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ABSTRACT: The potential of ecotourism for sustainability economic growth in Nigeria cannot overemphasized due to the
opportunities and challenges it brings. Ecotourism plays a crucial role in Nigeria’s economy and sustainability by driving revenue
generation, job creation, and environmental conservation. It fosters responsible travel practices, reducing environmental
degradation while enhancing conservation efforts. Ecotourism drives sustainable economic growth by creating jobs. Theoretically,
economic and environmental theories associated with ecotourism includes Sustainable Development Theory, Ecological
Modernization Theory, Environmental Kuznets Curve (EKC) Theory, Triple Bottom Line (TBL) Theory, and Common-Pool Resource
(CPR) Theory. Ecotourism at global level that have been examined are that of Costa Rica and Kenya. Major ecotourism sites in
nigeria include Yankari Game Reserve (Bauchi State), Cross River National Park (Cross River State), Obudu Mountain Resort (Cross
River State), Gashaka-Gumti National Park (Taraba and Adamawa States), Erin-ljesha Waterfalls (Osun State). Policies governing
ecotourism in Nigeria are National Ecotourism Policy, The Forestry and Wildlife Conservation Policies, and the Nigeria Tourism
Development Master Plan. Its contribution includes employment generation, contribution to GDP, and infrastructure
development. Challenges includes inadequate infrastructure, weak policy implementation, poor governance, security challenges,
environmental degradation and climatic change. The qualitative methodology approach has been used in form of a systematic
literature review.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

Nigeria's tourism industry is expanding, offering a wide range of attractions, including historical landmarks, wildlife reserves,
cultural festivals, and coastal destinations. However, its growth is hindered by inadequate infrastructure, security challenges, and
weak policy enforcement. Despite these obstacles, Nigeria holds great potential for ecotourism, thanks to its abundant
biodiversity, national parks, and scenic landscapes (Ajayi and Eveso, 2017)

Ecotourism in Nigeria emphasizes sustainable travel to natural sites while promoting environmental conservation and benefiting
local communities. Prominent ecotourism destinations such as Yankari Game Reserve, Cross River National Park, and Obudu
Mountain Resort provide wildlife safaris, eco-lodges, and adventure tourism experiences. When properly developed, ecotourism
can stimulate economic growth by generating revenue, creating jobs, and enhancing rural livelihoods (Enunwah, 2023)

However, challenges like deforestation, poaching, and insufficient funding continue to limit its expansion. With targeted
investments and policy improvements, Nigeria’s ecotourism sector can play a vital role in fostering sustainable economic
development and environmental protection (Mohammed, 2022)

Ecotourism plays a crucial role in Nigeria’s economy and sustainability by driving revenue generation, job creation, and
environmental conservation. With its rich biodiversity, Nigeria can harness its national parks, wildlife reserves, and cultural
heritage sites to attract eco-conscious travelers. This, in turn, can strengthen the economy by increasing foreign exchange
earnings, supporting local enterprises, and promoting infrastructure development in rural areas (Amalu et al, 2018)

From a sustainability standpoint, ecotourism fosters responsible travel practices, reducing environmental degradation while
enhancing conservation efforts. It also empowers local communities by providing economic opportunities through eco-lodges,
handicraft sales, and guided tours, ensuring that financial benefits reach indigenous populations. Furthermore, ecotourism helps
diversify Nigeria’s economy by decreasing dependence on oil revenue and promoting sustainable alternatives (Oladeji et al, 2022)

IJMRA, Volume 08 Issue 10 October 2025 wWww.ijmra.in Page 5778


https://doi.org/10.47191/ijmra/v8-i10-27
https://sjifactor.com/passport.php?id=20700
http://www.ijmra.in/

Exploring the Potential of Ecotourism for Sustainable Economic Growth in Nigeria: Challenges and Opportunities

However, obstacles such as weak policies, deforestation, and inadequate infrastructure must be addressed. With strategic
planning and investment, ecotourism can serve as a catalyst for sustainable development, balancing economic growth with
environmental and social well-being. This research focuses on exploring the potentials of ecotourism for sustainable economic
growth in Nigeria, with emphasis on challenges and opportunities (ljeomah and Okoli, 2016)

