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Abstract: This paper aims to explore the topic of sustainable tourism activity. The subject has
emerged in the last two decades from discussions about the content of the report, Our Common
Future. The decision to transform developing countries into new offerings for ecological and cultural
tourism brings to the discussion the imprecise and conflicting definitions of the concept and the
need to distinguish between the development of tourism, and sustainable tourism supported on
the principles of sustainable development. The research reviews the environmental and social
contexts of the Oecusse-Ambeno region in East Timor. It discusses the new sustainable tourism
activities in the region with the need to ensure that the concept includes a strong base of perceived
authenticity in the human context and the physical environment. The problems of the carrying
capacity control of tourism development, and the term’s relevance to mass or conventional tourism,
are strategically anticipated. The region is confronted with an offer that supports more peacefulness,
and that is more aligned to the culture and the natural environment. This paper provides insight
into the ways in which tourists perceive the authenticity of visitor attractions and highlights the
importance of the cultural and environmental values of tourism destinations for strategic planning
and marketing purposes.
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1. Introduction
1.1. East Timor

A foreign country occupied Timor-Leste for over two decades and left devastating so-
cial, economic, and environmental impacts. This situation has not been much investigated,
given the problems of international policy, making this investigation opportune. However,
the country’s development problems are a real issue, and it is crucial to understand and
identify which strategies should be followed in order to promote the region’s sustainable
development, as is the case with tourism. Disasters that have occurred have profound
impacts on individuals, organizations, communities, and the conditions for tourism ac-
tivities [1]. The repercussions of a war disaster directly affect the tourism sector of the
destination country, but indirect consequences for travel to and from the affected region
are also conceivable, as in the case of the Oecusse enclave in East Timor.

Vulnerable populations are displaced, secondary squatters complicate titles, and
political actors capitalize on the breakdown of governance to consolidate control of the
land. Land-related challenges are rarely addressed holistically because the land is a
crosscutting issue that involves isolated domains of peacekeeping, humanitarian aid, and
development assistance.

The importance and need for a contextualized approach to post-conflict land policy
planning play an essential role. It can operate as an alternative to rights-based models of
property restitution to the dispossessed and can create conditions for future entrepreneur-
ship in the tourism sector [2].
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Considering the actual situation of the Oecusse-Ambeno enclave in Timor-Leste, the
research developed addresses the potential of sustainable tourism activity to guarantee a
development process supported by the authenticity of the human physical environment.

1.2. Sustainable Tourism Planning

Since discussions about the content of the “Our Common Future” report, the World
Tourism Organization (WTO) started suggesting that tourism can be an opportunity to
emerge from the crisis. The resolution to transform developing countries into new offerings
for ecological and cultural tourism brings to the discussion the imprecise and conflicting
definitions of the concepts, and the need to distinguish between tourism development, and
sustainable tourism based on sustainable development principles [3].

The problems of the system’s carrying capacity, the control of tourism development,
and the relevance of mass tourism or conventional tourism have been anticipated strategi-
cally. The new tourism activities in place as sustainable tourism transform the vulnerability
of the place and change market perceptions that need the concept to include a strong base
of perceived authenticity in the local human context and the physical environment. It is con-
fronted with an offer supported by more peacefulness, cultural recognition, and alignment
with the natural environment. This text provides insight into the ways tourists perceive the
authenticity of visited attractions and highlights the importance of the cultural and envi-
ronmental values of tourism destinations for strategic planning and marketing purposes.

“(...)Tourism has become a key industry for the region and one of the most important
value-added and employment” [4].

In many vulnerable countries, tourism has witnessed a growth in its importance in
socioeconomic matters. It has become one of the most significant export sectors and a
recognized tool for achieving sustainable development in developing countries [5,6].

The contribution of the tourism sector’s growth is seen in the increase of the local
population’s income. This reality is achieved by creating employment opportunities.
The national average annual growth rate of international tourism arrivals in developing
countries from 1990–2005 was 6.5%, compared with 4.1% of world growth in the same
period [7].

The tourism sector also contributes to economic development in at least two additional
ways on the international level. Firstly, it increases efficiency through competition between
firms and other international tourist destinations [8] and, secondly, it promotes local
companies at the national economic scale [9].

Tourism is also an essential foreign exchange and investment source and generates
employment and business opportunities [10]. Furthermore, the tourism sector is respon-
sible for one in ten jobs in the world’s population. Tourism activity creates connections
with many other economic sectors and is a valuable contributor to development strategies.
Nevertheless, tourism activities may be detrimental to the natural environment and the
community’s social and cultural characteristics [11,12]. Stronza and Gordillo (2008) argue
that tourism has been discussed for its potential to cause negative impacts on natural
habitats and local communities. Moreover, the tourism industry tends to generate negative
environmental and sociocultural disturbances [12], such as water and air pollution, the
destruction of cultural values, and the affirmation of foreign cultures.

