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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.  

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.  
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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.  

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 
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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.  

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.  
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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.  

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 



 

8  | Coastal Alabama Regional Ecotourism Plan 

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 

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 
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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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Overview of Ecotourism and its Potential 

The tourism industry plays a dominant role in the global economy, 
providing nearly one in every 10 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  
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 nearly double by 2030, to three billion 

international tourists, prompting the UN World Tourism Organization 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 in natural areas rests in the best practices of 

ecotourism, 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 recommendations in this report. 

Changing Travel Patterns 

The global COVID-19 pandemic, arriving with worldwide impact in the early months of 2020, and swiftly 

upending life for people around the world, also swiftly and decisively impacted the global travel industry. For all 

intents and purposes, the global travel and tourism industry largely stopped in its tracks in 2020. The scope of 

the industry – and its positives and negatives – was suddenly made visible across the globe. The United Nations 

World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), working to provide data as the ripple effects of the pandemic continue, 

released “How Covid-19 is Changing the World: A Statistical Perspective Volume III,” in March 2021, citing the 

following impacts from the pandemic around the world: 

– 8.8 percent of global working hours were lost in 2020, equivalent to 255 million full-time jobs. 

– COVID-19 is estimated to have pushed 119-124 million people into poverty in 2020, a substantial increase 

from earlier estimates. 

– Aviation passenger traffic declined by 60 percent in 2020, while shipping activity—as measured by vessel 

port calls—likely declined by around 10 percent. 

– The Human Development Index recorded its first drop since 1990 due to the pandemic, which has erased 

decades of progress in the female labor participation rate. 

– International tourism recorded its worst year ever on record; international tourism declined by 74 percent. 

– CO2 emissions declined six percent in 2020, largely attributable to reduced activity in aviation and transport.  

– As countries undertake recovery efforts, many are including green and sustainable targets in their planning 

for a successful tourism rebound. 

 

Now, as the global travel and tourism industry cautiously begins to re-emerge from the pandemic, many 

destinations are also rethinking tourism. This transition is taking place throughout the travel industry. Many 

destinations are taking a careful look at lessons learned from the pandemic, and declaring they seek to reset 
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and reimagine more positive tourism for the future that delivers on its promise to protect nature and benefit 

local communities. 

For example, some of the planet’s most popular coastal destinations - from Venice to Bali to Big Sur, California – 

became cautionary tales, pre-pandemic, for what can happen when visitation grows without proper policies and 

measures in place to manage and mitigate its negative impacts. Chief among this is the way tourism success is 

measured. More and more destinations are moving away from growth in numbers of tourism arrivals as a sign of 

success and instead are measuring tourism’s contribution to protecting the environment, supporting cultural 

heritage, and delivering meaningful 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, have had the opportunity to reevaluate and deeply consider what tourism means, and how to do 

it better, as individuals, for the people we visit, and for the environment. Although the pandemic events of the 

past two years have presented a harsh reset for the world, it has also been a positive catalyst in encouraging 

people to view sustainability as an essential consideration in their everyday lives and lifestyle choices. This has 

led to an evolution of travel, inspiring travelers and businesses to embrace destinations that prioritize a more 

holistic commitment to protecting the planet – from nature, to culture, to communities. This growing market 

shift among travelers points in the direction of 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 

transformation of travel is ecotourism, driving economic development opportunity for local communities and 

nature-based travel destinations. 

A PhocusWire report published in December 2020 noted:  

“A recent survey found that 68% of travelers want the money they spend on travel to go back into the 

community. In 2020, we had the time to reflect on what we missed- travel builds empathy, sparks connections, 

and creates friendships. Travel can also bring valuable economic development to remote communities and 

help travelers learn from unique cultures and different ways of life…. {Going forward} We'll see travelers 

looking to recoup these benefits as quickly as possible and make up for lost time… However, people will be 

more conscientious about how they travel: they'll want to minimize the footprint of their journey and make sure 

their presence is having a positive impact on their host destination.” 