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Definitions and Overview

Ecotourism is a branch of sustainable tourism that promotes responsible travel to natural environments while prioritizing
environmental conservation and enhancing the livelihoods of local communities. According to The International Ecotourism
Society (TIES), it is defined as “responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment, sustains the well-being of the
local people, and involves interpretation and education.” Unlike conventional mass tourism, ecotourism focuses on reducing
ecological footprints, preserving cultural heritage, and ensuring economic benefits reach host communities (Hussain, 2022)

With its diverse ecosystems, abundant biodiversity, and rich cultural heritage, Nigeria holds immense potential for ecotourism.
The country boasts expansive national parks, wildlife reserves, and picturesque landscapes that appeal to eco-conscious travelers.
Prominent ecotourism destinations include Yankari Game Reserve, renowned for its elephant population and natural warm
springs; Cross River National Park, a rainforest sanctuary for endangered species such as the Cross River gorilla; and Obudu
Mountain Resort, known for its stunning mountain scenery and adventure tourism opportunities. Additional ecotourism
attractions include Gashaka-Gumti National Park, Okomu National Park, and Erin-ljesha Waterfalls (Chandel and Mishra, 2016)

2.2 Sustainable Economic Growth

2.2.1 Definition and Overview

Sustainable economic growth is the continuous expansion of an economy while maintaining environmental integrity, promoting
social inclusion, and ensuring efficient resource utilization. Unlike rapid economic growth, which can result in environmental harm,
sustainable growth seeks to harmonize economic progress with ecological and social well-being. It prioritizes responsible resource
management, fair wealth distribution, and policies that foster long-term stability. In Nigeria, where heavy reliance on oil has
contributed to environmental degradation and economic volatility, fostering sustainable economic growth through alternative
sectors such as ecotourism is essential (Aniah et al, 2009)

2.2.2 Ecotourism as a Driver of Sustainable Economic Growth in Nigeria

Ecotourism significantly contributes to sustainable economic growth by generating income, creating employment opportunities,
and supporting environmental conservation. As a sector that capitalizes on Nigeria’s diverse biodiversity and natural attractions,
ecotourism offers a viable alternative for economic diversification, reducing reliance on oil exports. Investing in ecotourism can
stimulate rural development, attract foreign investors, and empower local communities through community-based enterprise
(Oladeji et al, 2022)

A major advantage of ecotourism is its potential to create jobs. The industry provides employment across various roles, including
tour guides, park rangers, eco-lodge personnel, and local artisans. This is particularly beneficial in rural areas with limited economic
opportunities, helping to improve livelihoods while curbing rural-to-urban migration by offering sustainable income sources within
local communities (Amalu et al, 2018)

Moreover, ecotourism promotes environmental conservation. National parks, wildlife reserves, and eco-friendly resorts draw
visitors while preserving natural ecosystems. Revenue generated from conservation-focused tourism can be reinvested in wildlife
protection, reforestation, and biodiversity conservation. For example, destinations such as Yankari Game Reserve and Cross River
National Park play a crucial role in wildlife conservation while also serving as major ecotourism attractions (Onyeabor and Jo,
2015)

2.3 Economic and Environmental Theories

Various economic and environmental sustainability theories offer a foundation for understanding the impact of ecotourism in
Nigeria. These theories illustrate how ecotourism can contribute to economic development while promoting environmental
conservation and long-term sustainability.

2.3.1 Sustainable Development Theory

Proposed by the Brundtland Commission in 1987, this theory stresses the importance of fulfilling present needs without
jeopardizing the ability of future generations to meet theirs. In the context of Nigerian ecotourism, it underscores the necessity
of balancing economic development with environmental preservation and community well-being. By implementing sustainable
tourism practices, Nigeria can foster ecotourism as a long-term economic driver while safeguarding its biodiversity and natural
heritage (Shi et al, 2019).
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2.3.2 Ecological Modernization Theory

Ecological modernization proposes that economic growth and environmental sustainability can progress together through
technological innovation, policy enhancements, and market-driven ecological improvements (Ewing, 2017). In Nigeria, this theory
advocates for investing in eco-friendly infrastructure, sustainable tourism policies, and green technologies to advance ecotourism
while preserving the environment. The adoption of renewable energy in eco-lodges, efficient waste management systems, and
conservation initiatives aligns with the core principles of this approach (Mol, et al, 2013)

