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A Potential Model for a Private Travel Company-Community Partnership in
Community-based Tourism: The Case of Mekong Rustic, Vietnam

Inequality is a growing global challenge. However, the current mainstream tourism approach
has not decreased inequality. New approaches need to be devised to enable this valuable
sector to fight against inequality and poverty. Worldwide, tourism is a leading sector whose
contribution to development should not be underestimated. This article recognizes
community-based tourism (CBT) as an approach that can contribute to achieving this
objective. However, for this to happen, CBT needs to be correctly implemented to grow.
While the government is often regarded as a key player in promoting CBT development and
growth, the private sector can also play a crucial part in that endeavor, as shown in this
article. Much of the information is based on an interview with a key informant and data from
document analysis. Using a case study in Vietnam, the article analyzes a private company’s
role in CBT in a private sector-community CBT partnership model. Bearing in mind the
importance of context, the model is an example of how CBT can flourish in a partnership.
While the private company does not represent CBT itself, the approach represents a valuable
strategy that could positively contribute towards robust CBT development if enhanced and
managed within specific timeframes and goals. The findings reveal that private firms can help
families register and participate in CBT. They can also help them improve their facilities,
products, services, and marketing and public relation skills development, including
expanding their business networks.
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Introduction

As one of the largest global sectors, tourism has recorded consistent growth in
revenue and employment (Woo et al., 2018, p. 260). Many countries see tourism as a way to
grow their economy (Uzar and Eyuboglu, 2019, p. 822). In 2017 the tourism sector accounted
for 313 million jobs and 10.4% of global Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (WTTC, 2018, p. 1)
and ranked third in global exports (UNWTO, 2018, p. 6). Tourism can also play a positive
role in promoting growth in education, transportation, and infrastructure (Ali, 2018, p. 417).
At the same time, the tourism sector has been purported to be alleviating poverty (Scheyvens
and Hughes, 2019, p. 1061). Whether or not this is the case “is a big question” (Scheyvens
and Hughes, 2019, p. 1061). Poverty and inequality are significant challenges of our times.
The distribution of income within nations is hotly debated while inequality is rising in
advanced and emerging economies (Dervis and Qureshi, 2016, p. 2). While the level of
inequality decreased between the 1920s and 1970s, it has increased across the globe
(Alvaredo et al., 2018, p. 68).

The tourism sector is embedded in a neoliberal world system and props up the system
through globalization (Lapointe et al., 2018, p. 31). A ‘business as usual’ approach will
increase inequality (Alvaredo et al., 2018, p. 13). It is against this background that this article
highlights the need to enhance community-based tourism (CBT) as a type of tourism that
focuses on disadvantaged members of society. CBT is locally based and controlled and has a
redistributive character.

It is rare for a community to start a CBT on its own and that external facilitators such
as a non-governmental organization (NGO), a government office, or a tour operator are
required as partners (Chaudhary and Lama, 2014, p. 245; Scheyvens, 2002, p. 10). While the
government’s role remains fundamental, actors such as the private sector and NGOs can be

involved in and facilitate CBT (Mtapuri and Giampiccoli, 2013, p. 5). In this context, private
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firms can act as commercial intermediaries (Mtapuri and Giampiccoli, 2013, p. 11). This
article investigates the potential of a current model of a private company’s involvement in
CBT to enhance this form of tourism. The case study is based in Vietnam and is founded on
an interview with a company representative. The limitation of omitting the community’s
perspective is acknowledged and could be the focus of future research. While the value and
relevance of the community (and a community perspective) in CBT research is accepted, this
paper takes the perspective of a private company — which meant that besides using extant
secondary data, it also relies to a large extent on information from a private company.
Admittedly, this reliance on a private company perspective may ‘hide’ possible community
conditions, characteristics and (dis)agreements in the collaborative framework. The
community perspective is usually the most valorized perceptive in CBT papers, we believe
that a private company perspective opens up new understandings, vistas and approaches in
CBT collaborative frameworks and partnerships. If improving CBT approaches is our final
aspiration, given the need for collaborative framework and partnership to better advance
CBT, a company perspective gives indications and pointers in this direction. At the end, in
the collaborative framework and partnerships between community and private companies,
both entities are required. The community should always control, own, manage and benefit
from CBT ventures. As such, the community is the protagonist in CBT. At the same time the
role of external entities such as private companies should always work within specific
parameters and have their limits embedded in the collaborative framework. The final goal is
to facilitate CBT that generates holistic community benefits and ensure the independence of
CBT entities at the grassroots level. These issues should do not preclude the need to have the
private company perceptive as way to better understand the collaboration and partnership in
the CBT sector. Therefore, the aim of this article is to analyse, from a private company