The critical relationship between tourism and natural heritage is a central theme when
considering policies and actions aimed at preserving the local identity and managing
activity in more sensitive areas. Particular attention should be paid to the mitigation
and adaptation of the tourism sector to climate change effects and now, with the world’s
countries under confinement, the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic [13]. The use of
mechanisms to assess the sustainability of tourism activity is vital for monitoring the
impacts regarding the relationship between tourism activity and the preservation and
management of natural and cultural heritages, as well as many other aspects, such as
resource use, efficiency concerning climate change, enhancing the sustainability of tourism
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development and operation, and, lastly, the measuring and monitoring of tourism impacts
within the context of sustainable development principles.

When applying sustainable development principles to the tourism sector, it is possible
to adopt different approaches. However, the outcome always results in an approach to the
development model that seeks a balance between different and competing needs in the face
of the limitations that society faces in environmental, social, and economic development
matters. Tourism development, based on an economic impulsiveness, does not always
consider its activity’s immediate and long-term impacts. The results have consequences
that require more careful and preventive treatment by those responsible for the decisions.
The damage that this type of approach can result in are not always local and can include
large-scale financial crises caused by irresponsible banks, or changes in the global climate
resulting from the dependence on fossil fuels. Therefore, the more unsustainable the
development strategy is, the more frequent and severe the consequences will be. Hence
the urgency of preparing a response action from the start that keeps the long-term effects
in mind.

The use of sustainable development principles has increased in the last decades and,
nowadays, it receives attention for the processes involving interventions in the territory that
constitutes the base for human activities. The sustainability concept was introduced in two
of the United Nations conferences on environment and development [14], where the need
for new global and local development strategies was recognized [15]. Sustainable develop-
ment requires us to “meet the needs of the present, without compromising the ability of the
future generations to meet their own needs” [16] by guaranteeing environmental quality,
economic development, and social equity through an intergenerational perspective. There-
fore, sustainability can be an archiving practice throughout planning tourism interventions
and can guarantee an integrated approach to environmental, economic, social, and cultural
factors. The planning process has a fundamental role in supporting human activities,
being the basis for land-use changes. A vital part of territory management can satisfy the
population’s environmental, economic, and social needs and promote conformity between
the main stakeholders. As mentioned in the Green Book for the Urban Environment [17],
the city should be the driving force towards the actions leading to sustainable development.

The efficient implementation in the tourism sector of sustainable development princi-
ples will only be possible through territorial planning. After all, “... the regional and urban
planning is directed to the communities, population and to the use of land and economics’
facilities, through processes of goals definition, planning actions and rules...” [18]. The
urban planning process has a fundamental role in carrying out sustainability principles
and goals [15].

In the post-independence period, the tourism sector in Timor-Leste saw the possibility
of opening up to the outside world and integrating the supply area to international tourism,
having started its participation in the events of the World Tourism Organization (WTO)
and the Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA).

The Ministry of Development and Environment coordinated tourism areas in the
Secretary of State for Tourism, Environment and Investment from 2002 to 2005. The
country’s political power determined the will of the State: the country would become an
example of sustainable development in tourism.

In order to develop and apply responsible tourism to the current ecotourism develop-
ment conditions in Oecusse-Ambeno, we need to consider the context of a balance between
the tourism sector and the complex socioeconomic interests of tourism stakeholders, gov-
ernment policies, and the preservation of the ecosystem [19].

Responsible tourism has a principle of social sustainability. Undoubtedly, develop-
ment needs to be compatible with local communities’ traditional values while promoting
their identity and the associated cultural values and, thus, guaranteeing their future continuity.

However, the concept of sustainable tourism development involves more dimensions
within the framework of the relationship between economic, social, and cultural develop-
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ment and its suitability to the environment, making use of this without compromising its
characteristics, maintenance, or regeneration capacity [20].

The practice of sustainable urban planning is the path for determining the actions
to be taken to ensure the efficiency of tourism interventions with regard to its timing
and territorial actions (local, regional, global). The definition of actions is one of the
fundamental capabilities of the planning process that falls within sustainable development.

Planning for sustainable tourism development requires environmental protection and
preservation planning and, therefore, addresses a wide range of research and analysis
activities before arriving at the decision-making process that foresees development. All
activities carried out minimized the pressure on resource use without prior evaluation [21].