2.3.3 Environmental Kuznets Curve (EKC) Theory

The Environmental Kuznets Curve (EKC) hypothesis proposes that economic growth initially leads to increased environmental
degradation but eventually declines as societies embrace sustainable practices and green technologies (Uchiyama and Uchiyama,
2016). In Nigeria, ecotourism can facilitate this shift by offering a sustainable alternative to environmentally destructive industries
like oil extraction and deforestation. When effectively managed, ecotourism can drive environmental sustainability while
supporting economic development (Stern, 2017).

2.3.4 Triple Bottom Line (TBL) Theory

The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework assesses sustainability across three core dimensions: economic, social, and
environmental, commonly known as "People, Planet, and Profit."( Tate and Bals, 2018) This concept is highly relevant to Nigerian
ecotourism, emphasizing the importance of balancing economic gains, environmental conservation, and community well-being.
Effective ecotourism initiatives in Nigeria should generate employment and revenue while safeguarding natural ecosystems and
ensuring equitable benefits for local communities (Farooq et al, 2021)

2.3.5 Common-Pool Resource (CPR) Theory

Developed by Elinor Ostrom, the Common-Pool Resource (CPR) theory emphasizes the effective management of shared natural
resources, including forests, wildlife, and water bodies, which are essential for ecotourism (Herzog and Ingold, 2019). It advocates
for local communities to play a central role in managing and safeguarding these resources rather than relying solely on external
authorities, helping to prevent overexploitation. In Nigeria, community-driven conservation efforts, such as local involvement in
national park management, can strengthen the sustainability of ecotourism (Yoder et al, 2022).

These theories offer a solid framework for advancing ecotourism in Nigeria while promoting economic growth and environmental
preservation. By adopting sustainable policies, embracing technological innovations, and engaging local communities, Nigeria can
utilize ecotourism as a catalyst for long-term economic and ecological sustainability.

2.4 Ecotourism in Global and African Contexts

Ecotourism has become a key component of sustainable development, promoting economic growth while safeguarding natural
ecosystems and cultural heritage. Several countries across the globe have effectively incorporated ecotourism into their
economies, showcasing its potential for environmental conservation and community empowerment (Backman & Munamura,
2017). Two case studies, the Kenyan and this Costa Rica’s ecotourism will be examined in details, further illustrating ecotourism
models.

2.4.1 Costa Rica

Costa Rica is recognized as a global leader in ecotourism, showcasing how a nation can utilize its rich biodiversity to drive
sustainable development. With approximately 30% of its land designated as protected areas, the country has successfully
leveraged its rainforests, national parks, and diverse wildlife to attract environmentally conscious travelers. Key components
include sustainable policies, community participation, and biodiversity conservations (Jones & Spadafora, 2017)

In consideration of sustainable policies, the government implements strict environmental regulations, supports carbon neutrality
initiatives, and offers incentives to promote eco-friendly businesses. When it comes to community participation, local
communities actively participate in ecotourism by managing eco-lodges, leading guided tours, and engaging in handicraft
businesses, ensuring that economic benefits are shared among residents (Sanchez, 2018).

Additionally, in consideration of biodiversity conservations, ecotourism destinations like Corcovado National Park and Monteverde
Cloud Forest Reserve play a crucial role in conserving endangered species and fragile ecosystems while attracting nature
enthusiasts. Consequently, Costa Rica’s ecotourism sector plays a vital role in its GDP, generating employment while preserving
environmental sustainability. This approach highlights the economic potential of ecotourism when supported by effective policies
and active community involvement (Howitt & Mason, 2018)

2.4.2 Kenya

Kenya stands as a leading example of ecotourism in Africa, harnessing its expansive savannahs, diverse wildlife, and rich indigenous
cultures to promote sustainable tourism. Renowned destinations such as the Maasai Mara National Reserve, Amboseli National
Park, and Tsavo National Park draw millions of visitors each year, contributing to both conservation efforts and community
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development. Key elements of Kenya’s ecotourism success include wildlife conservation initiatives, eco-lodges and sustainable
safaris, and community-based tourism (Atieno and Njoroge, 2018)

In wildlife conservation initiatives, community-managed conservancies and anti-poaching programs play a crucial role in
safeguarding endangered species such as elephants, lions, and rhinos. When considering eco-lodges and sustainable safari, many
tourism operators adopt low-impact accommodations and responsible safari practices to reduce environmental harm (Skriabina,
2020).

