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Abstract: The objective of the research is to provide theoretical assessments on the relevance of
sustainable agrotourism in protected natural areas as an alternative for sustainable development in
areas of great ecological value, where the protection and conservation of the environment is a
priority and the integration of agricultural activities with the preservation of biodiversity is
achieved for the promotion of practices that not only minimize the environmental impact, but also
contribute to the conservation of the natural environment. The research was carried out in the
context of the Machalilla National Park in Ecuador using the deductive method, which allowed the
analysis of the problem and the general theories linked to sustainable agro-tourism in protected
natural spaces, the establishment of premises and the development of objectives to reach
conclusions on the subject studied. Mixed research is presented, which allowed the integration of
contributions from the analyses carried out for the treatment and processing of the information.
Among the results, the systematization of sustainable agro-tourism in the context of protected areas
is expected. The results show the need to broaden the debate on the relevance of sustainable
agrotourism in protected natural areas as a sustainable development alternative for rural
communities.
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1. Introduction and Literature Review
1.1. Introduction and General Notes on the State of Play of Research

Tourism is currently fundamental for social progress due to its cultural, environmental and
socio-economic impact. Conventional tourism models question the sustainability of territories
because of their high consumption of energy and natural resources and because they often generate
social inequalities [1].

Tourism employs 200 million people and accounts for 4.4% of global gross domestic product.
The sector can support sustainable management at the community level as a market-focused
alternative and the provision of services to a growing number of travellers seeking to discover,
understand and enjoy a natural environment through the enjoyment of sustainable agrotourism in
the context of protected areas [2], which becomes more relevant in the post-Covid-19 pandemic
period.

With backward and poorly remunerated agricultural production systems, Latin America is
experiencing a socio-economic depression with a high level of social marginalisation. The search for
alternative socio-economic solutions that allow for increased income from non-agricultural activities
such as agro-tourism is essential [3].

There is a need for tourism models that are respectful of the environment and humanity, that
avoid excessive consumption of natural resources and that put an end to the excessive production of
pollutants in the soil, air and watersheds [4].

© 2024 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.
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The researcher Bafios Castifieira analyses that it is necessary to appeal to the so-called
complementary tourism offer and within this, agrotourism in protected natural spaces (ENP) is of
interest as an appropriate way of achieving the diversification of destinations linked to new leisure
formulas [5].

Tourism is an activity that can incorporate territorial policies aimed at achieving the socio-
economic balance of regional spaces, based on the complementarity of tourism offers developed from
local endogenous potential [5].

In tourism, there is a progressive diversification of tourism products and destinations, with an
increase in demand for nature tourism, ecotourism activities, visits to national and natural parks,
rural tourism, agro-tourism and community tourism, among others. For the travel experience to be
meaningful, tourists are looking for direct contact with the indigenous, cultural authenticity,
connection with local communities and direct contact with flora, fauna, exceptional ecosystems,
nature in general and its preservation [2].

Shaping tourism activity in terms of innovation and continuous improvement is necessary to
achieve adaptation to climate change, as well as the transformations occurring in the socio-economic
scenario, especially agrotourism activities carried out in the rural environment of protected areas.
The situation implies the continuous change of old practices for attractive and successful tourism
policies, with the capacity to offer new products and services adapted to the rural situation to benefit
less favoured areas [6,7].

Given the nature and impact of agrotourism for the socio-economic development of rural areas
located in protected areas, it constitutes a critical component to be taken into account in the
management of social life in rural Ecuador [8].

In rural areas that are considered protected, the relationships that arise from tourism activities
are always complicated and sometimes conflictive, however, it is feasible to regulate them in an
environment in which there is an adequate balance between agro-tourism management and the
interests of protection for the benefit of society. The sustainable use of natural resources and the
valorisation of natural resources with environmentally friendly criteria must be part of the modelling
of agrotourism in protected areas [3,8].

Based on criteria such as environmental preservation, social equity, quality of life and respect
for cultural identity, agro-tourism is becoming increasingly important in the sustainable
development paradigm [9-11].

Agro-tourism in the context of protected areas must consider a group of dimensions, which are
key for tourism activity to be sustainable. The promotion of innovation and social responsibility in
tourism processes, the incorporation of sustainability in all its dimensions, the prioritisation of the
demand for inclusive and accessible tourism, the creation of trust and security, the protection of
employment, the creation of protocols and procedures that respond to the use of space and resources
in a sustainable manner [12,13].

Based on the above analysis, the research problem is: what is the significance of agro-tourism
for the sustainable development of rural communities located in the context of protected areas?

Based on the problem posed, the objective of the research is: to assess the relevance of the
agrotourism model in protected areas as a sustainable development alternative for less favoured rural
areas, which guarantees alternative economic income to improve the living conditions of rural
society.

It is based on the premise that agrotourism activity is compatible with sustainable development
in the context of protected areas. It does not require large investments in tourism infrastructure and
is based on the satisfaction of resources through the perspective of endogenism, the protection of
natural resources and the preservation of nature, to induce visitors in the development of activities
and the consumption of rural resources that are attractive, rewarding and unique life experiences for
tourists.

1.2. Definitions of Agro-Tourism and Its Specificities
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Sustainable agrotourism is seen as a development strategy that uses agricultural heritage and
biodiversity for the promotion of responsible tourism [14]. It focuses on rural and agricultural
activities. Tourists have the opportunity to experience life on a farm, participate in agricultural
activities, learn about farming and animal husbandry practices. It can include activities such as fruit
and vegetable picking, creation of handicrafts, horseback riding and tasting of local products [15].

Agrotourism is a relatively new concept that in recent years has become popular with tourists.
In Spain, 1,888,639 Spanish residents and 181,998 foreign visitors decided to stay in rural tourism
establishments, despite the crisis generated by COVID 19 [16].

