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Abstract

The Galapagos Islands, known as a leading sustainable tourism destination in
the world, was hit by the COVID pandemic in 2020. Tourism numbers fell by 73%
from 2019 causing tremendous challenges to local tourism stakeholders. The
study revealed that the UNESCO World Heritage Site, despite iis excellence in
the management of environmental sustainability, has been falling shori
concerning social and economic sustainability of local tourism stakeholders.
Through an exploratory study with 586 completed semi-structured surveys in the
local population, alongside interviews with diverse stakeholders and leading
tourism authorities, the article explains what social and economic impacts and
challenges the pandemic has generated in the local tourism sector. Additionally,
the study also elucidates, on the one hand, what sociocultural modifications the
studied stakeholders needed to adopt 1o survive during this unprecedented period
in tourism historv, and, on the other hand, what tourism authorities propose to
revitalize tourism in the post-COVID period.
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Introduction

The Galapagos Islands in Ecuador is a 7,880 km?® archipslago with a unique natural environment.
Charles Darwin described the islands as a “little world within itsell.™ Some 97% of the tolal emerged
surface area was declared a National Park in 1959. The Galapagos National Park was recognized as a
UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1978, and later a Biosphere Reserve in 19835. Though tourism numbers
were only about 2,000 per year in the 1960s, reaching 163,000 in 2009 (Izurieta, 2017), and 275,817 in
2018, which is a 14% increase from 2017. Lastly. Galapagos received over 330,000 in 2023
(Observatorio Turismo Galapagos, 2024).

The three populaied islands, out of a total of 21 islands (not counting the numerous rocks and islets),
had an estimated population of around 30,000 inhabitanis in 2019 (INEC, 2022). The population has
been multiplied by fifteen since the 1960s, mainly because of the growing opportunities related to
tourism (Walsh er al., 2019: Roman ef al., 2021). The world-renowned Galapagos Islands have been
under scientific research since its creation in 1985, Nevertheless, despite the inteniion of various
institutions (e.g., Ecuadorian Ministry of Tounism, Ministry of Environment, ete.) to keep the islands as
intact as possible for future generations, tourism development has been lacking an inclusive and

sustainable strategy (Ecvadorian Environment Ministry & Galapagos National Park Directorate,
2016). Tourism stakeholders believed that runaway tourism development “has been conducted in an
intermitient and unconnecied way, proposing solutions to acute social and ecological crises without a
long-term vision or strategic plan” (Gonzdlez ef al, 2008, p.1). Furthermore, governmental regulations
have mainly focused on environmental issues, such as zoning and fishing, and accommeodations
(UNESCO, 2019), and disregarded social, economic, and cultural aspects.

Asg a result, this exploratory studv seeks to understand an understudied aspect of the Galapagos
tourism activity, which is the sociocultural impacts of the pandemiec, with a focus on local stakeholders’
perceptions. The article, first, focuses on the analysis of the situation of key tourism stakeholders, such
as hotels, tour guides, and residents, and second, the steps tourism authorities have been taking to
regenerate tourism in the Galapagos National Park.

Literature review

Being an extremely popular tourism destination the Galapagos National Park received 271,238
tourists in 2019, of which 67% were international (Observatorio Turismo Galapagos, 2024). Tourism
revenues are extremely impaortant for the local economy, because it provides 66% of GDP (Spenceley
et al., 2021). Although the archipelago is considered a leading sustainable tourism destination in the
world (Garcia Ferrari et a/., 2021), the current economic model of Galapagos is heavily dependent on
tourism, and is therefore often described as unsustainable (Gonzilez et al., 2008; Rousseaud et al.,
2017). This is clearly contradictory with the goal of the planning and policy-making body, the National
Institute for Galapagos (INGALA) created in 1980, to achieve sustainable development (Garcia Ferrari
et al., 2021), and also with the LOREG (Special Law for Galapagos) in 1998, which aimed at developing
more tangible sustainable practices in the area of conservation management (Muiioz-Barriga, 2015).