When it comes to community-based tourism, indigenous Maasai communities actively participate in ecotourism through cultural
experiences, eco-lodges, and guided wildlife tours, ensuring economic benefits reach local populations. Kenya’s ecotourism model
exemplifies how African nations can achieve a balance between tourism expansion, environmental preservation, and socio-
economic development (Ondicho, 2018)

2.5 Nigeria’s Ecotourism Sites, Policies and Market Trends

Nigeria possesses diverse ecosystems, abundant biodiversity, and a rich cultural heritage, making it well-suited for ecotourism.
The country features numerous ecotourism attractions, including national parks, wildlife reserves, waterfalls, and lush forests,
which have the potential to draw environmentally conscious travelers (Oladeji et al, 2022). However, despite these advantages,
the ecotourism sector remains underdeveloped due to issues such as poor infrastructure, ineffective policy implementation, and
environmental challenges. Nevertheless, with well-structured policies and evolving market trends, Nigeria’s ecotourism industry
can play a crucial role in driving sustainable economic growth (Nwokorie and Adeniyi, 2020)

2.5.1 Major Ecotourism Sites in Nigeria

Nigeria is home to numerous ecotourism destinations that highlight its natural beauty and rich wildlife. Some of the most
prominent sites include: Yankari Game Reserve (Bauchi State), Cross River National Park (Cross River State), Obudu Mountain
Resort (Cross River State), Gashaka-Gumti National Park (Taraba and Adamawa States), Erin-ljesha Waterfalls (Osun State).

One of Nigeria’s most famous ecotourism locations, known for its diverse wildlife, including elephants, baboons, and antelopes is
Yankari Game Reserve in Bauchi. It features natural warm springs and expansive savannah landscapes, making it a prime
destination for wildlife safaris and eco-adventures (Atuman et al, 2019). Additionally, the national park in Cross River is a vital
rainforest reserve and biodiversity hotspot that is home to endangered species such as the Cross River gorilla. It also offers eco-
tourism experiences, including guided nature walks, birdwatching, and community-based tourism initiatives (Olory, 2018)

The Obudu Mountain Resort in Cross river is located in the highlands of Cross River, renowned for its breathtaking landscapes,
cool climate, and adventure activities such as hiking and canopy walks (Onyeabor and Nwahia, 2020). The Gashaka-Gumti National
Park in Taraba and Adamawa states is Nigeria’s largest national park, recognized for its diverse wildlife, including chimpanzees
and rare bird species. It plays a significant role in conservation efforts and primate research (Kwesaba et al, 2023)

Erin-ljesha Waterfalls in Osun state is a well-known ecotourism site featuring cascading waterfalls surrounded by lush vegetation.
It attracts nature enthusiasts and adventure seekers looking for scenic landscapes and outdoor activities (Adejuwon and George,
2024)

2.5.2 Policies Governing Ecotourism in Nigeria

Despite Nigeria’s vast ecotourism potential, the sector faces challenges due to weak policies and inadequate enforcement.
However, various government initiatives and regulatory frameworks have been introduced to promote sustainable tourism and
environmental conservation

The National Ecotourism Policy is designed to develop Nigeria’s ecotourism industry by encouraging sustainable tourism practices,
conservation efforts, and community participation.it focuses on environmental protection, responsible tourism, and ensuring
economic benefits for local communities (Digun-Aweto et al, 2015)

The Forestry and Wildlife Conservation Policies is made up of a range of state and federal regulations that govern the management
of national parks and protected areas, aiming to curb poaching, deforestation, and habitat destruction. However, enforcement
remains a significant challenge due to insufficient funding and limited manpower (Adom, 2017)