Agrotourism has the potential to promote sustainable development and generate additional
income for rural communities, as well as providing an educational and recreational experience for
tourists [17]. It can be affirmed that sustainable agrotourism constitutes an integral strategy aimed at
achieving a balance between the economic, social, environmental and cultural dimensions, allowing
the promotion of sustainable development in rural areas [18].

The materialisation of environmental protection measures in protected areas can be achieved
through the financial resources generated by agrotourism. The financing of education, interpretation
and information programmes for visitors and residents, related to the planning, administration and
supervision of agrotourism in protected areas is crucial [19].

Agro-tourism can be an economic alternative for the rural family in the context of protected areas
as a solution for sustainable development, improving social conditions and favouring the decrease of
migration to the cities by generating new jobs within the farming family, especially women become
direct generators of economic benefits [3,20-22].

Agro-tourism in protected areas is considered as part of the wellbeing policies developed for the
Millennium Assessment [23], which relates to the need for freedom of choice and action, good social
relations and the satisfaction of life needs.

Agrotourism in the rural context of protected areas promotes the exercise of a healthy life in
society to contribute to individual subjective wellbeing, active participation in social life [24], the
strengthening of subjective wellbeing [25], the increase of quality of life based on values [26] and the
strengthening of the notion of wellbeing based on needs [27].

The World Tourism Organisation (UN Tourism) created the Sustainable Tourism Network
(Redturs), which supports the strengthening of agro-tourism modalities in the rural context of
protected areas [28].

The administrative and institutional management of protected areas must take into account that
human interaction within the communities is fundamental for their adequate management, which is
why it should not be limited to environmental protection alone [19,29].

The success of agro-tourism requires the active participation of the community in environmental
protection, providing concrete benefits such as community participation and the enjoyment of the
benefits of sustainable tourism in the life of the community [30-34].

An important issue for the development of protection strategies based on sustainable
development is the understanding of society's attitudes and perceptions of agro-tourism activity in
protected areas. Policies aimed at achieving community support through increased benefit-sharing
opportunities should be promoted [35-38].

In the context of protected areas researchers Shibia, Tilahun, Caviedes-Rubio, Diego, Olaya-
Amaya, Macura, Zorondo, Grau, Kathryn, Laval, Claude, Garcia, Reyes, Fox, Molina and Swearingen
[31,38-41] conducted studies showing community approval for tourism development, highlighting
the importance of research that seeks to re-signify the relevance of sustainable agrotourism in
protected areas. The analysis of such elements is beneficial for the promotion of agro-tourism in
protected areas, with the support and active participation of the resident community.

1.3. Definition and Background of Protected Areas

A protected area is a land or sea territory that is dedicated in particular to the preservation and
protection of biological diversity and related natural and cultural resources. It is generally managed
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through legal means and other effective territorial, national and international regulations. Some
protected areas share the context of a rural area [42].

Protected areas are a cultural artifice with a long history. In India they emerged two millennia
ago to identify particular areas dedicated to the preservation of natural resources [43]. A millennium
ago, they were used in Europe to protect the hunting grounds of the rich and powerful. In other
regions they are used to protect places with special characteristics such as traditional Tapu areas in
Pacific communities and in Africa for the protection of sacred forests [44].

During the European Renaissance kings and other leaders decreed the first protected areas. With
the aim of establishing the basis for tourism and community participation, the public gradually began
to visit places declared as protected areas [2].

In 1832, the United States of America proposed the creation of a state park for environmental
conservation in the east of the country, but it was not until 1872 that Yellowstone Park was created
as a public space or recreational area for the benefit and enjoyment of the population [2,45].

In Australia, in 1866, a 2,000-ha environmental reserve was decreed for protection and tourism
[46]. In 1885 Canada decreed the protection of hot springs in the Rockies and later became Banff
National Park, where the railway companies appreciated the opportunity for the creation of a park
to stimulate the growth of traveller numbers and tourism. At the end of the 19th century in South
Africa, several forest reserves were decreed. In 1894 in New Zealand, the Tongariro National Park
was created [47].

A common denominator of all protected areas is that they were created through government
initiative, with large areas of natural environment set aside for public enjoyment, and the promotion
of tourism was a key element in the creation of protected areas [47].

Linking people, their customs and culture to the land and natural resources as part of the concept
of protected areas is a key element in achieving the proposed environmental protection objectives
[48].

In the 20th century, the declaration of protected areas spread globally. Almost all countries
published laws and determined the protection of certain areas. At the beginning of the 21st century
about 44,000 areas were designated as protected areas with a space representing approximately 10%
of the earth's surface [48].

The evolution of the concept and significance of protected areas is influenced by the
development of ecology, which allows for a better understanding of resource planning and
management with a systematic and systemic approach, which enables an appropriate classification
of protected areas, which redefines biodiversity protection as a starting point and which recognises
the importance of agro-tourism as a key element for the promotion of social culture [49].

In Ecuador, protected areas are enshrined in article 24, section 7 of the Organic Environmental
Code, which declares the integration of protected areas into the subsystems of the National System
of Protected Areas and defines the categories, guidelines, tools and mechanisms for their
management and administration [50].

The relevance of protected areas is favoured by the introduction of agro-tourism, which by its
endogenous nature could be understood as part of the park tourism system. The economic
importance of protected areas is increasingly valued in terms of their environmental performance,
which includes controlling the effects of climate change and providing clean water [51,52].

Since the adoption of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) in 1992, protected areas have
received increased attention as a means of biodiversity conservation and other purposes [53].

