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Abstract

The study’s primary purpose is to explore the present status, the prevailing obstacles
and possible prospects for ecotourism sustainability, and what eco-friendly initiatives
and management strategies the tourism actors use to create sustainable ecotourism.
This study uses qualitative research methods, such as Focus Group Discussion (FGD),
Professional Discussion, and Field Observations. It is explanatory and descriptive in
nature. The study was conducted in the Sylhet region of Bangladesh from 2021 to
2022. In addition to primary empirical data, this study also uses some secondary data
for review analysis. The study identifies several exciting tourism spots that have great
potential to become sustainable ecotourism sites in the Sylhet region of Bangladesh.
The research findings show that Sylhet is where most of Bangladesh's tea is grown.
Sylhet also has shrines, hills, forests, tree plantations, and haors, bringing in many
tourists each year and increasing its market share. However, this research identified
a set of prevailing constraints that should be improved for domestic and international
tourists and people who work in the tourism industry. To ensure sustainability,
ecotourism management strategies can play a dominant role. The study strongly urges
ensuring environmental and social sustainability. In addition, some other factors, such
as biodiversity conservation, are preconditions for sustainable ecotourism. Future
researchers, policymakers in the tourism sector, government regulators and decision-
makers, employees of different associative organizations, and tourists will directly
benefit from this study's findings.
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1. Introduction

Ecotourism and conservation are significant issues of concern in studying tourism. The
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relationship between ecotourism and biodiversity conservation is still dynamic and
promising, especially in emerging economies. A recent study finds that ecotourism
development and conservation can be positively interlinked. However, ecotourism-
conservation conflict is practically precarious in protected areas due to significant
burdens, such as low levels of education and awareness, less community participation,
unfair distribution of benefits and costs, inadequate sustainable financing, and other
environmental pressures (Aseres & Sira, 2021). Ecotourism has a high natural value in
creating a synergy between environmental conservation and local development. In
today's world, socially and environmentally beneficial ecotourism initiatives
frequently require the appropriate type of support in order to generate economic
strength for the social development of the area (Neger, 2022).

Ecotourism in National Parks, which involves visiting delicate, pristine, and unspoiled
natural regions, is severely harmed. However, ecotourists prioritize safety while
choosing destinations. Tourism locations must adapt and strengthen risk management
and control in the face of significant health issues like the COVID-19 pandemic to
reduce perceived danger among potential tourists. A recent study examines ways to
manage ecotourism convenient to various destinations during crises, such as visiting
limits and pandemic-related health and safety measures (Samdin et al., 2022).

It has also been perceived that the tourism industry and environmentalists can work
together to increase the conversion of protected land and natural landscapes. Their
cooperation can bring positive and synergistic changes to natural resource conservation
and an understanding of ecotourism opportunism. Conservation of potential natural
resources and proper biodiversity management can ensure a stable and sustainable base
for the ecotourism sector. Likewise, ecotourism can be a significant driver of all the
economic benefits in the form of enhanced competitiveness from the protection of
quality natural resources (Boley & Green, 2016). The concept of ecotourism is
reasonably related to nature-based, adventurous, and wildlife-related tourism activities.
The core concept of this type of tourism also considers environmentally friendly
tourism management practices (Fennell, 2009).

As a consequence, ecotourism offers enormous promise for nations like Bangladesh.
Under this circumstance, it has been observed that, according to the World Travel and
Tourism Council (WTTC), travel and tourism made contributions of 3.0% (USD
9,813.7 million) to Bangladesh's GDP in 2019. In the same year, 1.86 million jobs
(2.9% of total jobs) were directly related to travel and tourism. Similarly, the travel
and tourism industry contributed 2.2% (USD 7,833.4 million) to the GDP in 2021. On
the other hand, the contribution of travel and tourism to employment in Bangladesh
was 1.73 (2.6% of the total jobs) million jobs. However, because of the COVID-19
issue, all travel-related business and international travel were limited, yet this industry
continues to contribute positively to the Bangladesh economy (WTTC, 2023).
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Sylhet is the most beautiful region in Bangladesh. The rain forest, flora and fauna, tea
garden, historical landmarks, wildlife, small hills, fountains, haor, and river set this
location apart from other alluring tourist destinations in Bangladesh. Government and
private organizations must safeguard biodiversity and natural regions like Sylhet. They
can contribute their efforts to make the development of this ecotourism site more
feasible for long-term benefits and boost the host community's economy. In light of
this phenomenon, the current study aims to thoroughly understand the current situation
and establish plans for future advancement pertinent to the development of ecotourism
in the Sylhet region of Bangladesh.

Past literature focuses on wildlife tourism and animal protection (Xu et al., 2022), the
rise of the tourism industry (Ahmed & Mollah, 2014), how Bangladesh's islands,
rivers, marshes, "Haors,” mangrove forests, and cultures are the country's best
ecotourism opportunities (Afroz & Mahmud, 2017), how Cox's Bazar and Sundarbans,
Sylhet, are the most crucial Bangladeshi tourist destinations (Rahman, 2020), how
over-tourism affects the host community's lifestyle and biodiversity (Mujib, 2014), and
how the actions of the stakeholders contribute to the tourism destination development
(Moriom et al., 2019). However, past studies have not focused on the present status of
an ecotourism destination, how obstacles hinder its potential, or what eco-friendly
initiatives and management strategies contribute to ecotourism sustainability.

1.1 Research questions: Therefore, the main purpose of this study is to explore the
topic of ecotourism in Sylhet and achieve our research objectives by addressing the
following research questions.

i. What is the present status of Sylhet’s ecotourism destination? What obstacles do
international and domestic tourists and the actors in the tourism industry face in
achieving ecotourism sustainability?

ii. What are the possible prospects of Sylhet’s ecotourism destination?

iii. What eco-friendly initiatives and management strategies can adopt by the service
providers use to contribute to Sylhet's ecotourism sustainability?