The Nigeria Tourism Development Master Plan was developed in collaboration with the United Nations World Tourism
Organization (UNWTO), and aims to position Nigeria as a leading tourism destination. it includes strategies to enhance
infrastructure, market Nigeria’s ecotourism potential, and promote public-private sector collaboration (Haruna and Yusuf, 2021)
Finally, Community-Based Tourism Initiatives are ecotourism projects that local communities are actively involved in, further
ensuring economic benefits reach indigenous populations. Programs such as eco-lodges and cultural tourism initiatives help
promote sustainability while preserving traditional heritage and livelihoods (Chikezie, 2023).
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2.5.3 Market Trends in Nigeria’s Ecotourism Sector

Nigeria’s ecotourism sector is evolving, shaped by global sustainability trends, technological advancements, and a growing
awareness of responsible travel. Key market trends include rising demands for sustainable travels, growth of digital marketing and
ecotourism promotions, as well as increased investment from government and private sector (Babamaaji et al, 2025)

The rising demand for sustainable travel has caused an increasing number of both domestic and international tourists, making
them seek eco-friendly travel experiences. This shift has led to a higher demand for green accommodations, wildlife safaris, and
adventure-based tourism (Onihunwa et al, 2023)

The growth of digital marketing and ecotourism promotion has given rise to different marketing strategies. Social media and digital
marketing campaigns are becoming essential tools for promoting Nigeria’s ecotourism destinations. Travel influencers, bloggers,
and online travel platforms are helping to highlight Nigeria’s lesser-known eco-tourism sites to a broader audience (Amalu et al,
2018)

There has also been an increased investment from government and private sector, ecotourism is gaining recognition as a potential
driver of economic growth, leading to greater investment in infrastructure, conservation initiatives, and eco-friendly lodging.
Public-private partnerships are emerging to develop tourism sites, enhance accessibility, and improve visitor experiences (Uduji
and Okolo-Obasi, 2023)

2.6 Ecotourism Potential in Nigeria

Ecotourism can play a crucial role in Nigeria’s economic growth by generating employment, increasing GDP, and fostering
infrastructure development. As a sustainable alternative to conventional industries such as oil and agriculture, it offers an
opportunity to diversify the economy while supporting environmental conservation.

2.6.1 Employment Generation

Ecotourism is a labor-intensive sector that creates job opportunities across multiple industries, particularly in rural areas where
alternative employment is limited. Key areas of employment include tourist service, conservation and wildlife protection,
handcraft and cultural enterprises, and transportation and hospitality (Anzaku et al, 2021)

For tourism, jobs in eco-lodges, resorts, and tour operations provide direct employment for local communities. In consideration
of conservation and wildlife protection, park rangers, researchers, and conservationists benefit from increased funding and job
opportunities (Amalu et al, 2018)

Additionally, indigenous communities and local artisans can earn income by offering handmade crafts, traditional cuisine, and
cultural experiences to visitors. Additionally, ecotourism boosts demand for local transportation, accommodations, and dining
services, thereby creating indirect employment opportunities in these sectors (Oruonye et al, 2017)

2.6.2 Contribution to GDP

Ecotourism can significantly boost Nigeria’s GDP by generating revenue from both domestic and international visitors. Foreign
exchange earnings from eco-tourists help strengthen the economy and reduce dependence on oil exports (Adetola et al, 2021).
Additionally, the sector drives growth in complementary industries such as agriculture, retail, and entertainment, amplifying its
economic impact. Successful models from countries like Kenya and Costa Rica highlight the potential of ecotourism as a key
economic driver. With strategic investments and policy improvements, Nigeria can harness this opportunity for sustainable
economic growth (Olaniyi et al, 2018)

2.6.3 Infrastructure Development

The expansion of ecotourism drives essential infrastructure improvements, benefiting both visitors and local communities.
Infrastructural development includes roads and transportation, accommodation and utilities, and health and security. Enhancing
access routes to national parks and ecotourism sites improves mobility while fostering trade and economic activities in rural areas
(Nwokorie and Adeniyi, 2020)

Investments in eco-friendly lodges, renewable energy solutions, and reliable water supply systems contribute to better living
conditions and sustainable development. The rise in tourism often leads to enhanced healthcare services and strengthened
security measures in ecotourism regions, ensuring a safer and more comfortable environment for both residents and tourists
(Ogunjinmi and Braimoh, 2018)

