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Measuring Sustainability in Less Developed Countries: Case of Tourism in the

Gorilla Parks of the Democratic Republic of Congo

Vincent-B Kakuru Luhunde

ABSTRACT

This research proposes a method and tool for measuring the sustainability of tourism in Less
Developed Countries (LDCs), more specifically the gorilla tourism of the D.R. Congo. Since
the Brundtland Report several assessment models have been proposed but have all failed
to capture the centrality of sustainability, i.e. stakeholders, the very ones who can take action
for sustainability to be achieved or not. This research has helped to design a holistic and
stakeholder-centred method and tool for measuring sustainability of tourism, the
Sustainability Value Model (SVM) using Social Network Analysis (SNA) method. The SVM
tool provides a visual assessment of the sustainability level attained by the tourism sector.

It also evidences specific improvement areas for achieving set sustainability targets.

The Literature Review emphasises the importance of target setting in measuring
sustainability, and frameworks have been developed but there are hardly any that measure
sustainability of tourism in a holistic manner, leading to action. Two theories underpin this
research; Stakeholder Theory and Social Exchange Theory were found to be the most
relevant ones for providing the most appropriate framework for this research. Three research
guestions were then developed to address the ex-ante measurement gap and a mixed-
methods methodology was implemented. It consists of semi-structured interviews and
guantitative surveys using rosters. Analysis was carried out by means of the SNA method

using UCINET software and NetDraw, its related graphing tool.



The results indicate the existence of five stakeholder groups and 26 sustainability indicators
in the gorilla tourism of the D.R. Congo. A key finding is the design of the SVM, which
graphically presents the level of sustainability or unsustainability achieved in the sector. The
research reveals a significant disconnect of relationships between the five stakeholder
groups. This high level of disconnect (very poor quality of perceived exchanges) between
stakeholders evidences the fact that the sector is vulnerable and prone to break up as its

stakeholders hardly support one another.

As far as the author is aware, this research is the only one conducted that presents a holistic
approach for measuring sustainability of tourism in LDCs with a tool for carrying out the
measurement. The results of this research present tourism managers with a practical tool
for measuring sustainability of tourism and of any other industry. Academics will find an
opportunity to further engage in sustainability measurement in their respective areas of
research. Likewise, policy and decision-makers will make savings by easily spotting the

most relevant investment areas for sustainability attainment.

Key words: sustainability, sustainability indicators, measurement, tourism, social network

analysis, stakeholder, social exchange theory, value network analysis.
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION, KEY CONCEPTS, OBJECTIVES, RESEARCH
OUTLINE

1.0. INTRODUCTION

The word ‘sustainability’ has gained importance and popularity among academia and
practitioners. It is said to have become the watchword for most international aid agencies,
the jargon of development planners, the preferred theme of conferences, and the most cited
slogan of developmental and environmental activists (Lele, 1991).

However, the key question to date is to ascertain whether sustainability has been achieve.
This difficulty arises from the fact that there is hardly any agreement on the word
sustainability and the confusion existing between sustainability and sustainable
development. Henceforth it has been hard to find a way to best assess sustainability.
Various methods for measuring sustainability exist to date, of which the Triple Bottom Line
and DPSIR are the main ones. However, none of these methods proposes a holistic
approach for measuring sustainability as they all measure the effects caused by human
activity (ex-post measurement) instead of assessing the very causes of unsustainability i.e.
human beings (ex-ante measurement), as only these can bring about sustainability. The
present research aims to address this gap and propose a model and tool for measuring
sustainability in a holistic human centered manner using a relational approach through
Social Network Analysis (SNA). This approach assesses different actors’ interactions
accruing benefits which lead to sustainability achievement within the gorilla tourism sector

of the D.R. Congo

1.1. CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND

From measuring sustainability ex-post this research intends to measure ex-ante
sustainability. It posits that when network actors interact by exchanging benefits between
them, they continually assess the satisfaction level they receive from the exchanges.

Sustainability happens when stakeholders are happy with the benefits they receive and can



henceforth support the network and work towards strengthening it so that it can endure and
stand the test of time. These actors are stakeholders within the gorilla tourism of the D.R.

Congo.
1.2. CORE CONCEPTS

1.2.1. Sustainability

Sustainability, widely called sustainable development (Mowforth, 2016), is a “way to
understand the world as a complex interaction of economic, social, environmental and
political systems” (Sacks, 2015, p.11). Sustainability aim is to deliver well-being for world
citizens in the present and in the future (Ibid.). However, a key question is how do we
ascertain the level of sustainability attainment because sustainability, like truth or justice,
could be seen as a destination to aspire to, “unless it is implemented in the present” (Capra,
1996, p.13). Sacks (2015) argues that sustainability calls for a holistic vision of a good
society and henceforth, measuring sustainability would sound like measuring the
immeasurable (Bell & Morse, 2003), more so in Less Developed Countries (LDCs).