Several studies (Walsh et al, 2019; Garcia Ferrari et al., 2021) staie that the health crisis combined
with the economic crisis (due to a reversal in the growth trend for tourism) revealed the extreme fragility
of the Galapagos tourism industry. This is also justified by various studies that show potential threats to
achieve sustainable tourism management goals (Brewington, 2013; De Groot, 1983, Epler, 2007: Garcia
el al., 2013; Honey, 1999; Izurieta, 2017; Muiioz-Barriga, 2020; Pizzitutti, et al., 2014; Rice, 2007;
Ruiz-Ballesteros & del Campo, 2020; Steele. 1995; Tindle, 1983). Since the pandemic profoundly
disrupted international tourism (Hall et al., 2020}, mitiatives for more sustainable tourism management
were also destabilized. Due to this worldwide crisis, the islands have been coping with unprecedented
difficulties with losses totalling USD 200 million (Urquizo et al., 2021), which has deeply affected the
local population,
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Until the present study, no research has focused on the challenges and impacts of the pandemic on
the Galapagos population in the context of tourisny. Consequently, this study seeks to fill this research
gap and explore tourism stakeholders’ perceptions on how the birthplace of the theory of Darwinism
coped with the unprecedented situation caused by the pandemic. Additionally, the paper also reveals
what lessons we can learn from one of the sopposedly most sustainably managed protecied areas in the
world. Hence, this exploratory research seeks to answer three questions:

E0) 1: What sociocultural challenges and discrepancies has the pandemic revealed concerning the
sustainability of tourism in the Galapagos Islands?

R0Q2 2: What sociocultural madifications do tourism stakeholders need to adapt as far as the post
pandemic tourism dynamics are concerned in the Galapagos Islands?

R0 3: What strategry do local and national tourism authorities believe will coniribute to sustaining
tourism in the Galapagos Islands?

Methodology

Data collection was through semi-structured surveys administered in person, and semi structured
interviews. A purposive sample of three tourism stakeholders were studied: Hotels (owners and
employees), local Tour Guides and Residents. The semi-structured survey was constructed based on
Magablih and Mustafa's (2018) study and adapted to the Galapagos Islands. A total of 586 semi-
structured surveys and 11 semi-structured interviews were completed.

Results and Discussion

The descriptive analysis of the semi-stuctared interviews with key tourism decision-malkers in the
Galapagos Islands reinforced previously found conclusions about the high level of tourism dependency
on the islands. This dependency concemns social and economic aspects. Interviews with tourism
staksholders indicate that the local economy is exiremely dependent on tourism revenues.

The survey revealed that tourism stakeholders have rather negative perceptions concerning the
management and decisions of tourism authorities. The results show that there is a strong mistrust in
national and local tourism authorities by the local tourism stakeholders, Hotels, Tour Guides, and
Residents. This mistrust is clearly indicated by the Likert scale scores for the questions in Table 1. Local
tourism stakeholders feel that tourism authorities were not only unprepared [or the crisis, but that they
also mismanaged the crisis (i.e., the absence of a clear strategy for the local population and economy)
and have failed to put in place strategies to bolster resilience if a new crisis should occur,

Concerning the impacts of the pandemic. the study revealed that 87% of the 108 surveved (Galapagos
Tour Guides have a temporary, invoice-based, contract. Some 97.2% of them said that the pandemic
has affected their job sitwation. Similar resulls were found for Galapagos residents: for 79.7% of
respondents their economic situation worsened during the pandemic, although 56.37% of the surveyed
resident population do not work direefly in tourism.

Concerning the local economic reaction to the pandemic, 81.9% of residents answered that they have
not had an extra source of income. This number is 67.6% for Tour Guides, showing a serious economic
shock for this group. This was anonymously shared among the 70 Hotels surveved in the study, too. All
Hotels had to lay off personnel, massively, and have slowly been rehiring them in the post pandemic
period, but with extremely unfair working conditions for the employees.

More explicitly. concerning the overall perception of the surveved stakeholders, as indicated in
Summary Table 1, the answers for the questions (* National/lecal tourism authorities were prepared for
the crisis like COVID??) had very low scores; mean 143 (National authorities) and 1.33 (Local
authorities), with a mode of 1 for both in the Likert scale, meaning that local residents perceived
mussively the readiness of those authorilies in a very negative manner.
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Concerning the post-pandemic strategy planned by the tourism authorities (" The Ministry of Tourism
has plans for the touristic crisis post-COVID?") scores were very low (mean and mode. 2.46 and 1,
respectively), indicating a mistrust and inadequacy of planning towards the future. Concerning financial
help for tourism businesses and actors (* Tourism sector authorifies had assigned financial aid for the
current tourism crigis?") the surveyed local stakeholders evaluated very poor with a mean of 1.78 and
a mode of 1. since there was no financial help for the stakeholders.