The discussions about the introduction of sustainability principles in the tourism
sector lead to a development process guided by the same values [22].

Tourism activity aims to create benefits for communities in developing countries and,
with a committed government, ensures sustainable tourism development. The results
may increase the quality of life in various ways, such as better infrastructure and facilities,
as well as opportunities for jobs [23]. This strategy would bring economic enhancement,
particularly to the enclave areas that struggle to assert themselves as more attractive places
in natural and cultural terms.

The promotion of tourism in enclave territories takes place mainly in developing
countries. The understanding of the enclave concept has been based on processes, such
as resort tourism, cruise tourism, theme parks, and cases in which the contribution to
local communities is reduced. The reality is not the same because, in the case of territorial
enclaves, it is the entire population of the enclave and the country itself that benefits [24,25].

Based on the guidelines of the Strategic Development Plan 2011–2030—Government of
the Democratic Republic of East Timor, 2011 [26], the setup of the Oecusse-Ambeno region,
when completed, may be able to determine its path within a sustainable
development framework.

Like most developing countries, the region has a low infrastructure level, a high level
of poverty, and insufficient economic resources to reverse the path.

It is common in vulnerable countries to see that the existing isolation induces cultural,
social, economic, and behavioral characteristics, with consequences that do not appear
ideal for developing tourism policy.

Sustainable development in the tourism sector aims to articulate reconciling conflicting
value positions concerning the environment [27] and the socioeconomic. The growing
contribution of tourism to adaptation to climate change has demonstrated how it can
guarantee greater longevity for communities in enclave areas that are already fragile and
where it is a significant political problem [28]. Individualized and isolated initiatives are
conducive to the sustainable tourism development model, replicating the characteristics of
other destinations especially those with protected and vulnerable areas whose development
processes are highly dependent on access planning, minimal infrastructure, regulation and
monitoring, thus helping to conserve natural resources [29,30].

The Oecusse-Ambeno region presents the following characteristics and challenges: a
low level of education, low quality of public health services, scarcity of health equipment,
and minimal public investment to encourage a solid sustainable development process.

Rural areas have less access to investment opportunities for development based on
policies or programs designed to stimulate them, leaving them vulnerable and prone to
less sustainable interventions. When considering rural development, the public sector
usually focuses on promoting an increase in the productivity of the agricultural sector,
leaving the tourism sector dependent on private investment. However, this positioning
does not guarantee a reversal of the population’s lack of resources and capabilities in order
to improve their quality of life and raise the income of rural families.

However, the prospect of growth, and the need to attract investment in tourism,
ultimately influence decision-making. In countries with a centralized decision-making
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model, the risk of accepting less sustainable development proposals is more significant, as
there is less involvement of the local administrative structures [31].

On the other hand, the context of the region as an enclave makes it essential that In-
donesia becomes a potential market in order to ensure demand and an efficient relationship
between infrastructure investments and the installation of equipment and tourism units.

Adaptation to the reality of the place, the population, and the territory’s natural poten-
tial is rarely considered, resulting in exploitation without a qualifying return for the affected
population [28,32]. At the same time, the fragile situation of the population in the enclave,
due to the lack of skills, makes it easier to implement more sustainable development models
adapted to a technological level more adapted to ecological solutions [33].

Tourism development in a fragile region implies minor unanticipated impacts that can
cause environmental and social damage [34]. In practice, the most fragile environments are
areas with the highest tourism potential, so the activity should support nature conservation,
avoiding the most harmful land uses. Impacts, such as the definition of poles and trampling
trails, are easier to quantify and can be minimized by the economic activity of local guides,
which benefits the economy. Other significant activities, such as constructing housing units,
should be evaluated based on the existence of a public land bank allocated to the nature
tourism industry so that nature recreation can be restricted to minimal impact activities
and nature tourism can continue to grow in less fragile environments. [35].

The planning framework for the region of Oecusse-Ambeno must ensure a set of
sustainability strategies specifically adapted to the region in its territorial planning process,
with the development of various areas of opportunity, such as tourism. This action will
result in more robust socioeconomic growth, which is why the investigation added the
tourism aspect to the territorial planning model. The region will strengthen its natural
heritage and strengthen its cultural identity.

2. Materials and Methods

The applied methodology is based on field research and personal interviews devel-
oped from the master plan for the Oecusse-Ambeno region. The thematic for tourism
research considers the political, technical, and administrative staff, volunteers from the
local population, and a few tourists present in the region [36].