With the impacts of the pandemic and other global disruptions continuing into 2022, the picture remains the 

same. Prior to the pandemic, travelers had been increasingly expressing a growing interest in choosing places to 

travel that reflected their growing interest in nature, culture, and communities. Indeed, ecotourism and 

adventure travel were among the fastest-growing sectors of the travel industry pre-pandemic. Those trends 

have accelerated as travelers begin to emerge from the pandemic and consider where, why, and how they want 

to travel now and in the future. Booking.com’s Sustainable Travel Report, released in April 2022, notes that 81% 

of travelers confirm that sustainable travel is important to them, with 50% saying that recent news about 

climate change has influenced them to make more ecotravel choices. 59% of travelers say they want to leave the 

places they visit better than when they arrived, with 33% revealing that they chose to travel outside of peak 

season to avoid overcrowding. Nearly a quarter (23%) say they opted to travel to a destination closer to home 

over the last 12 months to reduce their carbon footprint, with 71% of global travelers saying that they want to 

travel more sustainably over the coming 12 months, a 10% increase over 2021 data. In short, those travel 

destinations that understand this transformation of the tourism industry today, will be the business and 

economic success stories in the new tourism world of tomorrow. 

Another important trend that has emerged from the impact of the pandemic is the increased interest in regional 

and domestic travel. With the unpredictable fluctuations of coronavirus infections across countries, changing 
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travel requirements and restrictions and other global uncertainties, travelers eager to get out on the road are 

looking to venture closer to home. While “bucket list” destinations remain high on many traveler’s lists, all 

indicators point to domestic tourism rebounding first, with international travel following behind. And the 

situation for travelers continues to remain fluid – while people are eager to get out on the road and explore, they 

are also making travel plans closer to their actual travel dates and looking for increased flexibility to change or 

cancel their plans.  

WTTC’s study, “Trending in Travel: Emerging Consumer Trends in Travel & Tourism in 2021 and Beyond,” released 

in late 2021, has noted these emerging trends, including a focus on “domestic rediscovery” – looking to travel to 

places closer to home with a preference for destinations featuring nature and culture, along with a strengthened 

commitment to benefitting local people. Leading the way in the return to travel are Millennials and Gen Z, 

representing increased interest in adventure and outdoor experiences, with 41% of US travelers 25-34 years old 

planning to go hiking or paddling on their trips. WTTC also noted the increasing trend of consumers intending to 

travel more responsibly and sustainably in the future, which Booking.com’s 2022 report also noted – 

“sustainable travel is no longer the ambition of the few but 

of the many” with an “increasing desire to make more 

conscious choices across the entire travel experience, from 

transportation to accommodation, as well as how and 

where people spend their money during their trips.” 

Travelers are also considering options to travel outside of 

peak seasons and reiterating their desire to have more 

authentic experiences that connect with local cultures and 

have a positive impact on the places they visit. 

With all of these trends in mind, destinations are 

increasingly paying attention to offering experiences and 

activities in nature and open-air, far from congested areas, 

and incorporating ecotourism, adventure, wellness, 

culture, culinary and rural experiences as they look to broaden tourism offerings and respond to a 

transformation underway in travel and tourism that focuses on the three core travel trends of Nature, Culture 

and Community.  

Recent world events - led by the COVID-19 pandemic – have combined to further hasten these trends, 

representing a fast-growing travel market. And in order to understand the acceleration of these trends, it is 

important to understand the history of ecotourism and its evolution into the principles of sustainable tourism, 

which is defined by the United Nations World Tourism Organization as “tourism that takes full account of its 

current and future economic, social and environmental impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the industry, 

the environment and host communities.”  

 

Throughout the 1990s, nature-based tourism became a major growth sector in the global travel industry. 