Some protected areas are part of international networks, which may be global or regional in
scope. There are calls for recognition of the role of indigenous peoples in relation to protected areas
[54], as well as the promotion of international cooperation in transboundary protected areas [55].
Figure 1 shows the categorical classification of protected areas.
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Categories . Description _
\\/ e B e
Strict Nature Reserve/Natural Wilderness Area: Protected area managed primarily for scientific or nature protectio:f‘
I purposes.

e Strict nature reserve: Protected area managed primarily for scientific purposes. ‘

e Strict nature reserve: Protected area managed primarily for nature protection purposes. ‘

<

*National Park: Protected area managed primarily for ecosystem conservation and recreation. ‘

®Natural monument: Protected area managed primarily for the conservation of specific natural features. ‘

\/ eHabitat/species management area: Protected area managed primarily for conservation, with management level
v intervention.

J

eProtected Landscape and Seascape: Protected area managed primarily for landscape and seascape conservation and
v recreation.

eProtected area with managed resources: Protected area managed primarily for the sustainable use of natural ecosystems. ‘

Figure 1. Protected area management categories. Note: Own elaboration.

Recreation and tourism management are among the purposes of the protected area categories,
except for category la, which corresponds to the strict nature reserve managed for scientific purposes.
Biodiversity protection is not the sole purpose, although a special policy to protect and maintain
biodiversity is required [56].

Marine protected areas have gained increased recognition in recent years. There are more than
2,000 marine protected areas, representing approximately 2.5 million km2 . These include terrestrial
sites, reefs, seagrass beds, shipwrecks, archaeological sites, brackish coastal lagoons, mud flats, salt
marshes, mangroves and rock shelves [57].

The complexity of protected area management indicates that much remains to be done to
improve the effectiveness of protected area management [58]. Of key importance is the consideration
that when agro-tourism is undertaken, precise management frameworks and strategies are put in
place to ensure that the natural and cultural values of protected areas are maintained.

Regardless of the agro-tourism activities that take place in the context of protected areas, access
to other areas for tourism activities must be carefully observed, which is a relevant challenge
involving complex judgements about the trade-offs between agro-tourism development, resource
value protection and local community interests [58].

Agro-tourism in protected areas is revived from the tourists' conception. The need for a close
encounter with others in order to exchange with exotic populations and landscapes, and the search
for a return to nature as a source of physical and mental health, are ideological conceptions that
favour the choice of agrotourism based on the environment of protected areas [59].

Sustainable agrotourism in the context of protected areas seeks to offer spaces and an interesting
leisure practice, which emerges from unique living experiences based on the exchange of diverse
cultures and the enjoyment of natural landscapes, which satisfy the preferences of tourists and a
return to nature Hiernaux-Nicolas, D, 2002.

In the management of agro-tourism in the context of protected areas, in addition to the activities
themselves, which allow direct contact with agricultural functions and resources, cultural exchange
is also important, as it provides an incursion into the knowledge of manifestations rooted in ancestral
culture and which form an inseparable part of the identity of the people. Visits to museums play an
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important role in education and the preservation of local, regional and national identity [60,61]. Visits
to archaeological sites and areas are a special attraction for visitors who prefer to enjoy the historical
and cultural values of the community [62].

1.3.1. Protected Areas in Ecuador

In Ecuador, tourism in protected areas emerged in the 1980s as a result of the influx and boom
in rural tourism and indigenous tourism, which emerged as a response of indigenous peoples and
Montubio nationalities to the exploitation of natural resources by large oil companies and agricultural
enterprises, which sowed poverty and environmental pollution at the cost of depredating the
country's natural resources [63].

The first manifestation of tourism in protected areas in Ecuador took place in 1979 in the
community of Agua Blanca, located in the Machalilla National Park in the province of Manabi [62,64],
but the weak promotion works for this type of tourism prevented the experiences from being known,
as well as not considering agro-tourism, which could represent an interesting offer for the demand
profile related to nature tourism and indigenous tourism.

The current focus is on promoting sustainable agro-tourism in the context of Ecuador's protected
areas. The adoption of environmental protection protocols capable of filling the gaps and
inadequacies of other tourism models and creating a management environment based on innovation
and endogenism to face the challenges imposed by the changing situation of today's world through
compliance with the institutional regulatory framework, self-regulation linked to protection, high
environmental awareness that guarantee the success of agro-tourism activity in the context of
protected areas [65].

The experiences of the research carried out in the Bigodi community on the African continent
may be useful for opening up Ecuadorian agrotourism. The results showed that residents considered
agrotourism to be capable of creating community social development, improving agricultural
markets and generating income and good fortune [66].

Another experience that can be useful for the development of agrotourism in Ecuador is the
research carried out in Turkey in 2011, which served to determine the limitations related to tourism
due to the lack of identification and classification of nature tourism resources, which allowed the
identification and classification of a group of natural resources and determined their tourism value.
The results showed that the level of environmental degradation in the studied area was very low,
which required an approach that unveiled a high potential for tourism development [67]. Other
studies with similar objectives were developed in the Latin American area in Belize [68], Dominica
[69], Peru [70] and Brazil [71].

1.4. Sustainability Dimensions and Indicators

Loor-Bravo, Plaza-Macias and Medina-Valdés reflect on the challenges facing tourism and
consider that the sustainability of the sector cannot be sustained by unrealistic project discourses that
deviate from the dimensions and fulfilment of sustainability indicators [72].

Sustainable agrotourism aims to balance the economic, social, environmental and cultural
dimensions of education to ensure long-term benefits for the local community and visitors. Figure 2
shows the dimensions of sustainable agrotourism [73].
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¢|t involves income and employment

. generation for the local community, as

Economic well as the promotion of local agricultural
products.

* |t focusas on improving the guality of
life of local residents, preserving culture
and traditions and encouraging
community participation.

# [t seeks the protection of the environment, the
sustainable management of natural resources
and the promotion of envircnmentally friendly
aericultural practices.

Social

Environmental

Gocio-coltural ¢ [t includes preservation of cultural heritage
and aducaki 1 and education of wvisitors on sustainable
agricultural practices.