perspective, a partnership model between the community and a private company.
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In terms of methodology, this article is based on a case study of a company, Huong
Duong Travel Management Company, which founded Mekong Rustic, a community-based
project involved in CBT. This is a critical case study as it illustrates the role a private
company can play when working with communities. It is significant because, from this
experience, new insights and lessons are learned to inform practice in the tourism sector as a
whole. Not much has been covered in the literature regarding the role of private companies
being so intimately involved in setting up and supporting the infrastructure of a CBT project
in a community to the extent this company went. An interview with a key informant from the
private company provided valuable insights into the commercial subventions of this firm in
the community. The following section looks at the literature review to anchor the presentation

of this case study.

Literature Review

Tourism is an established economic activity in some communities, and its impacts go
beyond economic growth and employment creation. Its negative impacts are not well
articulated and understood (Kreag, 2001, p. 5). For example, tourism can destroy ‘“the
environmental resources on which tourism itself depends” (Agarwal et al., 2019, p. 139;
Kreag, 2001, p. 2). It can also lead to reduced subjective well-being in the host community
(Dluzewska, 2019). It can negatively impact the economy (Comerio and Strozzi, 2019, p.
110), and its overgrowth affects host communities adversely (Comerio and Strozzi, 2019, p.
112). Conventional/mass tourism does not favor the redistribution of resources in local
communities (Saayman and Giampiccoli, 2016, p. 148). In short, tourism has both positive
and negative impacts; therefore, any efforts to develop tourism in a community should

maximize the positive impacts while diminishing the negative ones (Kreag, 2001, p. 5).
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The neoliberal context within which tourism businesses usually function favours trade
liberalisation, private sector expansion, and market-led growth against a backdrop of
minimum government ‘interference’ in markets (Scheyvens and Hughes, 2019, p. 1065).
Neoliberal policies in the least developed countries promote and develop large resorts and
changing land use from customary owned land into a commercial traded property, impacting
negatively on communities (Tolkach and King, 2015, p. 389). From a sustainable tourism
perspective, tourism should go beyond the number of tourists attracted to better serve the
broader development goals of local communities, regions, and countries (Guo et al., 2019, p.
9). This calls for the sector not to prioritise profit over the human rights and interests of local
communities (Higgins-Desbiolles et al., 2019, p. 6). In this context, adopting CBT principles
and characteristics is appropriate for it supports community rights to self-determination and
the human rights of the disadvantaged.

Numerous studies have affirmed the need for local community members to be
involved in every aspect of tourism development (Nagarjuna, 2015, p. 14). Sustainable socio-
economic development can be achieved when local people in host communities enjoy the
fruits of tourism through investments and job opportunities that prioritize them (Mogale and
Odeku, 2018, p. 10). It is against this background that a recent study (Khamdevi and Bott,
2018, p. 8) on Bali notes that, in light of the negative impacts of mass-based tourism, there
was a move to more sustainable CBT (Khamdevi and Bott, 2018, p. 8). Sustainability should
be at the heart of CBT because the fruits and benefits of CBT should be enjoyed and
transcend current generations. Likewise, the preservations of cultures, heritages, and practices
of local people should sustain beyond current generations.

Caution should be exercised when interpreting the existing situation as alternative
forms of tourism can be co-opted and influenced by neoliberalism (Duffy, 2015; Fletcher and

Neves, 2012; Giampiccoli and Saayman, 2014; Higgins-Desbiolles, 2008, 2018; Neth et al.,
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2008). Community-based tourism can also be circumscribed and embedded within a
neoliberal framework, going against its original principles (Giampiccoli and Saayman, 2014,
p. 1674). Nonetheless, given the noticeable adverse effects of tourism in many destinations,
more responsible and sustainable forms of tourism are required, and CBT has been identified
as one such strategy (Agapito and Chan, 2019, p. 1). The following section makes an exposé

of CBT. It will then link CBT to a private company.