However, local concerns began to arise as popular places faced with an increasing number of tourists were 

unprepared to manage negative visitation impacts, from plastic waste to overcrowding of tourism destinations. 

Early problems in places such as the Galapagos and certain US national parks, among other areas, made it clear 

that a new and better model for tourism to natural areas was needed. Within a decade, the ideas that first 

started with ecotourism as a set of practices to address visitation’s negative impact on the natural environment 

had evolved, amid calls that all forms of tourism – whether urban or rural, on land or at sea - should be based 

upon principles of fundamental respect for local people and the natural environment, responsibly and 

equitably.  
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Definition of Ecotourism 

Ecotourism is specifically focused on nature-based experiences and forms a subset of sustainable tourism, 

which is based on three key pillars:  

• Environmentally-friendly Practices 

This includes efforts to maintain a clean environment free from trash, proper disposal of waste; 

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

single-use plastics; 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; promoting diversity and inclusivity in tourism development and ensuring that local 

communities have direct and equal input on decision-making related to tourism that will affect their lives.  

Sustainable Tourism 
Criteria 

In 2008, the Global Sustainable 

Tourism Criteria (GSTC) were 

established by the United 

Nations Foundation to 

“represent the minimum 

requirements tourism businesses 

should observe in order to 

ensure preservation and respect 

of natural and cultural resources 

and make sure at the same time 

that tourism’s potential as a tool 

for poverty alleviation is 

enforced.” (UNWTO, n.d.)  

Addressing the interconnectedness of social, economic and environmental sustainability in development, the 

United Nations Development Program (UNDP) introduced a set of 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 

2015 as a “universal call to action to end poverty, protect the planet and ensure that all people enjoy peace and 

prosperity by 2030.” (UNDP, n.d.) The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, as it is known, promotes 

sustainable tourism to generate employment, protect the environment and support local cultures. Since their 

introduction, the SDGs have been adopted for successful destination stewardship and have continued to drive 

sustainable tourism best practices around the world. Emerging from the pandemic, the UNWTO has re-focused 

its efforts even more strongly on how tourism can support and assist the world in achieving the 2030 Agenda 
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through the implementation of the SDGs. The authors of this document were also involved in establishing the 

GSTC and the 17 SDGs and further recommend that Coastal Alabama pursue ecotourism development and its 

benefits and opportunities guided by the 17 SDGs.  

Ecotourism Potential in Coastal Alabama 

Coastal Alabama has long been known for its natural attractions, from its beautiful beaches to its local fishing 

and seafood industries, to its hidden waterways that teem with birds, fish, and flagship species such as the 

American Alligator. And with the 2010 BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill’s devastating impact on the coast, the 

realization of the need for a healthy and clean environment to underpin the tourism economy, as well as the 

livelihood of local communities, became even more apparent. Out of that realization has come further 

investment in protecting that natural heritage, and greater appreciation for the natural and cultural heritage 

assets that Alabama’s coastal Mobile and Baldwin Counties have to offer.  

At the same time, both within Coastal Alabama and more broadly across the State of Alabama, there is a growing 

desire and recognition to expand the appeal of Alabama’s tourism offerings and to grow the market in new ways 

– attracting new kinds of visitors, encouraging extended stays, diversifying activities, and expanding seasonal 

offerings to grow the tourism calendar. Dovetailing with the expressed interest of travelers to visit less crowded 

destinations during times of the year that are less busy and to focus on outdoor adventure activities, ecotourism 

in Mobile and Baldwin counties is ideally positioned to grow and thrive, while protecting its natural and cultural 

heritage, and expanding opportunities for its local communities.  