Similar values were found concerning the communication of tourism authorities during the crisis
(*Crisis management 5 message from tourism authorities has been clear?"); 2.40 for mean and 1 for
mode. Likewise, local tourism stakeholders reported that tourism establishments have been closed due
io the pandemic, and that there have been myriad negative consequences (e.g., shorter stays and less
tourism spending). Local tourism stakeholders were nearly unanimous about the catastrophic impacts
of the pandemic in the local tourism indusiry, which also confirms a suspicion, again, about tourism
authorities regarding both its crisis management and its resilience strategy.

Table 1. Tourism Stakeholders’ perception of the pandemic and its management

Statistics
The eurrent
klahena Taurism situahom in
tourizm Qalapagos T2 Kinlsiy g2car nelg Calapagoe
aulhartes loun=m al Tourism aulhorzes managoment’s Taurslic Nas @
Wane guihontes has plans for had azsigned mesEage from eabablisnments Tounss stay Tourgl spem neganya
prépajad fora wWere lhe lodirshi Ernancial s lauiism hane cloked le%s days less Prioney eflecl in the
cnsls like prepsTed far 5 crisis posk farihe currsnt Filtargas has netauss ol fhe ihan bafore isn bafors toufism
e IGurisrm ciigia G lowism frigis Eeaen cleal cumerl silialion  The paadémic | the pandemit SECDar
M walid 1] b1 5R& £3d L1 SRE 508 S8R LEE
Mizzing ] a a C ] a (i 1] a
Iear 1.41 1,33 2,06 1.78 242 4,58 39E 4,22 4,54
Median 1.0 1,00 2,50 1.00 2,00 5,00 500 5,00 500
Mede 1 1 1 1 i ] 5 5 5
Ranga 1 4 4 4 4 4 Ll 4 4
Elinirmm 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Maximum 5 5 5 5 § 5 5 § -]

In order to answer the research questions, the paper will now focus on more details revealed by the
field work. Semi-structured, face-to-face methodology allowed participants to provide details about
their perceptions.

Concerning RO 1, "What sociocultyral challenges and discrepancies the pandemic revealed,
concerning the sustainability of tourism in the Galapagos Islands? ", as a general analysis. most of the
586 surveyed tourism stakeholders have endured extremely harsh living conditions. Their previously
steady life and in the Ecuadorian context, the highest GDP per capita in the country, has been turned
upside-down, As an extreme example, both the sermi-struciured inlerviews with tourism guthorities and
semi-structured surveys revealed that there were tourist guides and other tourism stakeholders, such as
residents, hotel employees, who had absolutely no economic revenues during the pandemic and those
impacted families could only survive doe 1o the solidarity and help of other Galapagos residents.

The results show that despite the Galapagos Islands” overall image as a well-managed sustainable
destination, sustainability has not been fulfilled entirely. The 70 surveved hotels also revealed that most
of the establishments had not had a contingency plan lor crises, meluding savings for such situations,
Faced with devastating income losses, and without any local or national financial aid, hotels “optimized’
their operations, mainly by laying off staff. Since July 2020 and the reopening of the tourism industry
in the Galapagos Islands, hotels revealed that tourism has been dominated by national tourists, with less
purchasing power. Accordingly, hotels have had to make adjustments to welcome domestic tourism. As
international tourism, which vsed to dominate, has been partially replaced with domestic demand there
have been consequences affecting sustainability. Unfortunately, lower purchasing power will generate
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impacts on the quality of services, the environment, the society, and of course, in the local economy
(Mufioz-Barriga, 2013).