1.2 Obijectives of the study:

(i) To know the prevailing obstacles towards the ecotourism of Sylhet in
Bangladesh.

(i) To explore the potentiality and prospects of ecotourism in the Sylhet region.
(iii) To know the initiatives and strategies taken by the tourism stakeholders by

considering the Sylhet region in Bangladesh.

2. Literature review
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The COVID-19 pandemic significantly impacts global tourism, including wildlife
tourism, and attitude, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control all have
predominantly positive effects on behavioral intentions regarding tourism and
protective behavior. Most tourists considered the COVID-19 pandemic to have
increased their perceptions of risk and weakened their behavioral intentions regarding
wildlife tourism and animal protection (Xu et al., 2022). The rise of the tourism
industry is a clear sign of economic progress in a rapidly modernizing world that is
becoming more globalized. A tourist destination can stay open for a long time with
proper market segmentation and quality products and services (Ahmed & Mollah,
2014). There are mountains, reserve forests, beaches, lakes, rivers, and animal
sanctuaries in Bangladesh. Bangladesh may compete worldwide in ecotourism.
Bangladesh is actively encouraging ecotourism. Bangladesh's natural beauty can
quickly draw the attention of ecotourists. Bangladesh's islands, rivers, marshes,
"Haors," mangrove forests, and cultures are the country's best ecotourism opportunities
(Afroz & Mahmud, 2017). Although research has addressed various elements of
destination competitiveness, there has been little attempt to systematically and
comprehensively study environmental competitiveness from a managerial perspective.
Appropriate  managerial efforts related to environmental impact (EI) and
environmental quality (EQ) management can boost destination environmental
competitiveness.

Environmental management is categorized into four groups based on accreditation
schemes. Core schemes refer to the idea that a place's ecosystem can be constantly
improved by caring for its natural and artificial environments (Mihali¢, 2000).
Compared to Cox's Bazar and Sundarbans, Sylhet is the third-most crucial Bangladeshi
tourist destination. These captivating natural and cultural destinations are great ways
to get people to visit the country (Rahman, 2020). Tourism goes beyond travel and
pleasure. It affects Bangladesh's tourism business too. Sylhet's tempting tourism
locations have the potential to strengthen the region's economy. To be tourism-friendly,
a place's tourism policy must reflect changing economic, social, and environmental
dynamics (Haque & Islam, 2018). Ecotourism provides economic, social, and cultural
benefits and has become a popular sector for the tourism business. Lawachara national
park, Jaflong, Rema-Kalenga Wildlife Sanctuary, and Satchari national park are in
northeastern Bangladesh, which is under the safeguard of the Sylhet Forest Division
(SFD). These scenic ecotourism locations offer optimum outdoor enjoyment to
tourists. There need to be logical facilities set up so that these rare natural resources
may be utilized sustainably in the long run (Redowan et al., 2013).

Interestingly, the Khasi Punji and Dulahajra communities benefit from ecotourism.
The eco-park in this area has helped local individuals increase their earnings and given
them new employment opportunities. Unfortunately, with time, overtourism also
affects the host community's lifestyle and biodiversity dramatically (Mujib, 2014).
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People in the Ratargul Swamp Forest of the Sylhet region are much more concerned
about the actions of the stakeholders and their positive and negative effects because
there is already an environmental movement and a conservation process in place
(Moriom et al., 2019). The research found that ecotourism and sustainable
development are growing issues in Bangladesh. They argued to show how ecotourism
could boost Bangladesh's long-term growth. They also advised on how to market
ecotourism to grow and develop a popular tourist spot. Bangladesh's tourism industry
confronts various obstacles, such as the need for transportation and communication
networks, well-planned housing, healthy cuisine, entertainment, and other services to
appeal to multiple tourist groups. To enhance the potential of Bangladesh's tourism
industry, it is essential to ensure the safety of both domestic and international visitors
(Rahman, 2020).

3. Methodology of the study

3.1 Nature of the Study: The research is qualitative explanatory and descriptive in
nature. The study was conducted in the Sylhet region of Bangladesh from 2021 to 2022.
However, data have been collected, combined, and analyzed from primary and
secondary sources.

3.2 Data collection strategy: The case study has been used as a research strategy.
Qualitative techniques like Focus Group Discussion (FGD), Professional Discussion,
Field Observations, and Secondary Data reviews, etc. have also been used to collect
primary data. This study does not use any quantitative method like questionnaire
survey or visitor satisfaction Survey, because the nature of research questions and
specific objectives could only support to use qualitative research methods.

3.2.1 Focus Group Discussion or FGD: Focus Group Discussion or FGD, has been
conducted online in two groups via social media /personal contact. Each group consists
of ten members and one moderator. Members of the first group (FGD-1) have been
drawn from tourists and officers working as tour operators, the Tour Operators
Association of Bangladesh (TOAB), and the local community. Members of the second
focus group discussion (FGD-2) were the officers working in government
organizations, such as local administration at the district and Thana levels, Bangladesh
Tourism Board, Bangladesh Parjatan Corporation, and the Ministry of Civil Aviation
and Tourism.

3.2.2 Professional Discussion: Discussion or professional communication with 10
experts (subject matter experts, university professors in tourism and hospitality
disciplines in Bangladesh) has been conducted online session through Zoom
meeting/WhatsApp video calling or personal contact.
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3.2.3 Field observations: Another set of primary data has been collected from field
observations. The researchers visited and stayed in various parts of the Sylhet region,
where ecotourism potential exists. Researchers visited those places five to ten times
between 2021 and 2022. This study also gathered information from the Association of
Travel Agents of Bangladesh to determine the future possibilities of several tourist
zones. Furthermore, data has been collected from Sylhet travel and tour operator
organizations, specialists' opinions, the local community, and so on.