When developing a set of strategies for a thematic area, the research’s focus also
integrates the social and cultural contexts when working in highly politicized environ-
ments [37]. Therefore, the methodology must aggregate activities that involve talking with
the population and public entities, and tasks that result in the analysis of more spontaneous
behaviors and field survey work that aids the understanding and evaluation of the real
potential of the area to be intervened upon.

Nonintrusive research methods are supported by what can be seen around us, and
can be considered sources of information and data.

In the investigation, and because of the association with the strategy-oriented planning
model, the principles of project management and practical problem-solving, and issues
related to the time, cost, and data of the allocation of human and material resources,
are listed.

These issues influenced the choice of the methodology used that, in this case, are
mainly qualitative and quantitative by also utilizing an overview on different scales to be
applied to the tourist destination of Oecusse-Ambeno [38].

Two general lines of necessary information inform the research. The first is of quan-
titative orientation and refers to specific data on spatial characteristics and geographical
parameters, demographic and economic forecasts, and the touristic area. The second, and
more complex, is the attempt to understand communities’ social and cultural realities and
use this information to design the planning decision process, which will support future
strategies for the sectoral areas [39].

This process also reinforces various communication strategies to be thought about
with official authorities and in consultation with local communities [40].
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In the research projects, the qualitative approaches were integrated to generate the
necessary data to formulate and inform the implementation of the spatial planning policy in
articulation with the construction of the tourism sector’s strategies. The research structures
and results appear robust enough to provide the tourism planning team with useful
information and data validity [41].

The methodology applied in the present research adopted a four-phase structure:

First phase—bibliographical review and characterization studies of the territory.
Second phase—comparative diagnostics based on examples of good practice and SWOT analysis.
Third phase—presentation of a proposal of a tourism development network in the region,
zoning areas of opportunity for different and specific opportunities.
Fourth phase—definition of strategies and guidelines to support intervention programs
per identified subareas (according to the zoning presented on phase three) within the
intervention area [15].

3. Results

The results achieved from the research methodology conducted are presented through
subtitles, where the path and interpretations that enable the conclusions reached are
concisely described.

3.1. Oecusse-Ambeno Region

The Oecusse-Ambeno region (total area of 815 km2) in East Timor (Figure 1) has
essential ecological habitats, such as dense forests and coral reefs, as well as social and
economic ones. The soil and the flooded areas where agriculture and rice fields are a means
of food support present potential environmental risks, such as landslides from unstable
slopes, and other related extreme events.
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This region is dominated by the Ribeira do Tono basin. The region is generally
very bumpy with an irregular relief, attenuating in the coast, and more mountainous
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in the interior. About 46% of the territory presents very steep slopes. It has a complex
hydrographic network due to the presence of sharp slopes.

The precipitation distribution throughout the year is irregular, occurring mainly from
November to March. Maximum daily rainfall is relatively high in the region (up to 400 mm),
particularly in January and February.

The territory presents excellent and often still soil cover that becomes unstable by the
effects of rainy torrents during the season of high annual precipitation. It is well known that
the most productive areas correspond to the Tono River’s floodplain, where rice is grown.

The environment and its ecosystems are sensitive areas that need to be safeguarded
and protected for the future. It is fundamental to ensure the protection of natural capital
that supports local human life, and to secure a set of ecosystem services that will be safe in
the future.

The Oecusse-Ambeno region’s landscape has been shaped by human activities, which
have visibly impacted the vegetation, reflecting the practices of agriculture that occur.
Furthermore, fire and the demand for wood as fuel have cut species of trees with high
commercial value over the last years. The territory is now facing extensive deforestation
and, consequently, there is increased soil erosion, reduced biodiversity, and a loss in the
commercial potential of the mined species.

The area of Cutete is particularly relevant for its dense forest at a high altitude and
is in good condition because of the steep slopes. The Monte Manoleu area includes a
forest zone at a high altitude, dense coastal forest, and also includes the mangrove zone of
Citrana. These areas are protected by the traditional practices, “Tara Bandu”, which are
well-preserved, and efforts should be made to ensure the continuity of their preservation
and protection.

In mountainous areas, the territory is dominated by savanna areas, with a low degree
of vegetation cover and sparse arboreal elements dominated by Eucalyptus alba, Acacia
sp., Allocasuarina, Casuarinas, and Tamarindus.

The coastal forest is a narrow space with little diversity of vegetal species, present-
ing grasses with scattered arboreal elements, such as Tamarindus indica, Corypha utan,
Borassus flabellifer, Schleichera oleosa, Ziziphus mauritiana, Acacia sp., among others.
Regulation 2000/19 UNTAET protects the mangrove species, which are also protected by
traditional practices (Tara Bandu).