2.7 Challenges Facing Ecotourism in Nigeria

Although Nigeria possesses immense ecotourism potential, several obstacles hinder its development and sustainability. Key
challenges include insufficient infrastructure, ineffective policy enforcement, security threats, and environmental degradation.
Overcoming these issues is essential to maximizing ecotourism’s role in fostering economic growth and environmental
preservation.
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2.7.1 Inadequate Infrastructure

A significant obstacle to ecotourism in Nigeria is the inadequate infrastructure, including roads, transportation networks,
accommodations, and basic amenities. Many ecotourism destinations, such as national parks and reserves, are situated in remote
areas with poor road access, making it challenging for tourists to visit. Furthermore, the scarcity of eco-friendly lodging, reliable
electricity, and clean water reduces the appeal of these locations. For ecotourism to flourish, investment in infrastructure is
essential, as accessibility and visitor comfort play a crucial role in attracting tourists (ADETOLA et al, 2017)

2.7.2 Weak Policy Implementation and Poor Governance

Although Nigeria has policies designed to support sustainable tourism, enforcement remains ineffective. While frameworks like
the National Ecotourism Policy and wildlife conservation laws are in place, their impact is limited by insufficient funding,
corruption, and a lack of political commitment. Many protected areas are vulnerable to illegal activities such as logging, poaching,
and unregulated land use due to weak regulatory oversight. Enhancing governance, increasing investment in enforcement
agencies, and engaging local communities in policy implementation can help strengthen ecotourism sustainability (Diminyi et al,
2020)

2.7.3 Security Challenges

Nigeria grapples with serious security challenges, including terrorism, banditry, and communal conflicts, which hinder tourism
growth. Many ecotourism sites, such as Yankari Game Reserve and Gashaka-Gumti National Park, are situated in areas affected
by insecurity, deterring both domestic and international visitors. Concerns over kidnapping, attacks, and civil unrest further
weaken tourism development and investor confidence. To mitigate this issue, the government must enhance security through
increased patrols, surveillance, and collaboration with local communities to ensure the safety of ecotourism destinations (Makian
and Hanifezadeh, 2021)

2.7.4 Environmental Degradation and Climate Change

Nigeria’s ecotourism sector faces major challenges from deforestation, pollution, and climate change. lllegal logging, mining, and
agricultural expansion have resulted in habitat destruction, threatening biodiversity and reducing the attractiveness of ecotourism
destinations. Additionally, climate change has led to unpredictable weather patterns, increased desertification, and rising
temperatures, impacting ecosystems and wildlife. To address these threats, enforcing strict environmental protection policies,
promoting reforestation, and adopting sustainable tourism practices are crucial (Monisola and Oluwatosin, 2023)

3.0 METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a qualitative research approach, utilizing a systematic literature review to analyze existing studies within the
specified research domain. This method involves a structured evaluation of previous research to extract relevant insights and
findings. Initially, 29 research papers were gathered; however, after a thorough assessment, only 17 were deemed directly
relevant to the study’s focus (Lame, 2019). These selected papers were carefully examined to identify common patterns, recurring
themes, and key insights that align with the research objectives.

By synthesizing information from multiple sources, this approach offers a comprehensive understanding of the subject matter,
facilitating the identification of trends, knowledge gaps, and potential areas for future exploration (Van Dinter et al, 2021). The
qualitative nature of this methodology ensures a detailed and in-depth examination of the topic while maintaining academic rigor
and contributing valuable perspectives to the existing body of knowledge.