3.2.4 Data collection through secondary sources: The study is also based on
information from secondary data sources. The secondary data were collected from
published books, different published research works, newspapers, magazines, reports
of various government and non-government authorities, websites, and official
statistical documents. Data recorded in the forms of reports, policy documents, website
webpages by all concerned authorities, like the Bangladesh Tourism Board,
Bangladesh Parjatan Corporation, the Ministry of Civil Aviation and Tourism, and the
World Tourism Organization, were used for this study.

3.3 Data processing and analysis strategy: The data originated from primary sources,
such as FGD, professional discussion, and field observation, have been analyzed
thematically. Secondary sources have been analyzed descriptively with the help of the
researchers’ cognitive abilities. A great effort has been made to avoid data errors.
Content analysis and document analysis by classifying and organizing the ideas and
concepts. Finally, a conclusion has been drawn and verified by the researchers.

3.4 Sundarbans as a successful ecotourism model for this study: The Sundarbans,
having an area of 6017 sg.km including 3 wildlife sanctuaries in the east, west and
south, is situated in the southern part of Khulna, Bagerhat and Satkhira districts of
Bangladesh. This mangrove forest covers about 24% of the total forest area of
Bangladesh. Due to pollution from garbage disposal, poor sanitation and noise from
mechanized boats, this place is losing its reputation. Also, tourists experienced
personal insecurity, poor accommodation and medical facilities that decreased the trip's
quality. To overcome the challenges, enhancing public awareness, forest sustainability,
integration between forest-dependent communities, and a co-management approach
are necessary to provide economic benefits while conserving the ecosystem. By
addressing innovative technologies and inclusive management strategies, the
Sundarbans can work towards achieving sustainable tourism practices and long-term
conservation goals (Khanom, Shah, & Chaudhary, 2011). This comparison can offer
valuable insights into effective management strategies and broaden the perspective on
what has found in our study.

3.5 Overview of the present status of tourism in the Sylhet region in Bangladesh:
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Bangladesh is home to beautiful landscapes (including mountains, valleys, forests,
lakes, rivers, and sanctuaries for rare animals), and ecotourism is becoming
increasingly important in the different parts of the Sylhet region. These factors have
put Bangladesh in an excellent position to participate in the international ecotourism
sector. As a country, Bangladesh is just getting started with ecotourism, but there are
already several efforts underway to build the industry and attract visitors. Sylhet is a
popular destination for ecotourists as word spreads about the region's breath-taking
scenery, fascinating fauna, and rich plant life. Nonetheless, tourism's influence in the
twenty-first century can be increased through responsible management. Through
ecotourism, visitors are exposed to ecosystems, cultures and customs that they would
never experience otherwise. Ecotourists often plan their trips to get closer to nature or
have an exciting adventure. Ecotourism ensures economic viability, ecological
sensitivity, and cultural appropriateness. It focuses on the area’s culture, trips into the
wilderness, volunteer work, personal growth, and finding new ways to survive on our
fragile planet.

3.5.1 Sylhet city and the prominent tourist spot in Sylhet: There are most popular and
noteworthy tourist attractions in the Sylhet region. The Surma Valleys have particular
significance in the Sylhet region. The area around Sylhet is very fascinating because
of its terraced tea gardens, rolling views, and unique plants and animals. The rich
biodiversity of the area and the world-famous dances of the Mainpuri Tribe added an
extra dimension to this region.

The Sylhet Valley is made up of the Surma and Kushiara rivers, which are fed by many
hill streams from the north and south. Local chieftains reigned before the Muslims
arrived, and Sylhet became a district of saints, shrines, and courageous men. The vast
potential of tea plantations allowed Englishmen to become more wealthy in the 18th
century. Sreemangal is the tea capital, which is located 80 kilometers from Sylhet by
road and rail.

Tea estates cover the plains and hills like a green carpet for miles. Sylhet, Bangladesh's
tea granary, boasts almost 150 tea gardens, including three of the world's most
prominent and prolific. This destination is blessed with shrines, hills, forests, rich
biodiversity, and haors. Tourists explore this place throughout the year. Thousands of
people visit the Hazrat Shah Jalal (R) and Hazrat Shah Paran (R) Shrine all year long
because it is a place of pilgrimage and a symbol of their faith. However, these appealing
tourist destinations attract a continuous stream of visitors year after year.

3.5.2 Jaflong: Jaflong is among the most popular tourist destinations in the Sylhet
region. It's around 60 kilometers from Sylhet city, and it takes two hours to drive there.
Jaflong is also a nearby scenic location with tea gardens and rolling stones from the
hills. It is situated adjacent to the Mari River at Hill Kashia. The Mari River comes
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from India's Himalayas, carrying millions of tons of rocks. Tourists can enjoy the
panoramic view and river stone collection process. Besides, Tamabil, Sripur, and
Jaintapur are close to Jaflong.

3.5.3 Tamabil: Tamabil is one of the most magnificent tourist destinations in Sylhet.
The Indian border is in Tamabil, which is 60 km from Sylhet town and five kilometers
away from Jaflong. To enter India and continue your journey to Shillong, you must
pass through this border and go through customs. People who possess current visas are
able to enter India.

3.5.4 Sripur: Sripur is another stunning tourist site with a tidal waterfall. One may also
see indian waterfalls from this location. After Jaflong and Tamabil, tourists can visit
Sripur en route to Sylhet. Sripur waterfall is 7-8 km from Jaflong on the way to Sylhet.
Crossing the hills into Sripur reveals an unusual stone collection scenario and orange
gardens.