To answer Research Question 2: *What sociocultural modifications do residenis need fo adapt ag far
as the post-pandemic tourism dynamics are concerned in the Galapagos Islands?*

Since the pandemic was unprecedented, no one was ready for such a situation in the tourism indusiry
of the Galapagos Islands. The study revealed that all three studied stakeholders were unprepared to face
the crisis and also that the sociocultural impacls were extremely devastating (such ag intralamilial
violence, extreme povertly, etc.).

The semi-structured surveys that were conducted with Hotel owners and employees also revealed
that 80% of the hotels faced serious economie difficulties. This unstable financial situation generated
major changes in the labor settings concerning hotel employees. No less than 78.6% of the surveyed
hotels had fired employees during the pandemic. As a result, after the reopening of the islands for
tourism in July 2020, the former legal work contracts, with health and social security benefits, have

been transformed into [lexible agreements between employers and employees. As a result,
employees were contracted for specific missions (often only a few hours) and paid on the spot. Although
this practice is beneficial for the employers, the employees worked without any structured labor contract,
which generated extremely uncertain and even exploitative circumstances in the labor market.

Room prices also dropped significatively in the case of 92.9% ol the hotels surveyed, which indicates
a substantial adaptation to the new sitwation. Concerning surveved and interviewed hospitality
stakeholders on the islands, this price drop is also the result of the fact that most of the toorists are
Ecuadorian nationals. In 2019, this tourist segment represented only 32% of the tourism in the islands
and around 70% in 2023 (Observatorio Turismo Galapagos, 2024). Also, the segment of international
backpackers has increased, which alongside the growing domestic tourism generates lower room prices
due to their limited purchasing power. As mentioned previously, this tyvpe of tourism will probably
contribute to unsustainable practices on inhabited islands.

The 108 gemi-giructured suwrveys with Tour Guides revealed that they have been hit the hardest by
the pandemic in the Galapagos islands. The stady discovered that 88% of the Tour Guides had
occaslonal, not permanent confracts in tourism which resulted in a very precarious economic sitaation
while 97.2% of the questioned Tour Guides considered that their economic situation became worse
during the pandemic, and 71% of them did not have basically any income during the crisis. In order to
survive, these Tour Guides sold personal objects, often luxury ones, and received charity from other
residents.

Semi-structured interviews with tourism authorifies also revealed that deapite the strong purchasing
power of the Tour Guides, short-term orientation characterized their spending behaviors. Hence, the
pandemic and particularly the lockdown period revealed that Tour Guides had no savings to cope with
the situation. The only way 71% of the Tour Guides could survive dunng the lockdown period was
through charity. Interestingly, as mentioned previously, the tragedy of the situation exposed that the
highest purchasing power segment of the local population became the most fragile one during the
panderic,

Concerning the local population. the study revealed that only 35.5% of the Residents had some
savings before the pandemic. Residents were also asked about their future intentions il the situation
were to remain as it was during the pandemic. Only 6.4% of residents said they would Jeave the
Galapagos Islands permanently, while 80.1% reported that they would stay on the islands despite the
unpredictable future. The rest did not have a clear idea about how to face the future. This shows a solid
attachment to their homeland.
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79.7% of the residents conszidered that their labor situation hecame worse during the pandemic, and
18.9% believe that it is the same as in the pre-COVID period. The latter responses mainly represent the
public service workers who continued receiving their salaries during the pandemie. It is important to
note that most of the residents have various professional activities, such as commerce, agriculture,
transpottation services, among others, which provided alternative sources of income duoring the
pandemic. Henee, although most residents feel their job situation deteriorated (vs. before the pandemic),
those alternative resources aided them to face the current situation better than for instance Tour Guides
who are more dependent on tourism revenues.

As a general answer to RQ2 (iLe., Whait modifications local tourism siakeholders needed 1o adapt to
the face the pandemic period), the study revealed thai solutions were not led and assisted by tourism
authorities, or by any political and economic institution. Locals, including tourism siakeholders, were
laft to fend for themselves.