Coastal Alabama is blessed with an abundance of natural and cultural heritage treasures, stunning natural 

beauty, abundant biodiversity, and a rich and varied cultural history, as well as local communities that could 

benefit from the opportunities that tourism, properly planned and managed, can bring. Not only is Coastal 
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Alabama strongly positioned to grow its appeal and offerings to the regional and national US market, but it has 

world-class assets, attractions and experiences that appeal to an international audience, from the incredible 

biodiversity and natural beauty of “America’s Amazon,” the Mobile-Tensaw Delta, to the internationally-

recognized discovery of the Clotilda and the growing interest in the diverse cultural heritage of the area, from 

the earliest Native American inhabitants through centuries of history profoundly influenced by the waterways of 

the region; to the present day, celebrating the diversity of living culture, from music to cuisine to art and more – 

all define Coastal Alabama today. 

 

This project 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. The trends in travel noted above have accelerated the potential for Coastal Alabama to expand and 

benefit from carefully planned and managed ecotourism development, using the 17 SDGs as the “guideposts” to 

measure ongoing progress.  

 

Home to a diversity of attractions, assets and experiences, the focus of the Coastal Alabama Ecotourism project 

is to collect that information together 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 the incredible natural and cultural 

diversity of the area, 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 deep ocean water that 

entice lovers of all things ocean and beach. 

Ecotourism Visitor Profile 

Research on the US ecotourism visitor profile reveals consistently that ecotourists seek a holiday with minimal 

negative environmental impact, represent a consumer with income higher than the general US population, 

skews toward middle-aged and has an above-average education. The ecotourism visitor profile corresponds to a 

person who is active, educated, curious, adventurous and seeks out knowledge of places to visit. The US 

ecotourist in particular seeks unspoiled and unique natural and wilderness areas (land and sea), looks for 

authenticity, values cultural exchange, seeks learning, and prefers more personalized and quality service. In 

relation to ecotourism activities during a trip, frequent interests include bird watching, nature photography, 

unique flora species, wildlife viewing, kayaking, hiking, diving, and local community activities compared to the 

more general tourist. Ecotourists also prefer to travel in small groups with specialized guides and they tend to 

have a higher spend per day during a trip compared to other tourist market segments. 

In relation to the activities most frequently sought out by ecotourists, a World Wildlife Fund (WWF) study 

conducted in the Americas and the Caribbean, identified the main activities among ecotourists as follows: bird 

watching (58%), wildlife watching (55%), water based activities (42%), botany (31%), trekking (28%), cultural 

heritage (25%), nature walks/hiking (23%) and mountain climbing (22%). 

Ecotourism and Adventure Travel 

As the global adventure travel sector continues to embrace the principles and practices of ecotourism – 

“responsible travel to natural areas that protects natures and sustains the wellbeing of local people” (TIES, 

1991) - including incorporating the SDGs mentioned previously, ecotourism and adventure travel are 

increasingly merging together. The Adventure Travel Trade Association (ATTA) defines adventure travel as “any 

domestic or international trip that includes at least two of the following three aspects: physical activity, 

interaction with nature and cultural learning or exchange.” Adventure travelers and ecotourists are leading the 

drive for “Experiential Travel” – where the tourism experience is based around cultural and natural heritage, 

along with immersive, hands-on, enriching and educational activities. Experiential travel is now the focus of 
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major international travel organizations; for instance, Virtuoso, based in the US and the largest luxury travel 

network in the world, has recognized that “Authenticity is the new luxury.” To capture that growing market and 

the global demand for experiences that cater to the unique and the authentic, Virtuoso directly markets to 

consumers who seek to “Travel with Meaning.” In other words, more and more travelers are moving in the 

direction of the ecotourism visitor profile.  

And as ecotourism and adventure travel increasingly represent the same demographics, the adventure travel 

market is also growing fast, and the potential to drive economic benefits to regions such as Coastal Alabama 

that successfully target this market segment is strong. In partnership with ATTA, George Washington University 

published a series of Adventure Tourism Market Reports. The results of this consumer and market research 

revealed a staggering growth in adventure travel: 65% year over year growth since 2009-2019. Adventure travel 

and ecotourism represent a US$300+ billion industry that continues to respond to demand. The United Nations 

report, Tourism and Biodiversity: Mapping Tourism’s Global Footprint, first noted this trend nearly two decades 

ago, citing that “Nature and adventure travel remain among the fastest growing segments of the global tourism 

industry.”  

