development vision and in building community consensus. Indeed, many important and complex issues need to be addressed.

7. Beyond the Community Level: Regional Support and Coordination 

The discussion in this chapter has mainly focused on what is required at the community level. Although most essential, this is only a part of the full equation. Community-level activities must in turn be supported by, and integrated into, a larger regional and national management system. 

Regional coordination is necessary for at least two important reasons: to link communities and hamlets into the larger tourism operating system; and to control the flow of tourism to selected development sites. The ethnic minority peoples of Viet Nam tend to exist in dispersed, independent, and discrete communities, often in relatively isolated locations Their ability to attract and accommodate tourism must be seen as a component of a broader, regional tourism system. The health of one community's tourism efforts could well be compromised by an ailing regional tourism system. Within this context, linking locally-derived information with a coordinated regional system of visitor impact management is an important component of sustainable management of tourism development. Tourism flow should be managed to maintain control over the rate and intensity of the development process, and monitored on a continual basis until local carrying capacities become clearly defined. Monitoring the impressions of tourists and tourism operators would provide the additional information necessary for understanding how successfully the regional tourism system is being managed.

8. Broader Roles and Responsibilities 

Tourism is undergoing fundamental changes world-wide, issuing in new perspectives and potential to contribute to national, regional, and local development. Correspondingly, new roles and responsibilities are emerging. Until recently, ODA and NGO efforts relating to tourism have tended to focus on mitigating the negative environmental and social impacts of past tourism development. However, promising opportunities exist for an expansion of their involvement in this area. To date, NGOs have not typically been involved in community based-tourism planning initiatives, yet they are well situated to respond to the most important requirements of this complex development challenge. The trusted working relationships and close understanding of village level conditions that NGOs can built up could lend much-needed support in community organization and local-level planning initiatives. Without such help, local communities existing in scattered hamlets will lack the capacity to build adequate organization and participatory representation . NGOs are likewise well positioned to fulfill an important advocacy role, to help ensure the equitable and effective participation of the typically marginalized community-level interests in the tourism development context that is otherwise easily dominated by more powerful stakeholder groups. Strategic, local-level tourism planning must also be supported by regional coordination and by national-level policy initiatives. An important role exists for coordination and promotion of the sustainable tourism system at the regional and national level. The number and frequency of visitors is another important aspect of managing tourism development in small communities. Individual communities can not be expected to promote their villages to tourists. Effective liaison between private sector and involved government agencies, and local organizations (such as youth and women’s union) can potentially assist in this regard. 

Planners must guard against the pitfall of paternalism, imposing their values or judgments as to what is important about a culture on those to whom the culture belongs. Even well-intentioned cultural conservation efforts can obstruct or constrict local communities from realizing their full development potential. The role for planners here should be to facilitate a well-informed and equitable decision-making environment such that the recipients of their advice and assistance can practice effective development self-determination. Governments must create and coordinate an enabling environment conducive to supporting and balancing the interests of all the major stakeholders involved, monitoring and overseeing the various forms of tourism, and linking national-level policies with regional, district, and community initiatives. Tourism operators should recognize the importance of sustainable management of the resources upon which their business activities ultimately depend. Codes of conduct and operating procedures exist and should be made widely available and utilized. Tourism marketers play an important role in packaging tourism products and creating and promoting tourism images and expectations. As tourists are attracted and motivated to travel largely by expected experiences, marketers play a pivotal role in determining not only what is made available, but what activities and experiences tourists will expect. Tourists’ capability to contribute positively to local cultures and environments can be greatly enhanced through education on appropriate behaviors and what to look for in a responsible tour operator.
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