A Although the economic development approach is sustained by the increase of demand, it
stands as a conundrum to sustainable development and does not cover all the facets of
sustainability, there is still room for a "more inclusive sustainable model’ (Jallow, 2008,
p.41).Sustainability is thus a complex concept to comprehend as it does not exist in its true
nature (Mowforth & Munt, 2016). As a consequence, sustainability is “politically constructed
and reflects the interests and values of those involved” (Mowforth & Munt, 2016, p.22). The
ontological grounding of sustainability, as a concept, lies more in its practice than in its
definition. It is best captured inductively through the evidence of its application and the ability
of all support systems that fuel its momentum. It would be thought of as a way for all life
forms to better themselves and realise their full potential and is said to be about the effect

of present actions upon options available in the future (Crowther, 2008).



Future generations have been advocated for by the Brundtland Report (WECD, 1987), which
defines sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Our
Common Future, p.8).

It is worth noting that sustainability and sustainable development are sometimes used
interchangeably (Gray & Bebbington, 2001). In a quite simplistic manner, (Sharpley, 2002,
p.7) perceives sustainable development as “Development + Sustainability = Sustainable
Development”, which would sound, to some extent, tautological as much as tourism
sustainability would to sustainable tourism.

Sustainability requires that humans behave with tomorrow in mind, and they use less of
today’s capital for future generations, also referred to by Jacobs (1991) as intergenerational
equity. However, Gilpin (2000), an environmental economist, argues that present
generations owe nothing to future ones, as these will use scientific and technological
progress made by today’s generations to cater for their own needs that cannot be fully
anticipated by the former, owing to changing contexts.

This debate opens up the perception of nature as an economic capital to be managed rather
by economic rationality than by human intuition (Jallow, 2008). The concept of offsetting the
impacts imposed on nature would mean that a natural capital could be substituted for
another one of similar value, price or weight. It also brings about the concepts of weak and
strong sustainability (Pearce, 1995; Gray & Bebbington, 2001), minimal and maximal
sustainability (Jacobs, 2001), and even absurdly strong sustainability (Daly, 1995), and their
related corollaries as substitution or maintenance of capital (whether human-made or
natural).

Capital has occupied centre stage in the sustainability debate, yet social factors have been
overlooked in most definitions. This omission has been later addressed, among others, by

Sabapathy’s (2007) definition of sustainability as



“the field of thinking and practice by means of which companies and other business
organisations work to extend the life expectancy of: ecosystems; societies, and
economies” (Sabapathy, 2007, p.25).
Furthermore, sustainability is understood as supporting quality of life in a continuous manner
(Wckeernagel, 1998). The quality of life referred to here is more of a subjective perception
of societal well-being than a standard measure of well-being that economic factors such as
GDP, GNP, etc, cannot capture.
The World Commission on Environment and Development (WECD, 1987) provides a more
holistic definition of sustainability through its triangle comprising the elements of the concept:
the environmental, economic and the social aspects “both separately and in an integrated

way” (Jallow, 2008, p.35)

1.2.2. Measuring sustainability

Several approaches have been tried and used to assess sustainability achieved through
global, regional and local projects (Bell & Morse, 2003). Of them all (discussed in Chapter
3), Sustainability Indicators (SIs) have been advocated as the way to evidence the
achievement of various development project objectives. Initially from the Rio de Janeiro
Earth Summit in 1992, the use of SIs has evolved and has turned sustainability into a
measurable concept (Haas et al.,, 1992). In tourism, these Sls attempt to answer the
guestion of whether it is possible to know objectively if the industry is improving or getting
worse. Therefore, SlIs confer a practical nature to the concept they are derived from. Seen
through the lens of Sustainability Indicators, the “adjective ‘sustainable’ becomes both a
descriptor of something and a target to achieve” (Cocks et al., 1997, p.33).

Previous research on Sustainability measurement has focussed on the process and impact
of human activity on the environment (e.g. Driving force, Pressure, State, Impact and
Response - DPSIR framework). The impacts of physical, economic and social activity on

sustainability achievement in the corporate context have been reported by Elkington’s



(2004) Triple Bottom Line (TBL), also referred to as Triple Ps (People, Planet, Profits). Other
frameworks still, have echoed the aforementioned ones. All these frameworks have
attempted to measure sustainability on the basis of observed