3.5.5 Sreemangal: Sreemangal has eye-catching views of hills, tea gardens, and
forests. This place has the world’s most extensive and greenest tea gardens. Bangladesh
exports high-quality tea throughout the world. Sreemangal expresses its beauty and
theme through "Two leaves and a bud." Sreemangal is widely recognized as
Bangladesh’s tea capital. A visitor will receive a pleasing aroma and gorgeous greenery
while visiting the tea estates.

3.5.6 Madhabkunda Waterfall: Madhabkunda Waterfall is a top-rated tourist attraction
in Sylhet. Madhabkunda attracts tourists and picnickers every day. From Sylhet by
road or Kulaura via train, tourists can reach Madhabkunda. Madhabkunda is an hour's
microbus ride from Kulaura. On the route, tourists enjoy the utmost scenic beauty of
tea gardens, hills, and a zigzag path through the mountains. This waterfall carries
millions of tons of water that fall from a height of 200 feet every day. Big stones and
black stones give this place particular advantages. Bangladesh Parjatan Corporation
provides restaurant and motel facilities for tourists. There is also a district council
bungalow in the Madhabkundu Waterfall area. Here, tourists can experience jungle
adventures. A bungalow must be reserved through the Moulvibazar Zilla Parishad
authorities.

3.5.7 Lawachara Reserve Rainforest: Lawachara Rain Forest is a central national park
and the most desirable place for nature lovers. The park is located in the country’s
northeastern region, in Kamalganj Upazila, under the Moulvibazar District. Gibbons
and bee-eater owls live in this area. Deer, leopards, wild chickens, squirrels, and
pythons live there too. Bird watchers should take advantage of the divine beauty of this
place. Hilly terrain and heavy vegetation enhance the attraction of this place. Khasia
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and Manipuri are the major ethnic tribes in this area. Manipuri dancing and singing are
famous for attracting tourists.

3.5.8 Ratargul Swamp Forest: Ratargul Swamp Forest is located in the Gowainghat
Upazila of the Sylhet District. Due to precipitation, these areas are surrounded by fresh
water and inundated with evergreen woodland. Reptiles, primates, lizards, insects, and
birds are found in this area. Likewise, eagles and vultures are seen in this forest. This
location contains one of the rarest freshwater marsh woodlands in the world. The
Forestry Department of Bangladesh protects these forests. The evergreen forest is near
the Grain River and the Chengir Khal Canal. The precipitation submerges the
woodland by 20 to 30 feet. Here, the water depth is nearly 10 feet throughout the year.
This forest is also called "the Amazon of Bangladesh."

3.5.9 Rema-Kalenga Wildlife Sanctuary: Bangladesh’'s Rema-Kalenga Animal
Sanctuary is a protected forest and wildlife refuge. This forest is usually dry and
evergreen. It is in the Chunarughat neighborhood of the Habiganj district. In 1982, the
Rema-Kalenga Wildlife Sanctuary was established, and in 1996, it was extended. As
of 2009, the wildlife sanctuary covered a total area of 1,795.54 hectares. This is one of
the prime natural forests in Bangladesh that is still in good condition. However, the
Rema-Kalenga Wildlife Sanctuary area is also in danger because trees are being cut
down and stolen, and biodiversity is worsening too. This place offers a splendid
opportunity to tourists who want to spend their time in wild sanctuaries.

3.5.10 Tanguar Haor in Sunamganj: The enchanting Tanguar Haor is located in the
Sunamganj district, spanning ten mazes in the Dharmapasha and Tahirpur upazilas.
The Haor is composed of 120 bells of differing sizes. The size of the Tanguar Haor,
which includes 46 communities, is around 100 square kilometers, of which 2802.36 ha
are wetlands. Recognizing its natural importance and legacy, the government has
designated the vast Haor as a Ramsar region under the Ramsar Convention. The
government has taken significant steps to preserve the Tanguar Haor's natural
ecosystem and legacy by protecting its water, improving agriculture and fish
production, and creating a safe zone for birds and animals. Tanguar Haor's natural
beauty draws people's attention, thus making it a prospective destination for travellers.

4. Analysis and Findings

4.1 Obstacles to ecotourism sustainability in the Sylhet: Some significant obstacles to
ecotourism's long-term viability in the Sylhet region are exposed by the study's
findings. These are frequently encountered.

i)  Poor standards of hospitality services, such as food, hotels, transportation,
and environmental issues.
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i) Most private services are inadequate and frequently cause problems for
travellers and the involvement of the local community in the tourism
business.

iii) Like Islam (2021), we argue that water pollution is worsening dramatically
in areas such as Bichanakandi, Jaflong, and Ratargul Swamp Forest.

iv) This study, along with Hossain’s study (2020), finds that a lack of
understanding of tourism in practice is another factor contributing to the
demoralization of the tourism business.

v) Every day, traffic congestion in tourist destinations worsens in the
Lawachara national parks and other recreation centers, which was also
focused on by Hossain et al. (2013).

vi) Understanding the host community's culture and language is challenging for
international tourists, this potential issue is also highly highlighted by
Rahman & Shil (2012).

vii) Improper management and unhealthy human life-leading activities destroy
the natural environment. For example, 90% of low- and middle-income
households in the Ratargul swamp forest region rely on tourism, agriculture,
or boating income. On the other hand, most locals and visitors degrade the
local ecosystem through plastic pollution, control of land cover and water
flow, uncontrolled building construction, and violations of rules and
regulations. Between 2005 and 2018, most of the land use and land cover
changes occurred within the forest. As a result, the sustainability of this
region is deteriorating, which is further supported by Siddika et al. (2019).