¢ |t includes the planning and territorial organization of
Govemance sustainable agrotourism, the establishment of public and
private policies for the development of agrotourism
projects, citizen participation through the coordination of
actors and managers of the economic and governmental
sectors involved, the definition of management models and
legal instruments, and the establishment of good practices
for sustainable agrotourism.

Figure 2. Dimensions of sustainable agrotourism. Note: own elaboration.

Agrotourism sustainability indicators are metrics used for the evaluation and measurement of
the economic, social and environmental impact of tourism activities in rural and agricultural areas.
They are essential to ensure that agritourism practices are sustainable in the long term, to benefit local
communities, the environment and meet visitor expectations [74].

The model of sustainable agro-tourism in the context of protected areas is based on the fulfilment
of a group of indicators that determine the sustainability of agro-tourism management in the
conditions of protected areas, which will allow for a process of evaluation and continuous
improvement, making it possible to evaluate and improve agro-tourism activity based on the real
situation in which it is carried out [75].

The importance of sustainability indicators for agrotourism is that they are tools that serve to
ensure that agrotourism activity is not only a source of income and development for rural
communities, but also serves as an environmentally friendly and socially responsible activity [76].

Agrotourism sustainability indicators enable the identification of areas for continuous
improvement and the implementation of more sustainable and efficient practices. They foster
transparency and accountability in agrotourism management, improve trust and support from the
community and visitors. Provide essential information for informed decision-making by agrotourism
stakeholders, governments and non-governmental organisations. Enable the identification of areas
for improvement and the implementation of sustainable and efficient practices. They help to promote
and disseminate good practices and serve as a reference for other agrotourism projects [76].

There are three basic types of indicators for sustainable agrotourism, as shown in Figure 3.
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+ Income Generated: Measured by the additional income earned by the enterprise and the rural community through
agritourism.

» Employment: Measured by the number of jobs created and maintained by the agritourism.

» Economic Diversification: This is done by assessing the diversification of income sources for the rural community.

+ Community Involvement: Measured by the degree of local community involvement and benefit from agritourism activities.

» Education and Awareness: Measured by the impact on visitor and community education and awareness of sustainable
agricultural practices and environmental conservation.

» Quality of Life: Estimated by the improvement in the quality of life of local residents as a result of agritourism.

« Conservation of Matural Resources: Measured by assessing the impact of agro-tourism on seil, water and biodiversity
conservation. Level of endogenism.

+ Waste Management: It is calculated from the practices and waste management and recycling implemented in the
agritourism facilities.

+ Energy Use: Estimated from the efficient use of energy resources. Use of renewable energy sources and energy efficiency in
tourism activities.

» Planning and land management: Measured based on compliance with planning and land management policies in the
interest of promoting agrotourism.

+ Management models and legal instruments: It is estimated on the basis of compliance with the established regulatory
e framework and the management model established to promote agrotourism.

+ Innovation and good practices: Measured by the level of innovation and continuous improvement in agrotourism.

Figure 3. Indicators of sustainable agrotourism. Note: own elaboration.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

The development of tourism in Ecuador as an economic activity began in 1930 with the
enactment of the Tourism Promotion Law. At the end of the first half of the 20th century, operations
began with the creation of the first travel agency called Ecuadorian Tours, which began to develop
variants of mass tourism. In later years, other variants of alternative tourism emerged as an important
socio-economic factor in economically and socially vulnerable areas, especially those in rural
environments [77].

Ecuador's National System of Protected Areas comprises 26,208,785.38 hectares, representing
19.42% of the country's territory. Due to the country's geographical location, there is a high level of
biodiversity. It has 14 national parks: Machalilla, Cayambe, Coca, Cotacachi-Cayapas, Cotopaxi,
Llanganates, Sangay, El Cajas, Podocarpus, Yacuri, Antisana, Sumaco-Napo-Galeras, Rio Negro
Sopladora and Yasuni T/T [78].

The research was carried out in the Machalilla National Park (PNM), which is a natural protected
area (NPA) located in the Ecuadorian coastal territory, specifically in the south of the province of
Manabi. It occupies part of the municipal territories of Puerto Lopez and Jipijapa, in the parishes of
Puerto Cayo, Machalilla, Julcuy and Puerto Lépez [78]. In 1979 it was founded in the Agua Blanca
community, which is a community tourism establishment located within the boundaries of the
Machalilla National Park [62].

The MNP was created on 26 July 1979 and is part of Ecuador's national system of protected areas.
It is named after one of the primitive cultures that inhabited the Pacific coast between 1800 and 1000
BC. It encompasses a wide terrestrial and maritime area where there is an important biodiversity of
flora and fauna, due to the presence of the last tropical dry forest in the country, with more than 150
endemic species, and the marine area is the nesting area for the four species of turtles registered in
Ecuador and the mating area for humpback whales [78].

Figure 4 shows the map of the province of Manabi where Machalilla National Park is located.
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Figure 4. Map of the province of Manabi with Machalilla National Park. Note: own elaboration.

Tourist attractions in the MNP include Los Frailes beach, Isla de la Plata and the community of
Agua Blanca. There are important archaeological sites that document human occupation dating back
5,000 years and constitute a special attraction for the visit of the archaeological museum that exists in
Agua Blanca.

The families living within the boundaries of the MNP are engaged in agricultural activities, small
livestock breeding, artisanal fishing, and the women spend their time making handicrafts. The social
situation is not satisfactory; it is common to find small localities with a high degree of vulnerability.
The communities Salaite and Pueblo Nuevo are located on the coast and their main economic activity
is artisanal fishing; the rest are surrounded by mountainous terrain with a subsistence based on small
farms, as is the case of San Isidro, Cerro Mero, Julcuy, Platanales and El Pital. The site known as
Guale, where the Agua Blanca tourist facility is located, stands out, as it manages to achieve a certain
level of sustainable development with respect to the enhancement of its natural and cultural
resources from a community organisational base that is closely linked to the environment in a
sustainable manner [62,78,79].