Community-based tourism

Community-based tourism (CBT) is a form of alternative tourism that seeks to engage
the host community in the planning, development, and management of tourism. Centering
around the principles of social equity and cultural/environmental protection, CBT is seen as
having great potential to contribute to the sustainable development of local communities
(Scheyvens, 2012). Community-based tourism is currently very widespread (Rey-Bolafiosa
and Lépez-i-Gelatsa, 2017, p. 527; Wijaya et al., 2020, p. 1) and has gained popularity as a
strategy to promote the prosperity of local communities (Dewi et al.,, 2018, p. 1).
Furthermore, there is a link between CBT, community development, and international
cooperation in many developing countries (Chaudhary and Lama, 2014, p. 243). The growth
of CBT can be associated with a need to promote sustainable tourism, as it is an essential
contributor to local economies and a mechanism for sustainable tourism development (Sripun
et al., 2017, p. 104; see also Burgos and Mertens, 2017, p. 547). Thriving, empowered, and
prosperous local communities are one of the ambitions of CBT. Communities can thrive and
prosper if they own and manage their local resources for their benefit in their own way and
pursue the kind of development they wish and undertaken at their own pace.

Community-based tourism is a type of so-called alternative tourism that emerged in

reaction to the negative impacts of conventional/mass tourism, specifically “against local
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people” (Zefnihan, 2018, p. 2). It is regarded as a “counterweight to neo-colonialism, neo-
liberalism, and conventional mass tourism” (Tolkach and King, 2015, p. 389), and it is also a
strategy to organize communities in order to achieve a better quality of life (Nyakiba et al.,
2018, p. 347). The concept of CBT emerged during the discourses of the 1970s linked to
issues of empowerment and various participatory development models (Chaudhary and
Lama, 2014, p. 242), including social justice, sustainability, self-reliance, and equity (Dangi
and Jamal, 2008, p. 12; Giampiccoli and Mtapuri, 2019, p. 4). In the context of redistribution,
a vital characteristic recognized in the literature (see, for example, Ndlovu and Rogerson,
2004, p. 446; Singh, 2008, p. 156; Sproule and Suhandi, 1998, p. 216) is that CBT should
have direct and indirect beneficiaries. The value of CBT goes beyond economic matters (Han
et al., 2019, p. 2), and despite possible differences, it displays common characteristics, with
local control being fundamental. Local control is regarded as a strategy to minimize “negative
social, cultural, environmental and economic effects can be minimized and further
implementation of tourism initiatives will lead to maximization of local benefits” (Teshome
et al.,, 2020, p. 3). Community-based tourism emphasizes self-management equitable
distribution of income into the community for community development (Ninaroon et al.,
2020, p. 88). It thus shows the significance of community ownership and empowerment in
tourism development that is a necessary condition for community growth (Abdul Razzaq et
al., 2012, p. 10). Local control and ownership remain are fundamental principles that nurture
and induce long-term perspectives and functionality prospects of CBT projects (Tamir, 2015,
p. 70). Locals must control and manage their resources in their best interests and that of their
community (Thorndal-Debes, 2013, p. 6). Economic benefits to local communities are linked
to the degree of direct control which local people have over their institutions and ventures