4.0 FINDING AND RESULTS

A review of existing literature indicates that ecotourism is a sustainable tourism model centered on environmental preservation,
community participation, and responsible travel. It fosters economic growth while safeguarding natural and cultural heritage.
Unlike conventional tourism, ecotourism prioritizes sustainability, education, and ethical engagement with local communities and
ecosystems (Hussain, 2022)

Research findings suggest that ecotourism can drive sustainable economic growth by diversifying Nigeria’s economy beyond oil
dependence. It has the potential to contribute significantly to GDP through job creation, foreign exchange earnings, and
infrastructure development. Investments in eco-friendly accommodations, conservation initiatives, and responsible tourism
practices can enhance economic sustainability while protecting Nigeria’s rich biodiversity (Aniah et al, 2009)

Various economic and environmental sustainability theories provide insights into ecotourism’s role in Nigeria. The Sustainable
Development Theory advocates for meeting present needs without endangering future generations (Farooq et al, 2021). The
Ecological Modernization Theory highlights the possibility of economic growth alongside environmental conservation through
technological progress and policy reforms. (Yoder et al, 2022).
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The Environmental Kuznets Curve (EKC) Hypothesis suggests that environmental degradation initially rises with economic growth
but declines as societies embrace sustainable practices (Jones & Spadafora, 2017). The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) Framework
assesses sustainability through economic, social, and environmental dimensions, emphasizing the need for balanced
development. Additionally, the Common-Pool Resource (CPR) Theory underscores the importance of community-led natural
resource management to prevent overexploitation (Atieno and Njoroge, 2018)

Case studies from Costa Rica and Kenya showcase successful ecotourism models. Costa Rica’s strict environmental policies,
community-driven initiatives, and biodiversity conservation strategies have positioned it as a global leader in ecotourism. Kenya’s
model, emphasizing wildlife conservation, community-based tourism, and sustainable safari practices, has significantly benefited
its economy and environmental sustainability. These examples demonstrate that Nigeria can build a thriving ecotourism industry
by adopting similar strategies (Olory, 2018)

Nigeria is home to numerous ecotourism destinations, including Yankari Game Reserve, Cross River National Park, Obudu
Mountain Resort, Gashaka-Gumti National Park, and Erin-ljesha Waterfalls. However, weak policy implementation and inadequate
infrastructure hinder the sector’s expansion. Policies such as the National Ecotourism Policy, Forestry and Wildlife Conservation
Policies, and the Nigeria Tourism Development Master Plan aim to promote sustainable tourism but require stronger enforcement.
Emerging trends such as the rise in sustainable travel demand, digital marketing, and increased government-private sector
investments present new opportunities for Nigeria’s ecotourism growth (Kwesaba et al, 2023)

Research highlights Nigeria’s significant ecotourism potential due to its diverse ecosystems, cultural heritage, and scenic
landscapes. Strengthening infrastructure, enforcing environmental policies, and encouraging community involvement can enable
Nigeria to leverage ecotourism for sustainable development. Additionally, digital platforms and eco-conscious tourism initiatives
can attract both domestic and international visitors, fostering long-term industry growth. (Amalu et al, 2018)

Despite its potential, Nigeria’s ecotourism sector faces several obstacles. Inadequate infrastructure, including poor road networks
and limited eco-friendly lodging, restricts accessibility to ecotourism sites. Weak policy enforcement allows illegal activities like
poaching and deforestation, threatening biodiversity (Diminyi et al, 2020). Security challenges, including terrorism and communal
conflicts, discourage both tourists and investors. Furthermore, environmental threats such as deforestation, pollution, and climate
change pose risks to ecotourism sustainability. Addressing these issues through stronger governance, infrastructure development,
and conservation efforts is essential to unlocking Nigeria’s ecotourism potential (Makian and Hanifezadeh, 2021).

The study’s findings underscore the vast opportunities ecotourism presents for Nigeria’s economic and environmental
sustainability. By learning from successful global and African models, strengthening policy implementation, and overcoming
existing challenges, Nigeria can establish itself as a premier ecotourism destination. Investments in sustainable infrastructure,
community engagement, and conservation initiatives will be crucial to ensuring long-term growth in the sector.

5.0 DISCUSSION

The findings of this study highlight the crucial role ecotourism can play in promoting sustainable economic growth in Nigeria. By
integrating environmental conservation with tourism, ecotourism offers a viable pathway to diversify Nigeria’s economy, which
has long been dependent on oil. Its potential to generate employment, attract foreign exchange, and improve infrastructure
further reinforces its economic significance.

However, realizing these benefits requires strategic investments in eco-friendly tourism facilities and the implementation of
sustainable tourism policies that support responsible travel and biodiversity conservation. A key insight from the study is the
relevance of various economic and environmental sustainability theories to Nigeria’s ecotourism development. \The Sustainable
Development Theory underscores how ecotourism can meet present economic needs while safeguarding future resources (Aniah
et al, 2009).