Research Question 3. * What strategy do local and national tourism authorities consider sustaining
tourism in the Galapagaos Islands?’ Governmental regulations, prios to the pandemic, were mainly
foeused on environmental issues, such as zoning and fishing, and accommaodations (UNESCO, 2019),
Conecerning the environmental impaets of the pandemic, key tourism stakeholders, among others the

Charles Darwin Research Station, revealed that although COVID-19 has contributed to less human
activities related to tourism in the national park (e.g., due to the absence of scientific monitoring during
the crisig), it is still anclear what exact impacts this period has left on natare. One major element was
also mentioned, which is the illegal fishing activities that have increased due to the economic crisis and
the lack of control in the Galapagos National Park. Undoubtedly, the sociological perspective of tourism
dynamics. such as local stakeholders® perceived experience. has been under-researched hitherto
(Tzurista, 2017; Mufoz-Barriga 2020). The total of 586 semi-structured surveys with the selected
lourism stakeholders clearly indicate that locals have not received any economic or social assistance (o
cope with the pandemic. and these stakeholders do not expeet any aid from those authorities in the
future.

Concerning the tourism strategy of the Galapagos [slands for the post-pandemic period, the surveved
stakeholders have a rather negative or peutral perception. The results indicate that local tourism
stakeholders do not perceive any comprehensive tourism strategy or guiding principles, which have
been developed and/or communicated by authorities, for the medium, or long term. This lack of proper
wurism planning has been part of the tourism dynamics in the Galapagos Islands since its creation in
1959. As in many other cases, economic interest associated with the environmental aspects of the
Galapagos National Park have taken precedence over the social and cultural perspectives (UNESCO,
2019; Munoz-Barriga, 2015).

Moreover, the ongoing political instability in Ecuador, added another ingredient to the already
unstable circumstances of the development of a coherent tourism strategy. Through semi-structured
interviews with key stakeholders, such as Tourism Ministry, Santa-Cruz Municipality, the study
revealed that tourism authorities are very dependent on political and national decisions concerning the
future strategy of the Galapagos National Park, which limits the possibilities of making local decizions.
Consequently, in a highly hierarchical and ceniralized political system, relevant stakeholdsrs are
extremely reluctant to make mportant decisions and/or any strategy propositions until elear instructions
are given by the elected national government,

In addition, to malke the context more complesx, the study also underscored the fact that economic
and social decisions that concerned the surveved local stakeholders, in the past, have been short-lived
and vnilateral without any consultation with the relevant stakeholders. Hence, Galapagos™ residenis,
Tour Guides, and Hotel owners/employees lack trust in tourism and political authorities and their
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decisions, which makes sustainable tourism management even more challenging (Muiioz-Barriga, 2015;
Muiioz-Barriga y Maldonado, 2020).

The surveyed tourism stakeholders see the future of the Galapagos as being strongly correlated to
the consequences of the worldwide pandemic. They believe the resilience will be dependent on health
measures, biosecurity, and planning and savings. [nterestingly, they do not speak of a better stakeholder
relationship with toarism authorities, hence they do not foresee a collective strategy, rather individoal
adaptations to changing tourism dynamics. The following word clouds indicate the perception of
surveyed stakeholders concerning the future of tourism in the Galapagos Islands {Word Clouds 1, 2 and
3).

Word Cloud 1. *In a 5-year horizon, how do you see the reactivation of tourism in Galapagos? (Tour
Guides, Hotels and Residents)?
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Word Cloud 3. *“What alternative would you consider viable to replace tourism as a main source of
income?” {Residents + Tour Guides)
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Conclusion

The global pandemic has brought about unparalleled challenges to the tourism industry in the
Galapagos. The social and economic consequences of the pandemic wers extremely devastating in the
local tourism sector. The study revealed that the major challenges local tourism stakeholders have been
facing include the lack of a sustainable sirategy Trom fourism authoribies, which mainly means three
elements: the inexistani social and economic support for tourism stakeholders during the erisis; the lack
of stakeholder collaborations due to highly ceniralized decision-making procedures; and also, the
extremely high level of mistrust among locals towards tourism antherities.
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More explicitly, the present study gathered primary data concerning the complexity of the tourism
sector activity in the Galapagos Islands. The pandemic revealed the tension among tourism stakeholders.
and the lack of proper strategic planning in relation to the post-pandemic period. Local stakeholders
feel neglected and unsupported by local and national authorities. As a result, the Galapagos Islands
cannot be characterized as a sustainable destination because - despite efforts made conceming
environmental conservation - other aspects of the TBL framework have been completely neglected
during the pandemic.
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