(Faulkenberry et al., 2000, p. 87).
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This is not to suggest that CBT is free from limitations and challenges (Saayman and
Giampiccoli, 2016, p. 149). Indeed, if not correctly implemented, it can cause severe
community problems (Suansri, 2003, p. 7). While community empowerment and
participation are essential, it is urged that one of CBT’s principles encourages development
through the use of the local community’s goods and resources, which are locally controlled,
driven by the community, and primarily community-based (Dangi and Jamal, 2016, p. 10), in
circumstances where disadvantaged community members often lack the skills and resources
to independently implement CBT, calling for external facilitation (Ruiz-Ballesteros and
Céceres-Feria 2016). If properly established and managed, partnerships with external entities
can be fruitful (Saayman and Giampiccoli, 2016). For example, facilitation of capacity
building is regarded as essential (Bittar Rodrigues and Prideaux, 2018, p. 12). However,
problems can arise when external entities adopt a top-down implementation approach (Sakata
and Prideaux, 2013, p. 882). Unfortunately, the blame for CBT project failure is commonly
attributed to the community (de Beer and Marais, 2005, p. 55; Pleumaron, 2002). Top-down
implementation approaches may be silently rejected through discreet withdrawal by
communities. Communities must also be united with a common and shared vision
undergirded by social cohesion for their CBT projects to bear fruit. In other words, there are
underlying conditions necessary for the successful implementation of CBT projects, such as
incontrovertible social cohesion.

While the role of private companies such as tour operators in enhancing CBT is
acknowledged, there is a need to impose limits and conditions concerning their involvement.
In any CBT, external entities should never own the CBT entity. Facilitators can assist in
various technical matters, skills development, marketing, and so on “but should not be
partners in the CBT ventures themselves” (Giampiccoli and Saayman, 2018, p. 761). More

specifically, it is necessary to enter into partnerships that facilitate skills development, the
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empowerment of community members, and capacity building of communities in CBT
management and development (Giampiccoli and Saayman, 2018, p. 761). Within this context,
partnerships enable CBT to grow because the facilitation of intermediaries such as
government, the private sector, and NGOs is crucial for communities to manifest their needs,
expectations, and goals (Akbar and Nurpita, 2019, p. 135).

Furthermore, external facilitators should not focus solely on tourism-related matters
but encompass issues for holistic well-being. For instance, skills development should be
comprehensive to be valuable beyond CBT for general individual and community
development (Hainsworth, 2009, p. 113; Hamzah and Khalifah, 2009, p. 59; Mitchell and
Ashely, 2010, p. 23; Moscardo, 2008, p. 174; Saayman and Giampiccoli, 2016, p. 152;
Twining-Ward, 2007, p. 14). Therefore, the community development process should include
aspects of empowerment, capacity building, and ownership of ventures by communities to
take charge of their destinies (de Beer and Marais, 2005, p. 59). As noted by Thorndal-Debes,

capacity development and the empowerment process it entails are the primary means

and goals of CBT. This leads to communities and individuals more capable of seizing
new opportunities and of making more of the opportunities they already have [...] It is
important to note that capacity development is so much more than training and skill-
building; in this case, the emphasis of capacity development is more on the human
development process that the community members go through by conducting CBT

(Thorndal-Debes, 2013, p. 12).

In CBT, fruitful local capacity development is an essential outcome when tourism
ventures are under local control (Twining-Ward, 2007, p. 14). Capacity-building should thus
be seen as a necessary pre-condition in implementing practical projects (Suansri, 2003, p.

12). The following section introduces the case study from Vietnam.
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A model for a private company-CBT relationship in Vietnam
In Vietnam, CBTs emerged as early as the 1990s (e.g., Lac Village of Mai Chau
District, Hoa Binh province, Cat Cat Village of Sa Pa District, Lao Cai Province) and
continued to expand rapidly since 2000 as part of the national and global poverty alleviation
strategies (Phi & Whitford, 2017). As of 2020, there exist hundreds of CBTs throughout the
three regions of Viét Nam (Vietnam National Administration of Tourism, 2020). Despite this
rapid growth, most Vietnamese CBTSs still face a wide range of challenges, for example,
awareness, marketing, funding, profit distribution, and capacity development, to achieve
short and long-term sustainability. Concurrently, some CBTs have reported initial success,
and opportunities exist in the broader environment to replicate these successes elsewhere.
This section focuses on a private company’s (Mekong Rustic, after that MR)
involvement in CBT in Vietnam. Mekong Rustic “is a community-based project founded by
Huong Duong Travel Management Company...” (Mekong Rustic, no date, p. 2). It is “a
community-based project built based on cooperation, training and investment” in the Mekong
Delta (Mekong Rustic, no date, p. 2). The company acts as a facilitator and assistant in CBT
development. Figure 1 shows the MR-CBT model illustrating its involvement, which is
variegated in CBT and demonstrating that its involvement goes beyond the provision of
funding. Thus, MR is involved in:
e Establishing the network of families/households involved in CBT,;
e Assisting families/households to establish/register their family businesses (Each CBT
entity is a legally registered business);
e Helping to improve CBT facilities, products, and services;
e Skills development;

