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Executive Summary 
Coastal Alabama Partnership was conceived when key community 
leaders recognized the need for a standing organization to bridge the 
various entities in Baldwin and Mobile… as a resource for our region. 
The scope of our effort exceeds a single community. We leverage the 
strength of every area of our two counties to focus on what is important 
for Coastal Alabama. Together we work in concert toward the priorities 
that will ensure our unparalleled quality of life…with a mission to 
enable and unify business and political leadership in their pursuits of 
improving our quality of life by collaborating on improving 
infrastructure, education, and governmental services.”  
                                           — Coastal Alabama Partnership Vision and Mission 

 

The tourism industry plays a dominant role in the global economy, providing nearly one in every ten jobs on the 

planet, and contributing over 10% to worldwide GDP (WTTC, n.d.). But the challenges before the travel and 

tourism industry are real, including increasing pressure on local resources and communities around the world, 

presenting the difficult task of balancing economic opportunity with the conservation of nature, protection of 

cultural heritage, and the economic and social well-being of local residents. In 2019, there were 1.4 billion 

international tourist arrivals, and significantly more when including domestic tourists; predictions are still on 

track to indicate that this will double by 2030, to nearly three billion international tourists, prompting the Unites 

Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) Secretary General to 

declare in 2019: “Will tourism bring us one billion opportunities to make 

the world a better place, or one billion disasters?” The difference 

between opportunities and threats from tourism to natural areas and 

cultural heritage rests in the best practices of ecotourism, officially 

defined as, “Responsible travel to natural areas that protects nature 

and sustains the wellbeing of local people”(TIES, 1991), which also 

forms the basis for the recommendations in this report.  

It is important to understand that nature tourism and ecotourism are 

not the same thing. Nature tourism, on its own, simply means tourism 

that takes place in natural areas, whether forests, fields, rivers, 

beaches, etc. Left on its own, nature tourism can also damage the 

natural attractions that visitors come to experience, through 

overtourism and poor planning and management. Ecotourism is a set 

of principles and practices that, when applied to nature tourism, 

transform it into a positive catalyst to protect the environment now 

and for future generations, while creating a sustainable tourism 

economy.  
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This plan provides analysis and recommendations to support Coastal Alabama to become a model for 

destination success based upon the three key pillars of sustainable tourism today, which encompass and grow 

out of ecotourism: 

• Environmentally-friendly Practices 

This includes efforts to maintain a clean environment free from trash and litter, with proper disposal of 

waste; promoting clean energy to reduce carbon emissions; sourcing supplies as locally as possible; 

eliminating single-use plastics; and support for tracking and monitoring of environmental impacts and 

establishing benchmarks for improvements.  

• Protection of Natural and Cultural Heritage 

This includes biodiversity conservation initiatives and programs, as well as helping to restore, maintain 

and protect natural habitat, which also serves as an important way to sequester carbon linked to reducing 

the negative impacts of climate change. Similarly, support for protecting cultural diversity includes 

preservation of historic buildings and sites of archeological significance; embracing local cultural 

vernacular in building design; and supporting living cultural heritage as it is represented through local 

artistic expression such as music, dance, art, and handicrafts, among others.  

• Support for the Economic and Social Well-Being of Local Communities 

This includes tourism-related policies, programs and initiatives to benefit the people in the local area, 

including hiring locally according to fair wages, benefits, and non-discrimination policies that meet or 

exceed legal requirements; supporting local community-owned businesses to the greatest degree 

possible; and ensuring that local communities have direct and equal input on decision-making related to 

tourism that will affect their lives.  

 

As the travel and tourism industry begins to re-emerge 

from the COVID-19 pandemic, many destinations are 

rethinking tourism and taking a careful look at lessons 

learned and seeking to reset and reimagine more 

positive tourism that delivers on its promise to protect 

nature, celebrate cultural heritage, and directly benefit 

local communities. 

Chief among this is the way tourism success is 

measured. A growing number of destinations are 

moving away from growth in numbers of tourist arrivals 

as the key indicator of progress and instead are 

increasingly measuring tourism’s contribution to 

protecting the environment, supporting cultural heritage, and delivering meaningful social and economic 

benefits to local citizens, including fair wages, opportunities for community-owned business development and 

growth, and improving the way of life for local people.  

Travelers, too, are re-evaluating what tourism means for people and the planet. A rapidly growing market shift is 

underway representing a transformation of tourism among travelers seeking more meaningful, more enjoyable 

experiences in places that bring together locals and visitors, offer authenticity and sense of place, and are 

rooted in a more holistic concept of sustainability committed to personal wellbeing and planetary wellbeing. 