4.2 Potentialities of ecotourism sites in Sylhet: Many tourism stakeholders and
authorities in Sylhet now consider tourism a way to a better future. To make Sylhet a
sustainable tourist-friendly zone, the government must monitor all tourism-related
players and factors and update its tourism policy to reflect current economic, social,
and environmental trends (Haque & Islam, 2018). It has also been found that, due to
the increased awareness of ecotourism practices, the host communities have been
improving their social and economic status profoundly. The infrastructure and
superstructure of this region are improving rapidly. In the same way, regional
inequality has been mitigated by creating a coherent bridge between government and
non-government stakeholders with host communities (Hossain, 2020).

4.2.1 Increased market share and employment opportunities: Locals' incomes will
increase by 80% once ecotourism takes off, and 57% of the workforce will start
working in new fields. A potential number of domestic and international visitors can
be attracted to reserved forest areas such as Lawachara national park, Satchari national
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park, and Khadim Nagar national park. As tourism is Sylhet's largest source of income,
the new influx of tourists has revitalized related businesses, such as hotels and
restaurants, boats, vehicle rentals, tong shops, fast food restaurants, etc. Nearly 20 lakh
individuals are employed in the tourism industry, and this number is growing rapidly.
Besides this, the government of the forest management division and private
stakeholders have taken initiatives to promote and create awareness about the swamp
forest as a potential tourist destination on a national and worldwide scale to protect and
promote ecotourism activities (Jahan & Akhter, 2018).

4.2.2 Management's commitment to sustainability that benefits local people: The local
community has benefited from ecotourism management's commitment to sustainability
(Hossein et al.,2015). Considering sustainably managed spots in Bangladesh, the
Bisanakandi and Pantumai waterfalls are gifted and adorned with their unique beauty
in the Sylhet region. Both locations are in excellent condition regarding the
accessibility of transportation, food, and lodging, the quality of safety and security
measures, and the price. If these areas were well managed, tourists would flock there,
and the economy and society would benefit (Rahman, 2020).

4.2.3 The protection of cultural and natural heritage: Sustainable tourism practices
promote the protection of cultural and natural heritage, the preservation of the
environment, and the supply of long-term means for the socio-cultural components of
tourist development. It also assists the residents in achieving a sense of equilibrium in
their lives. The beneficial influence of sustainable tourism in the Sylhet region can also
secure the prosperity of social, cultural, environmental, and economic factors (Amin
& Jahan, 2014). Thus, well-planned sustainable practices can help reduce unmanaged
conventional tourism's harmful consequences. Sustainable tourism development based
on natural and cultural heritage could help protect the environment, improve the use of
resources, and reduce poverty (Islam, 2019).

4.2.4 Development of living standard: The accelerated progress of the destination
image, service quality, and superficial worth has introduced an additional facet to the
livelihoods of the inhabitants in this area. The Sylhet region currently exhibits visible
economic benefits resulting from sustainable tourism. The region is generating a
substantial amount of foreign currency, while simultaneously contributing to the
augmentation of household income inside local communities. Host communities have
experienced significant improvements in their living conditions through the reduction
of the economic disparity between individuals of different social statuses within this
region (HOSSAIN, 2020).

4.2.5 Communication development: According to the researchers, the majority of
travellers (69%) used to arrive in Sylhet by road due to its convenience. On the other
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hand, roads and railways were the second-most popular (14.00%) ways for tourists to
visit Sylhet, while a very small percentage of tourists found it common to travel by
other methods. With the growth of the tourism industry, the mode of communication
has evolved with the passage of time (Haque and Islam, 2015).

4.2.6 Cultural implications of ecotourism in the Sylhet region: Authors argues that the
Sylhet region has diverse cultural resources. To preserve the region's rich heritage
amidst the influx of tourists, it's crucial to assess its cultural impact. Due to various
catering preferences among tourists, the commercialization of traditional practices and
rituals and cultural appropriation are creating a significant impact on ecotourism
activities. To address these challenges and preserve cultural heritage in the face of
growing tourism, several strategies can be implemented, like ensuring community
involvement, cultural education programmes, and heritage conservation efforts with a
holistic approach that can integrate environmental conservation with the safeguarding
of its unique heritage for future generations (Asif & Rogerson, 2016).

4.2.7 Economic impact analysis of ecotourism: Tourism in the Sylhet region attracts
20-25 lakh visitors annually, significantly boosting the region's economy. There are a
plethora of resorts, motels, and hotels that adhere to national and international
standards, including three modern establishments like Noorjahan Grand and Dusali
Resort & Spa , the Grand Sultan Tea Resort and Golf. Moulvibazar welcomes around
5 lakh tourists annually. Whereas, Habiganj is a popular tourist destination, drawing
nearly 2 lakh visitors annually. Sunamganj's tourism engine relies on a complex
network of natural resources, cultural tourism, and unique Haor tourism to stay afloat.
These tourist spots attract approximately 5 lakh people annually. There is a complex
web of business, investment, communication, entrepreneurship, employment,
corporatism, marketing, and research that links these diverse tourist geographies of the
Sylhet region. The tourist hotspots in Sylhet offer a wealth of opportunities for the
local workforce, investors, entrepreneurs, transportation professionals, and public and
corporate authorities on a global scale. This study's results show that over 40 lakh
locals have access to formal and informal employment opportunities in the four
districts of the Sylhet region (Akter & Raseduzzaman, 2024).