Hence the importance of addressing agro-tourism as a key element for the sustainability of the
socio-economic development of families and localities, which is one of the determining factors of the
MNP as an agro-tourism destination, which can represent a demand profile for visitors interested in
this type of tourism that guarantees security and unique and unrepeatable experiences.

2.2. Research Methods

The research was conducted from 15 March to 30 November 2023. It offers a mixed approach
combining qualitative and quantitative research, which made it possible to analyse the problem
starting from a premise, in order to reach precise conclusions on the studied topic. Consultations with
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specialists in the field of tourism and the formation of focus groups with the actors involved in rural
tourism were considered.

In the discussion groups, some institutions of the territory participated, such as: Ministry of
Tourism, Ministry of Agriculture and Ministry of Environment, for the identification and evaluation
of the conceptual elements and practical experiences related to the research.

The research aims to provide theoretical assessments on the relevance of sustainable
agrotourism within the boundaries of the PNM as an environmental option for participatory
governance, which represents a development alternative called to become a key economic activity
based on the use of endogenous resources, capable of replacing the variants of extractivist economy
polluting the environment, to reduce the poverty gap and social precariousness in the localities that
are located within the boundaries of the park.

The research is based on the deductive method that made it possible to appreciate the research
problem, contextualise and reinforce the general theories linked to sustainable agro-tourism in the
conditions of protected areas, operationalise the variables, their dimensions and indicators, carry out
a statistical analysis of the data and reach precise conclusions on the significance of sustainable agro-
tourism for environmental development and the governance of the local communities located within
the boundaries of the MNP.

Figure 5 presents the diagram of the methodology applied for the research.

[ Development of the research idea ]

= Data collection :
Conductlng_ the and statistical Interpretation of
study design 5 results
analysis.

‘ Qualitative- ‘

. 4

Review of general
theories related
to agrotourism
and protected
areas.

Analysis, problem
statementand
formulation of

the problem.

Preparation of the

report of the
results and their
publication

Frame of reference
(literature)

quantitative

Definition of the
sample

‘ Access to the sample

Figure 5. Diagram of the research methodology. Note: Own elaboration.

The research is deductive, analytical, descriptive and explanatory, which allowed the analysis
of the literature consulted to discover the significance of sustainable agro-tourism in the context of
protected areas. This made it possible to integrate the contributions of qualitative and quantitative
analyses in the treatment and processing of the results of the surveys carried out with families living
within the boundaries of the PNM.

Among the techniques applied was the historical-logical analysis that allowed the examination
of tourism development in Ecuador from its beginnings as an economic activity and the emergence
of agro-tourism as an alternative for less favoured rural communities.

The systematic review of literature and primary source documents allowed for the analysis of
scientific articles, theses, books and primary source documents related to the topic of study from its
different conceptual denominations. The selection of documents included a rigorous review of the
related literature, with a special focus on publications from 2018 to 2022. Descriptive statistical
analysis using the statistical package for social sciences SPSS version 22 was used in the study.

A structured survey was applied to a non-probabilistic sample of 30 volunteers linked to tourism
management in the territory, of which 10 correspond to the tourism sector of the MNP and 20 tourism
stakeholders in the territory of the province of Manabi, as well as 20 tourists enjoying the tourism
products of Agua Blanca and Los Frailes beach, with the aim of verifying the significance of
sustainable agro-tourism activity for community development, poverty reduction and the
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precariousness of families in the specific conditions of protected areas. The instruments were applied
throughout the year 2023.

The survey for tourists consisted of a semantic differential related to the indicators of sustainable
agrotourism and was elaborated in Spanish, English and French, in order to facilitate its application
and processing.

The structured survey for the actors of the tourism sector in the territory consisted of a Likert
scalogram on the indicators of sustainable agrotourism in the specific conditions of the MNP where:
1 meant the highest degree of disagreement and 5 meant the highest degree of agreement on the
indicators to be evaluated.

A mixed research approach relevant to the nature of the object of study was used and the
strengths of the qualitative and quantitative approach were integrated [80].

3. Results
3.1. Profile of the Participants

All respondents selected for the sample participated actively. 57% of the participants are male
and 43% are female. 32% had completed higher education, 55% had basic general education and
baccalaureate and 13% had basic education. In terms of age, 86.5% were aged between 21 and 35.

Table 1 shows the results of the survey carried out among the tourism actors in the territory, on
the valuation of the economic indicators of sustainable agro-tourism in the conditions of the protected
area (PNM).

Table 1. Valuation of the economic indicators of sustainable agrotourism in the MNP.

Participation
Stronel Neither agree
Economic indicators Frequencies . &Y Disagree nor disagree Agree Strongly agree Average rating
disagree o
(indifferent)
(1 point) (2 points) (3 points) (4 points) (5 points)
Generation of addltx.onal income 0 ) 4 18 6 3,9
for the family.
Generation of additional
economic income for the 1 3 5 12 9 3,8
community.
Generation of jf)bs within the 0 1 4 10 15 43
family.
Generation of ]?bs in the 30 1 2 3 14 10 4
community.
Diversification of sources of
economic income for the 2 1 2 13 12 4,1
community.
Increased e.conomlc pef‘fﬁ)rmance 0 ) ” 14 1 42
of agricultural activity.
Average. 1 1,8 3,6 13,4 10,4 4

Note: own elaboration.

Figure 6 shows evidence of the above by reflecting the average ranges related to the valuations
given by the tourism stakeholders of the territory on the economic indicators of sustainable
agrotourism.
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Generation of
additional income for

the family.
5
Increase of the 4 Generation of
economic results of additional economic
the agricultural income for the
activity. community.

