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Thinking Outside the Box: Environment and Tourism Can Work Together

Bernie Solymár

Long Point Biosphere Reserve Foundation

Norfolk County is truly a unique and wonderful place – diverse agriculture, viable industries and businesses, sleepy rural hamlets, small towns acting as tourist magnets, sun soaked beaches, fascinating heritage and culture, and large natural spaces and resources. The last one is significant in Southern Ontario, a blending zone of more southhern, “Carolinian” animal and plant species and more northern temperate species. The result – a melting pot of plants, insects, fish, amphibians, reptiles, birds and mammals – more biodiversity than anywhere else in Canada!
Long Point, recognized as a UNESCO world biosphere reserve for its unique Great Lakes coastal ecosystem, is a natural draw for many visitors and locals with its beautiful beaches, dunes, and many water sports including fishing, boating, and scuba diving. The Long Point area has a vibrant community of cottages, marinas, restaurants, stores, motels and bed-and-breakfasts, and is a haven for fishermen, campers, cyclists, birders and naturalists, boaters and cottagers. 
But tourism comes with costs – too many people impacting the privacy of locals, increased pressure on further development (i.e. need for more motels, restaurants and stores), more garbage, and a significant strain on our natural areas…... but there is another kind of tourism, one that encourages local communities to use their natural resources responsibility, to support biodiversity, and to reduce our environmental footprint while maintaining economic viability. 
 The Long Point World Biosphere Reserve Foundation (LPWBRF) supports the definition of sustainable tourism jointly developed by Parks Canada and the Tourism Industry Association of Canada, as “tourism which actively fosters appreciation and stewardship of the natural, cultural and historic resources and special places by local residents, the tourism industry, governments and visitors. It is tourism which can be sustained over the long term because it results in a net benefit for the social, economic, natural and cultural environments of the area in which it takes place.”
Over the last few years the LPWBRF has hosted several community stakeholder meetings, conferences and workshops that focus on sustainable tourism. It is not a concept that is always grasped readily – it requires a different mind set – a certain “thinking outside the box” mentality. It’s not thousands of bikes roaring into Port Dover, its not Pottahawk Weekend, its not crowded beaches, its not busloads of out-of-towners coming to look at Simcoe’s Christmas Panorama and then leaving again after a few hours.

Here’s a specific example of what sustainable tourism is not and what it can be:

 This past March, at the peak of the tundra swan migration northwards to their breeding grounds, a group of ornithologists rented buses out of Toronto that brought them to the Causeway. They parked, got out with their cameras, binoculars and birding guides and spent a few hours observing the swans and other wildlife. They ate a box lunch, prepared by the busline and left several hours later to return to their homes in and around Toronto. Over all they brought nothing to our community but some pollution (from the bus), some garbage (from the box lunches) and some trampled vegetation (not to mention a few agitated drivers on the Causeway that had to avoid hitting “road birders”). The visitors took with them some photographs and, perhaps, a few memories of rude drivers honking at them to get off the road.
Here’s the “sustainable” version – the ornithologists contact a local eco-tourism business to arrange a visit to Long Point to view swans. The local company arranges transportation from Toronto through a bus company, which pays a stipend to the local company for contracting them. The ornithologists arrive at a drop-off in Port Rowan where they are met by a nature interpreter who welcomes them and provides them with a brief history of the area. The ornithologists are “bused” in smaller vehicles to the CWS viewing platform on the Causeway. They are accompanied by a local bird expert from Bird Studies Canada, who not only talks about tundra swans but the other wildlife found here, and the hydrological properties of Big Creek and the Inner Bay. The birders are then hosted at a local restaurant where they enjoy a lunch prepared with locally grown food. They browse in a store where they pick up some gifts for the grandkids and a book on local birding destinations (for the next time they visit). They return to their bus in Port Rowan, do a brief tour of the wind turbine farm to the west and then head home after a fulfilling day at Long Point. And what did they leave? Money for the eco-tourism business for organizing the trip and for the interpreter, money at the local restaurant, money in the gift store,…. and some footprints. What did they take? Photographs, a better understanding of our local ecology and wildlife, a full belly, a few gifts, good memories of a unique area (hopefully to return again soon), and a lighter wallet.
On May 27th the LPWBRF hosted a “Sustainable Eco-tourism Stakeholders Workshop” at Bird Studies Canada. Attendees included representatives from the Ministry of Tourism, Norfolk County, Long Point Provincial Park, the local Chamber of Commerce, South Coast Bed and Breakfast Association, local businesses, naturalists, and 2 professors from the Tourism and the Environment Program at Brock University. We completed a SWOT analysis – our local strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats/challenges. The group then discussed ways in which we can promote sustainable tourism in Long Point and Norfolk. We agreed that our first step is to create an inventory of the natural features and expertise we have that can help promote eco-tourism, then develop a strategic plan for local sustainable eco-tourism, and develop sound partnerships to help facilitate and implement eco-tourism opportunities here. 
Anyone interested in taking part of the planning process please contact us at 519-410-8878 or brcoordinator@lpwbrf.ca.
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