4.3 Prerequisites for the development of a tourist destination with sustainability: The
most popular activity in Bangladesh is group travel to natural areas, where visitors may
enjoy the country's diverse flora and fauna. The commercial and public sectors are
working on projects encouraging expansion and increasing GDP contribution. There
are prevailing conditions for becoming tourist spots in sustainable ecotourism. Among
others, the following are the significant influences for converting a tourist spot into an
ecotourism site.
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4.3.1 Bio-diversity conservation as a precondition of sustainable ecotourism: The
government has taken an initiative and named the project "Biodiversity Conservation
and Tourist Development in Bangladesh™”. During its implementation from 2011 to
2016, it had a significant and beneficial effect on ecotourism in the country. The
project's promotion of ecotourism in the country has rapidly expanded the industry
(The Financial Express, 2022).

4.3.2 Security and equality for tourists to ensure social sustainability: Smooth
immigration facilities, ensuring passenger safety, and sustaining tourist locations
nationwide, as well as active local government participation, can accelerate
ecotourism. Another key initiative is developing infrastructure and superstructure
properly, tourism and ecotourism sector oversight through public-private partnerships,
and industry actor performance. Managing ecotourism training facilities is also
required to make a place sustainable and more viable for tourists (Khondkar & Anis,
2016).

4.3.3 Tourism as an economically viable sector: Bangladesh offers ecotourism, agri-
tourism, riverine tourism, adventure tourism, food tourism, religious tourism,
community-based tourism, hospitality, lodging, transportation, visa and immigration,
sightseeing, and relaxation facilities. Some tourist places are recognized by UNESCO
as World Heritage Sites as well. Rapid growth in transportation, a slow immigration
system, and currency rules dramatically affect Bangladesh's tourism industry, so
government, semi-government, and other private stakeholders have to give particular
concern to making Bangladesh a tourist-friendly place (Nekmahmud & Hassan, 2021).

To make Sylhet a suitable ecotourism site, authorities should focus on the economy,
the balance of payments, household income, job possibilities, and goodwill. Sufficient
recreation facilities, safety, and security are significant issues in promoting eco-
friendly tourism. Locals need to be trained to help the visitors. Due to marketing and
information issues, tourism awareness must expand to preserve a location for future
generations. To increase the sustainability of tourist destinations in the Sylhet region,
it is essential to comprehend tourists' perceptions and their understanding of their
experiences (Hossain, 2020).

4.3.4 Ecotourism sustainability means location/landscape sustainability: In
Bangladesh, tourism carrying capacity will be the top priority for tourism stakeholders.
Visitor control is critical for making a location more sustainable. Visitors’ intent and
interest in safari parks or protected forest regions are vital in most situations.
Government and private entities must use caution in these locations to protect
endangered sites. The authors argue that the park’s ecological condition will not change
if carrying capacity and sustainability are adequately considered (Masum et al., 2013).
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4.3.5 Risk assessment and management strategies to ensure long-term ecotourism
sustainability: Ecotourism in the Sylhet region holds immense potential to attract
tourists. This place is prone to natural disasters such as floods, landslides, and
earthquakes. These events can disrupt tourism activities and pose safety risks to
visitors. Ecotourism’s popularity can lead to overcrowding at sensitive natural sites,
resulting in environmental degradation, habitat destruction, and strain on local
resources. To manage the potential risks associated with ecotourism and over tourism,
authorities can develop comprehensive disaster management plans that include early
warning systems, carrying capacity limits for ecotourism sites, evacuation routes,
shelters, and educating tourists (Islam et al., 2016). Similarly, provide emergency
training to local guides about safety protocols. By adopting these risk management
strategies, stakeholders can mitigate the potential risks associated with ecotourism in
the Sylhet region and ensure its long-term sustainability while preserving its natural
and cultural heritage. The local authority needs to foster cultural sensitivity training for
tourism operators and visitors to promote respectful interactions with local
communities and involve indigenous people in ecotourism planning and decision-
making processes (Hasan & Rahman, 2017).

4.4 Major Findings: This study summarizes the findings covering research questions,
which have been explained in the Table 4.4.1

Table 4.4.1 Major Findings

Themes Explanation

Sylhet is a fascinating eco- The research found a number of fascinating tourism

tourism destination destinations in the Sylhet region that show potential
as future sustainable ecotourism sites. Among
others, Jaflong, Tamabil, Sripur, Sreemangal,
Madhabkunda Waterfall, Lawachara Reserve
Rainforest, Ratargul Swamp Forest, Rema-Kalenga
Wildlife Sanctuary, and Tanguar Haor in
Sunamganj are interesting natural destinations
where visitors enjoy their outings. In sustainable
ecotourism, there are prevailing conditions for
tourist destinations to become ecotourism sites,
focusing on the conservation of biodiversity,
security and equality for tourists, and tourism as an
economically viable sector. Thus, Sylhet is a
magnificent historical city that receives a steady
stream of visitors all year round.
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Natural  biodiversity is
alarming and inadequate
promotion programs may
create challenges to
ecotourism development in
Sylhet

Tourism actors, such as
BPC, BTB and national
tourism policy contribute to
promoting Sylhet
ecotourism  branding as

environmentally  friendly
destination

Sylhet ecotourism is a
potential destination
because  of  increased
number of tourists that
create local employment

There are considerable negative obstacles to Sylhet
as a tourism destination, such as substandard
cuisine, lodging, and transportation; environmental
concerns, and a lack of critical private and public
services for guests. Our research found a number of
common challenges that domestic and foreign
travellers, as well as stakeholders in the tourism
sector, encounter. At the same time, the main
hurdles to the ecotourism development process are
the authority's lack of promotion, a lack of
sufficient education among relevant host
stakeholders, and inadequate associated services.
Finally, people's actions and ways of life have a
visible impact on the natural biodiversity of this
area, which is alarming.