Most relevant in this market shift is ecotourism, driving economic development opportunity for local 

communities and nature-based travel destinations. Those travel companies and destinations that understand 

this transformation of the tourism industry today, will be the leaders in a new and growing tourism economy of 

tomorrow.  
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The primary purpose of this report is to provide a series of key recommendations and actions – a road map of 

sorts – for stakeholders and residents of Mobile and Baldwin counties to constructively and proactively address 

tourism development challenges and opportunities to drive economic growth in the two country region, based 

on the trinity of tourism market sustainability and success today – nature, culture, and community. While there 

is a general belief among stakeholders and community members that the economic benefits of tourism can and 

should be more equitably shared across the urban and rural landscapes that make up Coastal Alabama, the 

multi-stakeholder consultation process revealed that a majority believe that a regional plan is needed to help 

advance solutions with action steps. This report does just that.  

At its core, the report addresses challenges – from infrastructure, to marketing, to capital investment to capacity 

building – related to expanding tourism opportunities that were identified through an extensive multi-

stakeholder process of more than seventy meetings and interviews with business owners, community members 

and residents, county and state officials, as well as local non-profit organizations and associations, all with a 

direct connection to Coastal Alabama.  

Extensive review and synthesis of other Alabama tourism related plans and reports, in conjunction with research 

into the history of Coastal Alabama and ecotourism best practices from other parts of the USA and around the 

world, were also conducted. 

Based on the above, as well as analysis of domestic and international ecotourism market trends, it is 

increasingly clear that Coastal Alabama has the natural and cultural heritage attractions to grow its tourism 

economy well into the future. With all of the above in mind, now is the time to rethink Coastal Alabama tourism 

beyond the regional travel market - with proper planning and management, Baldwin and Mobile counties have 

the real potential to become a vibrant travel destination attracting regional, national, and global visitors.  

This report grew out of the recognition of the potential of 

ecotourism to expand and diversify the opportunities and benefits 

of tourism in coastal Alabama by developing a regional assessment 

and plan to link and develop these assets to allow potential visitors 

considering a trip to Coastal Alabama to learn what the area has to 

offer, and how to connect the dots to experience its incredible 

natural and cultural diversity, from the inland rivers and waterways 

that create the Mobile-Tensaw Delta to the natural harbor that is 

home to the busy city of Mobile, to the marshlands, barrier islands, 

and beaches that entice coastal vacationers from far and near.  

The report identifies existing tourism access points in the Delta and 

the region, as well as categorizing assets and attractions, noting 

that ecotourism projects are most successful when they are 

developed from existing assets in a region. Assets can best be 

defined as those valuable things and qualities that can be 

developed into attractions. Attractions are a collection of developed 

assets that are of a high enough quality to attract visitors. Access 

points are gateways into those attractions and generally mark a 

specific entry point used for location or navigational purposes. The 

relationship between these three items is important to understand 

during the development of future projects and marketing plans.  
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In addition to the above, this report also presents a capital plan that benefited from multi-stakeholder meetings 

and input across the two county region. Highlights of feedback and input in the Capital Plan section of the report 

outlining a series of recommendations include (among others) the development of:  

• Live Oak Landing as an ecotourism gateway 

• Africatown Connections Blueway Access at Cochrane-Africatown Bridge 

• Cooper Riverside Park and Gulf Quest Museum for enhanced visitor use  

• Regional Wayfinding and Interpretation across Mobile and Baldwin counties 

Two flagship capital plan recommendations are: 

• Establish a Local Community Micro-enterprise and Training Program 

To build a truly sustainable ecotourism industry that delivers on its promise to responsibly expand and 

diversify visitation throughout coastal Alabama while providing meaningful benefits to local 

communities, opportunities for residents to launch and grow local tourism-related businesses and 

microenterprises is paramount; and fostering women-run micro-enterprises in particular has been proven 

to have significant positive community economic impact. Building upon and expanding the business 

resources that already exist in coastal Alabama, especially to communities that have not traditionally 

benefited from tourism, is an important step towards diversifying and growing the regional ecotourism 

economy. In turn, fostering local small business entrepreneurship will help increase the number of 

businesses that can serve the needs of coastal Alabama’s burgeoning ecotourism industry; and spreading 

their presence across the two-county region also enables and encourages visitors to stay longer and 

explore more, thereby increasing their overall tourism spend in the destination. This report recommends 

that the Community-Based Microenterprise Development and Training Program be based in Africatown at 

an appropriate site such as the one formerly occupied by the Scott Credit Union building. Given the effort 

to create a multi-purpose facility to benefit capacity building and training for local communities, early 

plans should incorporate space for this program. It can be included as part of or be developed separately 

in collaboration with the Africatown Redevelopment Corporation and other stakeholders. In addition to 

providing new and small business incubator and micro-enterprise support, two other areas identified for 

capacity building include Ecotourism Guide Training and Service and Hospitality Training.  