Diversification of the
sources of economic Generation of jobs

income for the within the family.

community.

Generation of jobs in
the community.

Figure 6. Average ranges of the valuations given by tourism stakeholders in the territory to the
economic indicators. Note: own elaboration.

It can be seen that 79% of the tourism stakeholders surveyed agree that sustainable agro-tourism
in the context of protected areas generates additional economic income and jobs for families and the
community, as well as becoming an element that diversifies the sources of economic income at the
local level, thus reducing poverty, improving living conditions and increasing the economic results
of local agricultural activities. Despite this, 9.3% disagree and 12% are indifferent, which may be due
to a lack of knowledge and preparation of some tourism actors about the economic impact of agro-
tourism for families and the community.

Table 2 shows the results of the survey of tourism actors in the territory, on the valuation of the
social indicators of sustainable agrotourism in the conditions of the protected area (PNM).

Table 2. Assessment of the socio-cultural indicators of sustainable agrotourism in the PNM.

Participation
Stronel Neither agree
Sociocultural indicators Frequencies TongTy Disagree nor disagree Agree Strongly agree Average rating
disagree o
(indifferent)
(1 point) (2 points) (3 points) (4 points) (5 points)
Participation and socia.l benefit 1 5 6 10 8 36
to the whole family.
Participation and social benefit ” 6 5 8 9 35

to the whole local community.

Education and awareness of 30
sustainable agricultural practices 3 4 5 8 10 3,6
in the local community.

Education and awareness of
sustainable agricultural practices 0 3 4 12 11 4
among visitors.
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Increased quaht.y of life for the 0 3 5 8 14 41
family.
Increasing the quality of life of » 1 3 9 15 41

the local community

Promotion of cultural traditions
in agricultural practices and the
preservation of the identity, 0 2 3 12 13 4,2
traditions and customs of the
local community.

Average. 1,3 3,7 4,7 9,2 11,2 3,8

Note: own elaboration.

Figure 7 shows a graphical analysis of the average ranges of the ratings given by tourism
stakeholders in the territory on the social indicators of sustainable agrotourism.

Participation and social
benefit for the whole

family.
5
Promotion of cultural
traditions in agricultural 4 Participation and social
practices and the benefit to the whole local
preservation of the community.
identity, traditions and...
Education and awareness
Increased quality of life for of sustainable agricultural
the local community. practices in the local

community.

Education and awareness
of sustainable agricultural
practices in visitors.

Increased quality of life for
the family.

Figure 7. Average ranges of the ratings given by tourism stakeholders in the territory to the social
indicators. Note: Prepared by the authors.

The results of the survey of tourism stakeholders in the territory on the valuation of social
indicators show that 68% of the surveyed tourism stakeholders agree with the criteria that agro-
tourism involves participation and socially benefits the local family and society, that agro-tourism
promotes education and awareness of sustainable agricultural practices in the local community and
visitors, as well as that agro-tourism promotes the increase of the quality of life of the local family
and the local community. However, 16.6% disagree and 15.6% are indifferent to this. This problem
may be due to the low level of preparation of some tourism actors about the social impact of agro-
tourism for the families, the community and the visitors themselves.

Table 3 shows the results of the analysis of the data from the survey of tourism actors in the
territory, on the valuation of the environmental indicators of sustainable agro-tourism in the
conditions of the protected area (PNM).

Table 3. Assessment of the environmental indicators of sustainable agrotourism in the MNP.
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Participation
Stronel Neither agree
Environmental indicators Frequencies . &Y Disagree nor disagree Agree Strongly agree Average rating
disagree L
(indifferent)
(1 point) (2 points) (3 points) (4 points) (5 points)
Agro-tourism promo.tes soil and 0 0 4 1 14 43
water protection.
Agro-t(')urlsm faV(.)urs ?he 0 0 3 1 16 44
protection of biodiversity.
It is based on endogenous » 5 3 9 1 37
development.
It t i tal t
promotes environmental waste ” 3 6 8 1 38
management and practices. 30
Promotes recycling and reuse of 0 2 4 1 1 41
resources.
Promotion of efficient energy 0 3 3 1 13 41
use.
Promotion of the use of 0 3 2 9 16 43
renewable energy sources.
Average. 0,6 2,3 3,6 10,3 13,1 4,1

Note: own elaboration.

Figure 8 shows a graphical analysis related to the average ranges of the ratings given by the
tourism stakeholders of the territory on the environmental indicators of sustainable agrotourism.

Agritourism favours the
protection of soil and

water.
5
Promotion of the use of Agro-tourism favours the
renewable energy protection of
sources. biodiversity.
Promotion of the Support for endogenous
efficient use of energy. development.

It favours environmental
waste management and
practices.

Favours recycling and
reuse of resources.

Figure 8. Average ranges of the ratings given by tourism stakeholders in the territory to the
environmental indicators. Note: Prepared by the authors.

The results of the survey showed that 78.4% of the tourism stakeholders consider that agro-
tourism favours the protection of soil, water and biodiversity, is based on the notion of endogenism,
favours environmental practices and management of waste, recycling and reuse of resources,
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promotes the efficient use of energy and the use of renewable sources. However, 9.6% disagree and
12% are indifferent. This problem may be influenced by the deficient level of preparation that some
tourism actors have regarding the environmental impact of sustainable agro-tourism in the territory.

Table 4 shows the results of the analysis of the data from the survey of tourism stakeholders in
the territory, on the evaluation of the governance indicators of sustainable agrotourism in the
conditions of the protected area (PNM).

Table 4. Assessment of the indicators of governance of sustainable agrotourism in the PNM.