Several sensitive habitats need to be preserved in marine areas, such as coral reefs
and marine prairies, where species, such as Dugong dugon, occur. The importance of
their protection is in the richness they provide to the habitat and the fact that they have a
vulnerability status alert based on the IUCN Red List, making protection essential.

The Indonesian occupation period caused a disaster-like context corresponding to a
serious interruption of the community’s operation, involving widespread human, material,
economic, and environmental losses and impacts that conditioned the beginning of strategy
development for the tourism sector [42].

In the period between 1975 and 1999, the Indonesian occupation promoted an un-
known number of deaths in East Timor due to violence and famine [43]. According to the
National Directorate of Statistics of Timor-Leste [44], the estimated number of victims in
the first years of undue occupation was between 60,000 and 300,000.

The war and occupation of the territory caused an indirect mortality in the population
that was much higher than the number of deaths on the battlefield [45,46]. The immediate
impact of the war situation interrupted medical systems, and in-migration flows increased
poor living and sanitary conditions and scarcer access to available food.

East Timor is a small country but is also a critical case study of the excess mortality seen
during the period of occupation by Indonesia [47]. The estimated number of casualties in
the first years of occupation indicates that the Indonesian invasion of Timor-Leste produced
one of the highest proportionate death tolls of any war or mass murder in twentieth-century
history [48].
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More recent studies by the Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation
in Timor-Leste made it possible to fix the number of direct victims of the Indonesian
occupation over 24 years at a value greater than 102,800 [49]. This number required adding
the effects of the war situation, one of which was a reversal in the number of births in
East Timor. These disasters constituted abrupt changes that shocked the system in which
tourism is embedded [50] and generated a profound impact on individuals, organizations
and communities, and tourism activities [1].

The integration of tourism activity as a strategy to reply to existing social, economic,
and environmental disaster management models can be used as an integrated action,
where the population and environment simultaneously take part in the new opportunity
scenario [51,52].

The impact on population growth, economic change, and the restructuring of the
territory’s administration has led to an increased urbanization that attracts more people
and leads to greater infrastructural and environmental changes.

An important challenge facing the tourism sector in East Timor is anticipating the
threat of crises precipitated by natural and people-made catastrophes, and adequately
preparing for them.

Despite increased research on this issue, there is still a considerable lack of clarity on
the impacts of crises on the tourism industry [53].

With the support of a comprehensive discussion, analysis, and synthesis of the litera-
ture on crisis management, the local administration became more proactive in preparing
and dealing with past crises and anticipating the impact on the tourism sector [54].

This program aims to create a sustainable tourism destination—a network of activities
based on nature, people, and culture, that contributes to the experiences of rest and
happiness, and that seeks a balance between the environment, the economy, and social
interactions. The sustainability of this tourist destination is at the heart of a strategy that
also values the environment.

The integrated touristic resources cover a mix and include the coastal sea and diving,
hiking in nature, on social routes and in landscapes, and experiencing local communities
(Figure 2) [26].
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The region already has several hotel units, almost all of them located in Pante Macassar
city and near the seafront. The demand for this touristic offering is low and mostly linked
to the business sector. Cultural tourism is almost nonexistent because of the low frequency
of flights and the bureaucracy involved when traveling through Indonesia.

The proposal of developing a Hotel in Pante Macassar with a capacity of 250 beds
creates the opportunity to have new jobs and new offers for the tourism sector. It is believed
that the location of this hotel will alter the panorama of the tourist offerings for several
years to come, as it is positioned next to an area of ponds and a rice paddy in the capital city
of the region and it provides a facility to hold corporate, business, and scientific meetings.

The region has also planned heritage interventions with the recovery of the Monument
of Lifau, a building inherited from the time of the Portuguese colonial occupation, meant to
operate as a tourist information office and cultural hub. The proposal is based on a project
developed by the Local Technical Office—GTA-ZEESM, in association with GEOTPU—
LAB—IST UL, which, combined with the oceanfront’s requalification of the city of Pante
Macassar, incorporate excellent conditions for beach use.

The offering of tourist accommodations is complemented further with other small
units that offer beds for visitors flying into the region. Nevertheless, the low demand for
tourist attractions in the region, and the sector’s lack of regulation, accounted for the lack
of installed capacity in the region.

Apart from the natural and cultural resources, which have not been adequately
explored, human resources and the poor quality of living of the local population stand out.
The population culture reveals 20 years of the embedded memories of military occupation,
making it impossible to develop skills. This recent historical background has resulted in
the characterization of the region’s population as fragile, with traumatic memories, and
very dependent on aid at all levels.