e Marketing and taking tourists to CBT ventures;
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e Establishing links with other tour operators and NGOs that contribute to CBT/community
development by, for example, bring volunteers to assist with development projects;

e Contributing to community-wide development projects such as improvements to local
schools (5% of MR’s net profit is used for community development projects).

Assistance to legally registered CBT ventures is recognized as very important as it
enables family businesses to enter the more formal tourism sector. This will build individual
businesses and, more generally, enhance the image and value of CBT among tourists, the
tourism industry, tourism organizations, and the government. ‘Formalization’ thus enables
the recognition of CBT enterprises as comparable to any other formal tourism businesses
(with its specific principles and characteristics) rather than — as is often the case (and also
possibly regarded with a biased view) — as a secondary and inherently low level, cheap type
of tourism.

Importantly, MR facilitates the involvement of NGOs and tour operators that
contribute to CBT/community development in the specific localities where they work. This
has a multiplier effect on the entities in a specific area and enhances development
opportunities. As a private company, MR aims to make a profit; 5% of its net profit is used
for community-wide development projects, specifically local schools. The company thus
focuses on households and the community rather than individuals. This is in line with CBT
principles that seek to go beyond the individual and involve as many people as possible.
Mekong Rustic benefits all households participating in the project (and not individuals), and
it supports local communities and entities that promote sustainable tourism in the area
(Mekong Rustic, no date, p. 2). It also promotes skills development, which is a fundamental
issue in CBT through training sessions that specializes in tour-guide skills, homestay, product

and services knowledge, on-board services, and matters related to Food and Beverages
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(Mekong Rusting, no date, p. 2). The company envisages that such training will go beyond
strictly tourism issues and serve community members in other aspects of their lives.

However, the CBT ventures in the MR-CBT model cannot be regarded as fully
developed CBT. Firstly, the CBT entities seem to work independently from one another,
although they are all linked to MR. Secondly, the entities themselves do not seem to be
directly involved in redistributive measures; MR undertakes this. While the role and actions
of MR are undoubtedly positive, to be fully categorized as CBT, the various CBT entities
should work cooperatively (ideally by having a common umbrella organization)
independently from the private company that would, however, continue to cooperate with
them. Despite these issues, the MR-CBT model can be regarded as a positive one that could
facilitate the growth of CBT. Within its possible limitations, the MR-CBT model is
comprehensive and moving in the right direction in showing its capacity to empower others
in a virtuous fashion.

Two other relevant issues in the MR-CBT model are MR’s involvement in improving
CBT facilities and marketing and bringing tourists to the CBT ventures. While its role as tour
operator (marketing and bringing tourists to CBT ventures) is obvious, its involvement in
improving CBT facilities is significant. Local economically disadvantaged community
members usually lack financial resources to improve tourism facilities; therefore, external
assistance is valuable and fundamental in ensuring that the CBT facilities are of the
satisfactory standard expected by visitors. Figure 1 below shows diagrammatically the model

of Mekong Rustic and its involvement in CBT.
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Figure 1: Model of Mekong Rustic’s involvement in CBT. Elaborated from the MDMR interview
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As noted above, the quality of CBT facilities is critical in growing and enhancing
CBT and transforming its image from a secondary, low level, and cheap tourism to a more
‘normal’ tourism image. Thus, MR’s role in improving CBT facilities is fundamental not just
for each venture but for the general image and value associated with CBT. While CBT should
go beyond monetary aspects, the economic aspect remains a vital issue. As part of its modus
operandi, Mekong Rustic reaches an agreement with each CBT entity, paying them for each
specific tourist service. In the current MR-CBT model, this solution seems appropriate and,
probably, the only option. This is possible in an atmosphere characterized by trust,
commonality of goals and expectation, and, importantly, social cohesion.