Participation
Stronel Neither agree
Governance indicators Frequencies rongy Disagree nor disagree Agree Strongly agree Average rating
disagree 1
(indifferent)
(1 point) (2 points) (3 points) (4 points) (5 points)
Involvement of. the local 0 0 3 1 16 44
community.
Informatlofq tranéparency.and 0 0 2 9 19 46
access to timely information.
Accountablhty to the 0 1 2 1 16 44
community.
Equity in the fair .chstrlbutlon of 0 0 3 10 17 45
benefits.
30
High governance capacity. 0 0 2 12 16 4,5
Integration of protection policies 0 0 1 1 18 46

with other sectoral policies.
Long-term maintenance of the
resources and services provided 0 0 2 10 18 45

by protected areas.

Average. 0 0,1 2,2 10,5 17,2 45

Note: own elaboration.

Figure 9 shows a graphical analysis of the average ranges of the ratings given by the tourism
stakeholders of the territory on the governance indicators of sustainable agrotourism.
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benefits.
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Figure 9. Average ranges of the ratings given by tourism stakeholders in the territory to the
governance indicators. Note: own elaboration.

The results of the survey showed that 93% of the respondents consider that the involvement of
the local community in the agro-tourism activity makes it feasible and favours appropriate decision-
making. They point out that transparency and access to timely information facilitates the proper
management of the enterprise. They see accountability to the community as a monitoring tool for
continuous improvement. They appreciate the equitable and fair distribution of benefits as an
element that enables the strengthening of performance in agrotourism. Governance as an expression
of capacity for the fulfilment of environmental protection objectives. They consider of great
importance the integration of protection policies with those of a sectoral nature to guarantee the
adequate performance of sustainable agro-tourism management, as well as the long-term
maintenance of the resources and services of the protected area in the interest of guaranteeing
sustainable agro-tourism.

Table 5 shows the results of the semantic differential applied to the sample of tourists on the
valuation of the indicators of sustainable agrotourism in the conditions of the protected area (PNM).

Table 5. Results of the semantic differential on the valuation of the indicators of sustainable
agrotourism by tourists.

Indicators Participation
Uncertain Indifferent True

Agro-tourism generates additional income for the rural family. 0 2 18

Agro-tourism generates employment for the rural family and the local 0 1 19
community.

Agro-tourism generates social benefits for the local community. 0 3 17

Agro-tourism promotes sustainable agricultural practices and 1 3 16

environmental protection.
Agro-tourism contributes to improving the living conditions of the 0 3 17
local community.

Agro-tourism promotes the protection of soil, water, diversity and 1 3 16
endogenism.

Agro-tourism promotes waste management and resource recycling. 0 2 18

Agritourism promotes the efficient use and saving of energy. 0 2 18

Agritourism promotes the use of renewable energy sources. 0 5 15
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Note: own elaboration.

Figure 10 shows a graphical analysis related to the semantic differential on the valuation of the
indicators of sustainable agrotourism by tourists.

H uncertain Indifferent True

Agritourism promotes the use of renewable energy sources.
Agro-tourism promotes efficient use and saving of energy.
Agro-tourism promotes waste management and recycling of resources.
Agro-tourism promotes soil conservation, water, diversity and... mmm
Agro-tourism contributes to improving the living conditions of the...
Agro-tourism promotes sustainable agricultural practices and... mmm
Agritourism generates social benefits for the local community.
Agro-tourism generates employment for the rural family and the local...

Agro-tourism generates additional income for the rural family.

Figure 10. Results of the analysis of the semantic differential on the valuation of the indicators of
sustainable agrotourism by tourists. Note: own elaboration.

The results of the survey showed that 85.6% of the surveyed tourists consider that sustainable
agro-tourism in the context of protected areas is able to generate additional economic income to the
rural family, generate jobs to the family and the community, to bring social benefits to the
community, promote sustainable agricultural practices and environmental protection, contribute to
improving the living conditions of the local community, promote the conservation of soil, water,
diversity and endogenism, encourage proper waste management and recycling of resources, efficient
use and saving of energy, as well as the use of renewable sources. However, 13.3% were indifferent
and 1.1% disagreed.

4. Discussion

Hernandez-Mogollén, Campdn-Cerro, Leco-Berrocal, and Pérez-Diaz argue that agrotourism
represents an important potential to boost the sustainable diversification of agricultural production,
but faces challenges that must be overcome, such as income generation, landscape preservation and
rural heritage conservation [81]. Aspects that must be considered with particular importance when
analysing agro-tourism in the context of protected areas.

Nature tourism and rural tourism have a close relationship with agrotourism, which can be
clearly seen when it comes to tourism activities in protected areas. Both modalities operate in the
context and experiences of the natural environment and rural life. They are preferred modes of
tourism for visitors who want to get away from urban life and enjoy outdoor activities in a healthy
natural environment. It includes trekking and participation in the economic support of rural life.
Agro-tourism can be a powerful tool for sustainable rural development and the promotion of
environmental conservation and local culture [81]. In accordance with the protection objectives
required in protected areas.

The complex and multifaceted relationship between agriculture, tourism, nature tourism, rural
tourism and sustainable agro-tourism can be better understood through various studies that explore
these issues from different perspectives. The integration of agriculture with tourism especially
through agro-tourism promotes and encourages sustainable development of rural areas. Agritourism
allows visitors to experience rural life first-hand in an unforgettable way and to participate in
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agricultural activities, thus diversifying sources of income for farmers and promoting the protection
of the environment and local culture [82]. In line with the objectives pursued in protected areas.

Agritourism promotes sustainable rural development by combining agriculture and tourism to
promote economic sustainability, employment generation and the strengthening of local identity [83].
Proper agrotourism management promotes sustainable agriculture and rural development to create
economic opportunities that favour farmers, local communities and environmental preservation [84].