The region of Oecusse-Ambeno now seeks to promote itself and better services and
infrastructures supporting tourism activity, including energy, water, and sanitation in-
frastructure networks with a higher level of service and quality. Moreover, it intends to
make the public sector the supplier and support to generate the necessary conditions to
permanently attract tourists from all over the world (Figure 3).
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3.2. Strategy

The strategy for developing tourism activity in Oecusse-Ambeno is based on two
fundamental concepts: sustainable tourism and community tourism. Sustainable tourism
(ecotourism) links to the management and maintenance of resources, and environmental,
social, and economic conditions, avoiding their overexploitation so that future generations
can enjoy them [55].

The marketability of individual destinations and global tourism is vulnerable to
sudden changes in market perceptions. Acts of man or nature can transform the reputation,
desirability, and marketability of the most popular tourism destinations overnight [56].

A sustainable community-wide tourism paradigm can be achieved if the tourism
activities guarantee equity in distributing the benefits obtained and seek to maintain the
integrity and traditions of the people as a fundamental resource [57].

In this framework, and according to existing local resources, there are four distinct
vectors of potential exploitation that the tourism sector in this region could explore:

Coastal tourism—bathing associated with diving and other activities linked to the sea,
such as nautical recreation or fishing.

Nature tourism—linked to the exploration and use of the natural areas of the territory,
routes and rails, and relevant fauna, flora, and landscape areas.

Cultural tourism—where the population clusters of the territory offer cultural experi-
ences of the traditions and ways of life of the inhabitants, and where craftsmanship, the
techniques used in their creation, and the religious and architectural heritages are resources
to explore for the benefit of all.

Business tourism—focuses on Pante Macassar and is directed to holding events,
meetings, conferences, and support for the business activities throughout the region [33]
(Figure 4).
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Among the existing resources that can support the tourist development strategy of
Oecusse-Ambeno, the diversity of the territory stands out for its richness and potential
for the tourism sector, namely, the region’s natural characteristics and the sociocultural
experiences it provides, such as: traditional, authentic living communities and unique
products and modes of production; a diverse landscape with remarkable elements due
to its morphology and dimensions; old forests in which religious significance is a unique
component in the geographical area; the diversity of native fauna and flora; a subaquatic
environment rich in coral reefs and protected fauna species, such as the Dugong.

Another enjoyable visit is to the beaches and mangroves where there are water
crocodiles (C. porosus), which are also considered sacred in East Timor.

East Timor has an extensive barrier of coral reefs and is ranked among the world’s
best places for underwater activities.

This type of tourism presents enormous potential for the region, but the offering of
services to support this potential is almost nonexistent.

The coral barrier serves as a shelter for many sea creatures, from turtles to whales, to
the most diverse species of colorful tropical fish and clownfish.

Another area with high potential in Oecusse-Ambeno is the activity of trekking.
Since the first walks in the region, connections have been made with the chiefs, leaders,
and guides of the Sucos (villages), who share knowledge of the local geography and
culture, ensuring the safety and development of walking routes. The trekking activities are
already a substantial opportunity in the region’s tourism offerings because of the reduced
environmental impact and the promotion of natural wealth, providing real environmental
and cultural opportunities, based on the concept of sustainable environmental tourism.

Within a few hours of walking in the forests and along steep paths, it is possible to
reach mountain peaks, passing different villages that provide the opportunity to experience
the local communities and their traditions and customs.

3.3. Proposal

“In nature, nothing is taken away except pictures. Nothing is left but footprints.
Nothing leads to anything but memories.” (In Arrábida Unknown, Gaspar (2012)).

The strategy design for the Tourism Development of Oecusse-Ambeno (Figure 5)
provides the opportunity for the creation of a tourist destination supported on sustainable
development principles with the cultural and community guidelines as follows: (i) Increase
the competitiveness of the region while making South Asia a sustainable tourism desti-
nation; (ii) Ensure fairness in the distribution of benefits and inter-and intra-generational
solidarity; (iii) Develop proposals that promote the cultural and community components
valuable for tourism and make them available to informed decision-makers, politicians,
and stakeholders; (iv) Ensure that natural resources are preserved at a high level and that
quality, as an essential value, is present in all the actions taken for the development of the
region; (v) Ensure the formation of solid human and social capital [57,58].



Urban Sci. 2021, 5, 73 12 of 17
Urban Sci. 2021, 5, x FOR PEER REVIEW 13 of 18 
 

 

Figure 5. Touristic development points (GEOPTU.LAB, 2016). 