Following the independence of Bangladesh, local
government and semi-government  players
promptly initiated distinct strategies aimed at
safeguarding the region's prominent tourist
destinations and preserving its natural features. The
present study examines various initiatives in the
tourism sector, including the roles played by the
Bangladesh Parjatan Corporation (BPC) and the
Bangladesh Tourism Board (BTB). Additionally,
the study explores the significance of the National
Tourism Policy in facilitating systematic operations
within the sector. Furthermore, the study
investigates the government's primary branding
objectives in the Sylhet region, which aim to
establish the area as an environmentally friendly
destination.

It has also been found that, due to the increased
awareness of ecotourism practices, the host
communities have been improving their social and
economic status profoundly. The infrastructure and
superstructure of this region are improving rapidly.
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opportunities, protection of
cultural and natural
heritage, and also because of
the coherent bridge between
government and  non-
government  stakeholders
with host communities

In the same way, regional inequality has been
mitigated by creating a coherent bridge between
government and non-government stakeholders with
host communities. It is reported that Sylhet
ecotourism destination shows increased market
share and employment opportunities because huge
people (local and international tourists) visit this

place in a year. This study also finds that local
community and tourism management is committed
to contribute to sustainability that benefits local
people. Sustainable tourism practices promote the
protection of cultural and natural heritage, the
preservation of the environment, and the supply of
long-term means for the socio-cultural components
of tourist development. The accelerated progress of
the destination image, service quality, and
superficial worth has introduced an additional facet
to the livelihoods of the inhabitants in this area. The
Sylhet region currently exhibits visible economic
benefits resulting from sustainable tourism.

5. Conclusion

This study concludes by theorizing that Sylhet is a fascinating ecotourism destination,
which is a magnificent historical city that receives a steady stream of visitors all year
round. However, natural biodiversity is alarming and inadequate promotion programs
may create challenges to ecotourism development in Sylhet. Considering this fact,
tourism actors such as BPC, BTB and national tourism policy contribute to promoting
Sylhet ecotourism branding as an environmentally friendly destination. Consequently,
Sylhet ecotourism is a potential destination because of increased number of tourists
that create local employment opportunities, protection of cultural and natural heritage,
and also because of the coherent bridge between government and non-government
stakeholders with host communities. In fact, ecotourism management strategies can
now take the lead in ensuring the industry's long-term viability and sustainability. The
importance of ensuring environmental and social sustainability is emphasized
throughout our research. However, our research suffers the limitations regarding the
small sample size while collecting primary data. Moreover, this study does not focus
on how ecotourism management strategies could influence community development,
which future researchers will address.
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6. Recommendations

This study suggests a set of initiatives, which have been taken by the authority within
tourism management to ensure sustainable ecotourism in Sylhet region. Proper
ecotourism management strategies can ensure sustainability. Protecting potential
ecotourism locations from hazardous activities that disrupt the regular operations of
tourism stakeholders is essential. Increasing awareness among local communities and
involving tourists and other stakeholders, such as businesses and public organizations
can help to ensure the Sylhet region's long-term growth. The study argues for the
following management measures to confirm sustainability in ecotourism in the Sylhet
region of Bangladesh.

6.1 The long-term viability of landscapes: Sylhet is known as the daughter of nature.
Therefore, to preserve the region's long-term viability, government and semi-
government authorities must ensure the safety and security of their tourists and
eliminate all bad images and rumors. Sylhet is naturally blessed with everything that
could be needed to attract tourists. So, to keep it going for future generations, the
government and other interested parties can develop long-term and short-term plans
for sustainable growth.

6.2 Suitable segmentation of the target market and exciting branding to ensure
economic sustainability: To confirm the product positioning, the desirable locations in
this region require a suitable segmentation of the desired target market. Local groups
and the government can set up a tourist information center where visitors can get clear
instructions on visiting a place and staying safe in restricted areas. Positively branding
eco-friendly tourist destinations may ensure that our cultural, ecological, and historical
values are adequately practiced. Moreover, our ambassadors, consulates, and other
designated authorities must express this tourism information worldwide.

6.3 Ensuring environmental and social sustainability: Ecotourism is the practice of
visiting natural areas and attractions while travelling sustainably and conscientiously
to gain knowledge about the environment and its biodiversity. Businesses in the
tourism industry that provide authentic and environmentally-friendly methods to enjoy
nature have benefited. Promoting knowledge and demonstrating that ecotourism
experiences benefit communities, democracy, and human rights in everyday life. The
next time they go outside, visitors will be able to get closer to wildlife experiences,
throw away trash in the right place, and not leave any traces. Therefore, it is necessary
to promote ecotourism experiences and knowledge to empower communities and aid
in the process.

6.4 Environmental sustainability measures and management practices: The Sylhet
region in Bangladesh faces unique environmental sustainability challenges due to its
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distinct climate, characterized by high variability in rainfall. To address these
challenges, a "knowledge quality assessment" (KQA) approach is essential, focusing
on identifying key uncertainties and fostering institutional conditions that support the
co-production of information between the scientific community and other knowledge
holders. Bangladesh has been proactive in tackling climate vulnerability, investing
$US10 billion over the past 35 years in infrastructure, flood management, and climate-
resilient crops. The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) has
conducted participatory assessments in Sylhet to develop community-based adaptation
practices, such as building multipurpose disaster shelters and researching early-harvest
rice. Bangladesh has made significant strides in addressing climate change and
environmental sustainability by considering potential issues like carbon footprint,
biodiversity conservation and waste management practices (Haque et al., 2016).