Effective agrotourism management requires the exercise of effective stewardship of economic
management and appropriate use of resources, equitable distribution of benefits and includes the
reduction of environmental impact for the benefit of the community [85]. Trade-offs between
performance, profitability and social, human and environmental performance need to be considered
[86].

In countries such as Hungary, similar measures are applied to the agrotourism modality by
modifying the National Tourism Development Strategy 2.0 with the aim of implementing a type of
rural tourism, which is sustainable and of high quality, benefits the local population and promotes
integrated rural development [87]. To complete the initiative, the direct participation of tourists and
visitors in agricultural work should be introduced, which is conducive to raising education,
awareness of visitors and the community about sustainable agricultural practices and respect for the
environment. These aspects should be considered with special attention when analysing agro-
tourism in the context of protected areas.

The integration of agriculture with tourism through sustainable agro-tourism constitutes a
promising way for socially responsible performance of sustainable rural development. The
integration of agriculture and tourism allows the diversification of income sources for farmers and
the socio-economic development of local communities, promotes environmental protection, local
culture and contributes to the socio-economic development of rural areas. In Russia, its contribution
to sustainable rural development is analysed by proposing a concept for its development based on
the analysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats [88]. This constitutes a contribution
to the application of agro-tourism in the context of protected areas.

The development of agro-tourism represents a significant impact for the local community
economy. Its application favours the diversification of agricultural production, increasing
competitiveness and promoting the development of tourism infrastructures. It demonstrates that it
is an important source of income for farmers and contributes to the socio-economic and
environmental development of rural localities, especially those located within protected areas [89].

5. Conclusions

Despite the need to promote the development of agricultural production and the socio-economic
progress of rural areas in Ecuador, there is still no consolidated tourism product in the agro-tourism
modality, which is due to the lack of knowledge and the weak institutional support for the activity,
which is more accentuated in the rural context of protected areas.

Ecuador's protected areas are located in rural areas characterised by poverty, unemployment
and precariousness, with low technological investment in agriculture, livestock and other activities
such as artisanal fishing and the production of handicrafts.

Through the method of scientific observation and the surveys applied, the fieldwork revealed
that most of the tourism actors surveyed recognise the potential of sustainable agro-tourism in the
context of protected areas as a viable solution for the diversification of economic income that allows
for the reduction of poverty and the improvement of the living conditions of the community. They
agree that it socially benefits the family and the local community through education and awareness
of sustainable agricultural practices, favours the conservation of soil, water and biodiversity, with the
sustenance of resources in an endogenous communitarian and participatory notion, which favours
an adequate management and recycling of resources, energy efficiency and the use of renewable
sources.

The application of the semantic differential to tourists revealed that most of them consider
sustainable agrotourism in the context of protected areas as a form of tourism that generates
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additional economic income for the rural family, promotes employment, provides social benefits for
the community by promoting sustainable agricultural practices, environmental protection, the
appropriate use of energy resources and the use of renewable energy sources.

Agro-tourism in the context of protected areas is characterised by the close linkage of tourism
leisure with the practice of activities in rural environments and other rural work, as well as the notion
of endogenous rural development to satisfy the demand for tourism resources, as conditions that
allow sustainable tourism to be harmonised with the requirements established for protected areas, in
the interest of achieving sustainable community development in the rural territory through the
implementation of tourism activities, which implies the need to distinguish the type of sustainable
agro-tourism, which pursues the satisfaction of visitors' expectations through rewarding experiences,
the protection of the environment, the socio-economic benefit of the host communities and the respect
of the culture and traditions of the territory, without leaving a negative footprint for future travellers.

Sustainable agrotourism in the context of protected areas is capable of imprinting an integral
and holistic synergistic effect on tourism activity, by integrating agricultural work and the life
experiences of the peasant family, which makes it possible to generate a novel result that is superior
from a qualitative and quantitative point of view, allowing for the reduction of poverty, the
precariousness of rural life, creating better conditions for the environmental preservation of the
protected territory and contributing to the fulfilment of the Sustainable Development Goals and the
2030 Agenda.

The relevance of the research results lies in the nature of the results that allow the assessment of
the relevance of sustainable agrotourism in the context of protected areas as an interesting alternative,
which enables the diversification of economic income for producers, allows the reduction of poverty,
guarantees a greater supply of jobs and reduces the precariousness of rural territory, with the creation
of better conditions that favour compliance with the established environmental protection measures
and regulations.

The research seeks to reopen the debate on the relevance of agrotourism in the context of
protected areas, which due to environmental regulations are limited to undertake other forms of
tourism that allow them to diversify sources of income, generate jobs, improve living conditions and
contribute to the sustainable development of rural communities.

The main limitation of the study is that, despite the economic, social, cultural and environmental
benefits that agrotourism offers, the reality is that it lacks adequate infrastructure, lack of preparation
on the part of agrotourism operators and actors, which implies the need for education and training
for farmers and the need to articulate government support policies that encourage the promotion and
promotion of agrotourism as an effective tool for sustainable rural development. This is influenced
by the lack of integration of actors in the ministries of agriculture, tourism, water and environment,
as well as the participation of government bodies, articulation with communities and their
involvement in endogenous development projects for sustainable agrotourism.

It is recommended that future studies continue to deepen the debate on agrotourism in the
context of protected areas, based on new experiences that allow a more complete and specific analysis
of the socio-economic, environmental and governance benefits and examples of good practices for
achieving appropriate synergies between agriculture, tourism, environment, government and
communities to enhance the endogenous development of sustainable agrotourism in host
communities.

To develop future research that delves into innovation and the role of the technological
revolution in sustainable agrotourism projects based on the development of Agriculture 4.0 and the
use of the 4Rs in agriculture, a challenge that must be incorporated into sustainable agrotourism
projects and its implication for moving towards smart tourism destinations in sustainable
agrotourism.
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