However, fully independent CBT ventures that work within a cooperative framework
should always be the final goal. Given that CBT, especially in its initial stages, usually
requires facilitators and/or partners, the MR-CBT model can be seen as a positive example
that facilitates both CBT development and community development. What is evident is that it
could guide CBT ventures to gradually become more independent and eventually be fully
independent. In this context, it opens up possibilities for the scaling-up of the MR-CBT
model in favorable and similar circumstances. It is important to note that the independence of
CBT entities does not mean that cooperation between MR and the various CBT ventures
should not continue in the long term. Cooperation is a necessary condition. The relationship
should continue within a new context where CBT ventures are more ‘equal partners’ rather
than ‘assisted partners.” This distinction is crucial because “the arrangement is fundamentally
different from a situation in which the community is coerced into a partnership” (see Mtapuri
and Giampiccoli, 2013, p. 9). The company’s commitment to business formalization, skills
development, and improvement of CBT facilities could also promote the CBT venture’s
independence and possibly opens emancipatory chances that mainstream CBT in this specific

territory.
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Discussion

While private company-CBT partnership models should always be appropriately
established and managed and should have their specific conditions, the MR-CBT model
(although it has its limitations) moves in the right direction. Thus, the MR-CBT model can be
regarded as a positive example of a relationship between the private sector and CBT entities.
Thus, given the fundamental and leading role (that should be) played by the government in
CBT development, MR, which already has a positive relationship with CBT entities, could
work with the government (that should remain the primary responsible entity) to formulate
and implement specific classifications, legislation and indexes related to CBT and ultimately
establish a new official entity to supervise and coordinate CBT nationally or in a specific
geographical area. The MR-CBT model will be scaled up, or other private companies will be
encouraged to adopt similar models. Cascading such a model creates win-win and mutually
beneficial arrangements that spread the more significant benefits to greater numbers of people
to fight poverty and inequality.

Tourism is a leading global economic sector, and its potential for development should
not be underestimated. However, the current approach to tourism development is based on
conventional tourism and alternative tourism forms, which often remain neoliberal-friendly.
This hampers the sectors’ ability to deliver its full potential in development and has many
adverse effects on localities and communities. Given rising inequality across the world, the
tourism sector should aim to contribute to fighting this scourge. Instead, the mainstream
tourism approach has been seen to exacerbate the situation.

The lessons learned from this case study are that firms can nurture networks of
families/households for participation in CBT. They can also assist families in registering their
family businesses. They can help to improve CBT facilities, products, and services in the

community. Firms can also support interventions that target skills development for the benefit

836


http://ertr.tamu.edu/

eSS e-Review of Tourism Research (eRTR), Vol. 18, No. 6, 2021
s " RTR .
Review of Toarism Rescarch http://ertr.tamu.edu

of disadvantaged community members. Firms can also assist in marketing and taking tourists
to CBT facilities. They can also link the community to other tour operators and NGOs
(especially those involved in community development initiatives). These are some of the
cardinal lessons learned from this case study. These lessons are the key contributions of this
article for practice and policy — allowing companies to revisit their current practices and
policies in light of these revelations. A limitation of the methodology used is that it is based

on a single case study. However, the results are illuminating.

Conclusion

Community-based tourism is regarded as a viable alternative to mainstream tourism.
However, most CBT initiatives require external assistance. Government entities, NGOs, and
the private sector can serve as CBT facilitators. This article suggests that, while the role of
government remains fundamental, the private sector can positively contribute to CBT, as seen
in the case study presented in this article. The MR-CBT model’s ‘multi-facilitative approach’
goes beyond economic issues to offer an array of assistance such as improving CBT facilities
and skills development. Bearing in mind that fully independent CBT ventures should always
be the final goal and that the MR-CBT model can be improved and developed, it represents a
positive model that favors CBT. Future challenges include scaling up the MR-CBT model (or
other private companies following the same model) and establishing a relationship between
government entities and companies such as MR to work cooperatively to enhance and grow

CBT.
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