6.5 Community engagement towards ecotourism and its social impact: Assessing
community participation in ecotourism activities and their social benefits to Sylhet
areas necessitates a multifaceted approach. Community participation in ecotourism
planning, implementation, and benefit sharing is widespread. Successful initiatives
engage local communities in decision-making, capacity development, and revenue
sharing. Positive effects alter economic opportunities and raise environmental
awareness (Khan, et al., 2018). Negative repercussions lead to socio-cultural
instability, economic inequality, and environmental degradation. Ecotourism
operations in Sylhet must strike a balance between economic development and social
and environmental concerns in order to be sustainable. A study by Rahman and Sikder
(2020) assesses the social sustainability of ecotourism in Bangladesh, emphasizing the
importance of community empowerment, equitable benefit sharing, and cultural
preservation for long-term success.

6.6 Various stakeholders’ role, interest and potential in ecotourism development:
Author claims ecotourism has become a major industry in this region, attracting
domestic and foreign tourists. Government agencies are vital to ecotourism policy,
regulation, and infrastructure development. Their focus is ecotourism policy,
legislation, and infrastructure. Their priority is biodiversity protection and tourism
earnings. Their potential resources include roads, lodging, and a visitor center (Haque,
2018). However, local communities typically manage ecotourism facilities, giving
cultural insights, hospitality, and guidance. Responsible tourism is their main goal for
socioeconomic opportunity and cultural preservation. Homestays, traditional crafts,
and cultural performances can enhance the tourist experience (Rahman & Islam, 2020).
Tour operators and agencies connect tourists with places by booking tours,
accommodations, and activities. They want to make money by providing unique
ecotourism experiences and satisfying customers. They can readily communicate to
deliver authentic experiences, promote sustainability, and raise tourist awareness
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(Sarker, 2019). NGOs work on conservation, environmental education, and community
development. They prioritise biodiversity conservation, responsible tourism, and
community empowerment. They may provide technical advice, finance, and capacity-
building for sustainable ecotourism (Hossain & Rahman, 2017). Academic institutions
contribute to the preservation of ecotourism management practices through knowledge
sharing, education, and research. An academic institution can measure impact, teach
ecotourism, and work with stakeholders on research and development (Islam & Uddin,
2019). Visitors to ecotourism locations support local businesses and enjoy natural and
cultural features. They want authentic experiences, sustainability, and leisure. They
usually support local businesses, respect local customs, and reduce their environmental
impact (Kabir & Rahman, 2018).

6.7 The tourism industry stakeholders take existing eco-friendly initiatives: The
following actors and actions are related to eco-friendly initiatives:

6.7.1 Roles of Bangladesh Parjatan Corporation (BPC): In 1973, Bangladesh Parjatan
Corporation was established to promote Bangladesh’s tourist attractions as appealing
worldwide destinations. In the context of the first five years, they developed a
comprehensive strategy. The primary objective was to provide domestic and foreign
tourists with eco-friendly, safer, and higher-quality entertainment options. Since then,
the government has included the corporation in every initiative to encourage tourism.
Bangladesh Parjatan Corporation built two motels in the Sylhet region. Both the Motel
Sylhet and the Motel Jaflong can be found in Borosola, on Airport Road, and in
Jaflong, on Guccha Gram. Offering excellent service to visitors is a top priority so that
they will return. The corporation's facilities at Sylhet, Cox’s Bazar, Rangamati, Kaptai,
and other locations significantly impacted local and foreign tourists. Expanding
tourism business in the Sylhet region, this organization has taken a mission to promote
tourism and provide quality accommodation services. It has also requested support
from the Public Private Partnership authority for the redevelopment of its existing
motel in Sylhet into an international-standard tourism complex by appointment of a
PPP developer. The selected PPP developer will be responsible for the development of
the tourism complex and its operation and maintenance during the contract tenure in
order to support the government’s policy of promoting tourism in Bangladesh
(Bangladesh Parjatan Corporation, 2022).

6.7.2 Existing action plan of Bangladesh Tourism Board (BTB): The Sylhet region is
one of the potential tourist destinations in Bangladesh. So to ensure the sustainability
of this region, the Bangladesh Tourism Board aims to improve the district's branding
and disseminate its beauty beyond the national border. They are strongly focused on
sustainable development issues for the long-term viability of this region, encouraging
local entrepreneurs and a flourishing tourism industry. In addition, they have
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developed action plans for creating a tourism app named "Sylhet Tourism" and
campaigning on web portals and social media. Consequently, monitoring tourism
agencies is a prime concern in order to develop environmentally responsible tourism
practices (BTB, 2023).

6.7.3 National tourism policy guides the sector to function systematically: The 1992
National Tourism Policy regarded tourism as "an industry of due priority" and
emphasized tourism development and marketing strategy. In the 1999 Industrial
Policy, tourism was designated a "thrust sector". However, to make the policy effective
and to provide employment opportunities in the tourism sector, the government of
Bangladesh has reformed the National Tourism Act of 2010 with specific critical
revisions adopted based on the previous policy of 1992 (Laws of Bangladesh, 2022).
The main aim is to protect biodiversity and natural resources and attract tourists
through quality services (Hassan & Burns, 2014). It has also been observed that the
2010 national tourism policy outlines Bangladesh's tourism policies as a planning-
based process. Proper guidelines are required to develop any sector systematically
(National Tourism Policy, 2010).

6.7.4 The government's key branding objectives in the Sylhet region: The government
of Bangladesh is working hard to ensure that the tourism business in the Sylhet area
flourishes. One of the government's key priorities is to improve and preserve its history,
traditions, and culture. Authorities are providing many privileges for locals to set up
their own businesses by selling their crafts, goods, and services to tourists, increasing
indigenous interest. By collaborating with them, the government is also assisting
individuals in the respective area to find work and improve their lives so that the
residents might prosper in their livelihood (Bangladesh National Portal, 2022).
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