Similarly, the Ecological Modernization Theory suggests that Nigeria can achieve economic growth alongside environmental
preservation through technological advancements and policy reforms. The Environmental Kuznets Curve (EKC) Hypothesis
supports the notion that as Nigeria progresses economically, environmental degradation can be mitigated by adopting sustainable
practices.

The findings also align with the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) Framework, which emphasizes the need to balance economic, social, and
environmental priorities. Additionally, the Common-Pool Resource (CPR) Theory stresses the importance of local community
participation in managing natural resources to prevent overexploitation.

Global and African case studies offer valuable lessons for Nigeria’s ecotourism development. The success of Costa Rica and Kenya
in utilizing ecotourism for economic growth and environmental conservation illustrates that Nigeria can benefit from adopting
similar strategies. These nations have enforced strict environmental regulations, actively involved local communities, and invested
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in conservation initiatives, all of which have contributed to their thriving ecotourism industries. To replicate this success, Nigeria
must strengthen policy enforcement and encourage greater private-sector participation (Atieno and Njoroge, 2018).

Despite Nigeria’s vast ecotourism potential, several barriers must be addressed. Poor infrastructure, including inadequate road
networks and a lack of eco-friendly accommodations, poses a significant obstacle to growth. Weak enforcement of conservation
laws enables illegal activities such as poaching and deforestation, threatening biodiversity.

Security issues, including terrorism and communal conflicts, deter both tourists and investors. Additionally, environmental
challenges such as pollution and climate change further compromise the long-term sustainability of ecotourism. Overcoming these
hurdles requires a comprehensive approach, including enhanced governance, stricter law enforcement, and increased investment
in infrastructure development.

Another critical factor is the role of technology and market trends in ecotourism expansion. The rising global interest in sustainable
travel and the growing influence of digital marketing provide Nigeria with opportunities to showcase its ecotourism destinations
more effectively. By leveraging digital platforms, Nigeria can attract both domestic and international visitors, further boosting the
industry’s growth (Olory, 2018).

In conclusion, while Nigeria’s ecotourism sector holds immense promise, its success depends on tackling infrastructure, policy,
and security challenges. Drawing from global best practices, enhancing governance, and fostering community participation will be
essential in unlocking ecotourism’s full potential. By adopting sustainable tourism practices, Nigeria can achieve long-term
economic and environmental benefits, establishing itself as a premier ecotourism destination in Africa.

6.0 CONCLUSION

Ecotourism offers Nigeria a valuable pathway to achieving sustainable economic growth while preserving its diverse natural and
cultural heritage. As a responsible tourism model, it prioritizes environmental conservation, community participation, and ethical
travel, serving as a viable alternative to the oil-dependent economy. By generating employment opportunities, attracting foreign
exchange, and supporting infrastructure development, ecotourism has the potential to make a significant contribution to Nigeria’s
GDP. However, unlocking these benefits requires deliberate investments in eco-friendly accommodations, conservation programs,
and well-structured tourism policies.

The study’s findings align with fundamental economic and environmental sustainability theories, such as the Sustainable
Development Theory and the Ecological Modernization Theory, both of which emphasize the balance between economic
advancement and environmental protection. Case studies from Costa Rica and Kenya demonstrate that Nigeria can adopt similar
successful strategies by enforcing strict environmental regulations, engaging local communities, and encouraging collaboration
between the public and private sectors.

Despite its promising potential, Nigeria’s ecotourism sector faces several hurdles, including inadequate infrastructure, weak policy
implementation, security challenges, and environmental threats. Overcoming these barriers requires strengthened governance,
enhanced law enforcement, and increased investment in sustainable infrastructure. Additionally, leveraging digital marketing and
growing global interest in sustainable travel can enhance Nigeria’s appeal as an ecotourism destination.

In conclusion, while challenges exist, Nigeria can establish itself as a key ecotourism hub in Africa through strategic planning,
strong policy implementation, and sustainable tourism initiatives. By focusing on conservation and community involvement, the
country can fully harness the economic and environmental benefits of ecotourism.
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