Several factors are considered necessary in order to implement the strategy and 

planned actions for Oecusse-Ambeno. These factors are related to the operation of culture 

and institutions in vulnerable countries whose resolution is complex. The necessary ad-

aptation and transition to the population integration in the task lists several points to be 

implemented and are listed below: 

• Promotion of cohesion and community organization by including all groups and age 

groups of the population in the participatory process. 

• Priority preservation of the territory and natural resources are the basis for defining 

the conceptual and institutional basis of the intervention. 

• Transparency and precaution in transferring the risks, benefits, and costs. 

• Encouraging the maintenance of traditions and natural and cultural heritage. 

• Relevance to actions to remove cultural barriers and institutions in developing coun-

tries. 

• Context supply for the intensive use of the local population in economic activities 

linked to tourism. 

• Marketing of the destination. 

• Planning and monitoring visitor flows and its impact on resources—LAC (limit of 

acceptable change). 

• Partnerships with private institutions and nongovernmental organizations that can 

bring know-how and investment. 

• Contextualized approaches to the socioeconomic reality. 

• Good access, infrastructure levels, and public services. 

The guidelines listed need to be put in place through several actions that have been 

devised related to sustainable tourism in order to create the basis for this activity’s success 

Figure 5. Touristic development points (GEOTPU.LAB, 2016).

Several factors are considered necessary in order to implement the strategy and
planned actions for Oecusse-Ambeno. These factors are related to the operation of culture
and institutions in vulnerable countries whose resolution is complex. The necessary
adaptation and transition to the population integration in the task lists several points to be
implemented and are listed below:

• Promotion of cohesion and community organization by including all groups and age
groups of the population in the participatory process.

• Priority preservation of the territory and natural resources are the basis for defining
the conceptual and institutional basis of the intervention.

• Transparency and precaution in transferring the risks, benefits, and costs.
• Encouraging the maintenance of traditions and natural and cultural heritage.
• Relevance to actions to remove cultural barriers and institutions in developing countries.
• Context supply for the intensive use of the local population in economic activities

linked to tourism.
• Marketing of the destination.
• Planning and monitoring visitor flows and its impact on resources—LAC (limit of

acceptable change).
• Partnerships with private institutions and nongovernmental organizations that can

bring know-how and investment.
• Contextualized approaches to the socioeconomic reality.
• Good access, infrastructure levels, and public services.

The guidelines listed need to be put in place through several actions that have been
devised related to sustainable tourism in order to create the basis for this activity’s success
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in Oecusse-Ambeno. The authority of the region must run these actions past the Tourism
Secretary in connection with the GTA-ZEESM.

• Regulation and policies that promote tourism as an activity at the level of the issuance
of visas and better access through air flights, as a precaution in the new tourism
developments.

• Promotion of quality destinations and products, based on the integration of local
communities, their identity and way of life, to maximize the economic gains for the
region while avoiding the leakage of capital outward.

• Creation of a team responsible for marketing targeting a global audience, working
with tour operators and local communities, studying consumers and looking for
diversification of supply and advantageous public-private partnerships.

• Build a network of activities in the various cultural and ecological components, posi-
tioning the destination as an example of sustainability in the region.

• Training and capacity-building programs in tourism in the national educational cur-
riculum, vocational and technical education, as well as at the level of training commu-
nity facilitators to support tourism in each culture.

• Provide continuous training to workers in the sector, and maintaining the competi-
tiveness of the destination through their capacity for innovation.

• Promote a safe and comfortable environment to minimize intracommunity conflicts
and crime and develop a response plan and natural disasters management.

• Establish partnerships between the state and other actors in the territory to develop
infrastructures (transport, water, energy) through mechanisms for capturing and
managing the investment.

• Ensure and seek funding sources with lasting budgets that alleviate local budgets and
regional authorities.

• Approve a territorial model guaranteeing the preservation of natural and cultural
resources essential for tourism promotion.

• Integrate good practices in environmental conservation into tourist activity through
regulation and programs, adopting models of continuous monitoring of the state of
resources to explore.

• Ensure the certification of activities and ventures within the framework of sustainabil-
ity and community tourism.

• Adoption of guides to good practices and monitoring systems for sustainable tourism
development and community tourism.