• Establish a World Class Coastal Alabama Ecolodge 

Ecolodges, as anchor attractions in the United States and around the world, help to define and promote 

ecotourism for regions, states, and even entire countries. For example, Lapa Rios Ecolodge was 

established in Costa Rica in the early 1990s to help attract tourists and expand tourism economic benefits 

to local communities in the less-developed southern region of the country. Within three years of its 

opening, this one strategically-placed ecolodge became the catalyst to lead Costa Rica to become 

internationally recognized as a leading global ecotourism destination – literally putting the country into 

the top travel destinations in the world. Building a flagship ecolodge in coastal Alabama has similar 

transformative potential for Mobile and Baldwin counties, and will elevate and expand upon the 

ecotourism recommendations in this plan to help to establish 

Coastal Alabama as an ecotourism travel destination.  

The development of Eagle Cottages at Gulf State Park and The 

Lodge at Gulf State Park have already demonstrated the ability of 

environmentally focused facilities to attract new visitors and 

increase the national visibility of Coastal Alabama as a destination. 

However, those projects were evolutions of existing facilities in well-

developed markets. Coastal Alabama would benefit from a ground 

up world class ecolodge project with the expressed goal of 
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celebrating and protecting the Mobile-Tensaw Delta, improving delta visitor access, and creating new socio-

economic development opportunities. And similar to the publicity that Eagle Cottages received from BBC, 

Lonely Planet Guidebooks, National Geographic, and other important media outlets, a flagship ecolodge could 

also garner significant global media attention that would help to further promote Coastal Alabama as an 

ecotourism destination on a national and international scale. 

Another section of the report focuses attention on sample visitor itineraries for exploring and experiencing 

Mobile and Baldwin counties. Coastal Alabama is well-positioned as a do-it-yourself destination, with visitors 

able to self-drive easily to locations around the two counties, planning and participating in local tours at various 

destinations along the way, from naturalist walking tours in Gulf State Park, to boat excursions into the delta, to 

guided tours of the city of Mobile and its heritage, among others. While the various Chambers of Commerce and 

tourism organizations across the region amply showcase the individual attractions of the region, to date, how to 

put them together as an itinerary has been left up to visitors trying to figure out how to plan. Just as a window 

display in a department store helps shoppers to see how they can put together different collections of clothing 

into a beautiful eye-catching outfit, the sample itineraries presented in the report, ranging from a full 15-day 

tour of the best of both counties to numerous shorter tours ranging from 2-5 days, help visitors considering a 

visit to Coastal Alabama to easily put together a holiday itinerary tailored to their interests. They can be used 

“off the shelf” as they already are, or individually-tailored by visitors as inspiration for building their own self-

guided trip, depending on the time they have available, their personal interests, and such variables as 

seasonality, weather, special events, etc. And as additional assets and itineraries are developed, this information 

can be added to Coastal Alabama Ecotourism online resources/website to provide even more options for 

discovering this special region.  

A key element of the report is branding and design templates, which are included as resources to support the 

successful launch of a Coastal Alabama Ecotourism marketing campaign. This includes a brand identity guide 

with an array of creative graphic designs, photos, and videos in “raw” format, inspired by the diverse people, 

places, cultures, history, nature and wildlife of the region that give it its unique and compelling “sense of place” 

as a travel destination.  

In conclusion, while there is no “magic bullet” that will quickly or easily address the challenges and 

opportunities for Coastal Alabama community economic development, taken together, and in the spirit of 

compromise and understanding towards the greater good, this report presents a bold agenda for both Mobile 

and Baldwin counties and the state of Alabama to show leadership in destination stewardship. Coastal Alabama 

has the key “ingredients” to become a national and international world class ecotourism destination. The 

question is not whether this goal can be accomplished; rather, it will be a question of putting recommendations 

into action and building on community stakeholder input to take tourism in Coastal Alabama to the next level of 

success by establishing a resilient ecotourism economy that can bring prosperity and protection of the region’s 

unique cultural and natural heritage for generations to come.  
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