Current community and sustainable tourism activities require ongoing monitoring and
evaluation to guarantee the quality of the services provided and that the load capacity of
the territory (LAC) is not exceeded. Several aspects should be considered in this monitoring
activity, such as:

• the existence of a national or regional tourism plan
• the model of public participation in the decision process
• the access level and service charge basic infrastructures
• the employed population in the tourism sector
• the school-level of the population
• the percentage of local income generated by tourist activity
• the annual rate of new tourist establishments
• the number of visitors
• the average expenditure per visitor
• the average time for issuing a visa/authorization

One of the models that may ensure that tourism development is contextualized in
sustainable development principles and the strategy outlined by the region is through the
certification of new establishments, such as resorts, hotels, hostels, and local accommoda-
tion, within a system of certification and international recognition as a destination whose
potential tourists can consult quickly and effectively.
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4. Discussion

The discussion on implementing a proposal for a strategy, and the actions it advocates,
for the development of tourism in Oecusse-Ambeno depends on several factors. The factors
relate to various cultural and institutional barriers existing in vulnerable countries, and
to East Timor in particular. The resolution of such a barrier is preponderant in improving
the economic situation of its inhabitants. The need to strengthen community cohesion
and organization based on inclusive participation methods (all groups and age groups)
will emphasize the need to clarify land tenure and resources as the land is public in East
Timor. It will require the conceptual and institutional basis to be modified. On the basis
of strengthening the public sector’s effectiveness, it will be possible to ensure greater
transparency in the transmission of risks and benefits that the different possible options
accommodate, and a greater desire to maintain the social traditions and natural heritage of
the region.

On the other hand, the marketing promotion of the Oecusse-Ambeno destination
must be made in a structured way, where the planning and monitoring of visitor flows,
and their impact on local resources (LAC—limit of acceptable change), is monitored and
benchmarked based on a set of sustainability indicators. The establishment of partnerships
with private institutions and nongovernmental organizations that can bring know-how
and investment possibilities to be negotiated and adapted to the region’s reality will enable
the establishment of a contextualized embracing of the socioeconomic reality and the
traditional culture and territory.

The development of the tourism sector can also allow, depending on the public
sector’s capacity, the reinforcement of investment in accessibilities and infrastructures if
adequately designed and managed, and can lead to a transparent and sustained financial
management framework.

In today’s global market, the tourism business sells integrated products and promo-
tions to potential buyers. The first tourism product is not produced by industry but by
the destinations’ cultural and natural heritage. In light of sustainable community tourism,
it is essential to introduce appropriate marketing tools that promote the destination and
its products, and the objectives and practices intended to be implemented in terms of
involvement with local communities (Figure 6).
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The definition of the touristic product for promotion is linked to the activities and
experiences that reflect the target market. Territorial specialization as a tourist offering,
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and the suitability concerning the strategy of the complementarity with the rest of the
South-East Asian market, may result in a two-way relationship.

5. Conclusions

Sustainable tourism is committed to natural resource conservation and the local
community’s well-being for its sustainability.

In East Timor, however, tourism has been misused for general development and im-
plemented in the government’s environmental policy as wise use of natural resources. The
tourism industry cannot settle down properly if the goal is the sector’s rapid development
or if insufficient consideration is devoted to the principles of sustainable tourism and the
actions that need to be implemented. Improving the relationship between the authenticity
of the place and the natural context attached to sustainable tourism requires guidelines to
orientate visitors and investments.

The existence of a set of planning guidelines applicable to the tourism sector makes
it possible for the territorial organization to be defined as a development vector for the
region to ensure an increase in infrastructure capacity and, at the same time, promote an
increase in the protection and preservation of the environment.

In conclusion, the strategic sustainable planning process is the basis for sustainable
decision-making supported on a territorial planning model for a robust and durable
tourism sector.

Tourism activity is subject to a context of uncertainty and shocks of changes that often
do not originate in the territory in which they operate but are, rather, somewhat beyond
their jurisdiction.

The level of uncertainty requires responses to anticipate a wide range of impacts and
the necessity of complementary activities to be prepared to strengthen and develop the
adaptive capacities of the population and the involved economic actors.

The need to act quickly in changing scenarios leads to the development of resilience
in the tourism sector, which will only be possible within a socioenvironmental context
in which the destination is betting they will have to respond simultaneously to the more
extraordinary social, political, and economic transformations that might occur. The present
investigation and thematic line are aimed at strengthening the capacities of population
formation. Futures developments have focused on designing a set of guidelines for the
construction of public policies that should be monitored for the timely assessment of its
ability to reinforce the resilience of the territory and the socioeconomic context of the region.

The limitation of the investigation was based on the lack of data and information,
which meant that the entire characterization, assessment, and diagnosis of the reality
of the enclave in the Oecusse-Ambeno region was carried out from scratch, but with
very considerable support from the ZEESM—Special Administrative Region of Oecusse-
Ambeno of East–Timor.
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