According to the George Washington University research on the adventure and ecotraveler, the statistics below 

help to illustrate the ecotourism and adventure traveler visitor profile further: 

– General age range is 25-50 years old, with an average age of 36 years. 

– Approximately 57% are male; 48% are single. 

– Some 21% travel with friends, 37% with a spouse or partner; 30% travel with their family and kids.  

– On average, per-trip spending at the destination level has been increasing at a rate of nearly 20% annually 

to approximately US$2500-US$3500 per trip based on 10 days (excluding airfare) or about US$300-US$400 

per day.  

 

While ecotourism and adventure travel continue to be among the fastest growing sectors of the tourism 

industry, these travelers maintain a very different set of values than their mass tourism counterparts. These are 

frequently young professionals who are engaged in the world, are interested in exploring new and far-flung 

destinations if the value of the experience is authentic and the area is considered rich in nature and cultural 

experiences. They are much more willing to travel to remote and lesser known places, even under difficult 

conditions and they will pay more for a deeper, more authentic and active experience. As such, they are a key 

market to target for the Mobile-Tensaw Delta region and other areas of Baldwin and Mobile counties that speak 

to their interests in discovery along with experiential holidays that help to protect the places they visit and the 

people who live there.  
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Coastal Alabama has all of the necessary natural and cultural assets 
needed to develop and market a regional ecotourism plan to visitors 
interested in exploring the region’s rich natural and cultural heritage in 
a way that benefits its local communities.  

Many of the recommendations in this report offer steps that the destination can begin taking now towards this 

goal. While this work is underway, Coastal Alabama Ecotourism should also begin working with local 

stakeholders to establish a vision and long-term goals to build upon the foundation for ecotourism success. 

That vision should be aspirational but consider existing access points, assets, and attractions in the region.  

A database of access points in the region has been developed as a foundation for the development of branding, 

itineraries, and capital plan recommendations. It collects information from existing sources and lists them for 

reference in the development of future marketing projects. 

Access Point vs. Asset vs. Attraction 

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 and local users. They form the 

basis for itineraries and experiences. 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 projects and marketing plans.  

Existing Access Points 

There are already several ways that the Mobile Delta and other ecotourism attractions are accessed by locals 

and visitors. Boat ramps, kayak launches, camping platforms, guided tours, state parks, events, and other 

access points provide a variety of opportunities to experience the area. A database of access points that best 

support coastal Alabama as an ecotourism destination has been developed to support the Capital Plan 

recommendations and Itinerary development. An examination of the region identified those access points that 

are associated with existing attractions and documented current conditions. Changes in resource and access 

status are frequent and conditions should be verified when planning.  

Name and Category indicate basic information about the resource. Condition describes the current usage status 

based on its development, visibility, and availability to visitors. Operating Window describes the site's 

availability for access in broad terms to inform itinerary development. Specific operating hours have not been 

included due to their changing nature. These are followed by a high-level categorization of Activities available at 

that access point. A brief Narrative description of that access point has been pulled from publicly available 

sources. When relevant, Physical Addresses have been provided for mapping purposes. When available, Website 

and Contact Information has been provided so that information can be verified or expanded as necessary for 

future projects. Additional information is included in the final Notes column, when needed. 
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In addition to the database listings, Mobile and Baldwin Counties have numerous additional resources that 

individually may not be attractors for ecotourism but in total, they can be vital elements in enhancing the 

ecotourism experience. These include:  

• Small community and themed museums 

• Restaurants and other dining experiences 

• Charter boat opportunities, including sailing, fishing, 

wildlife watching excursions 

• Outfitters that rent equipment for paddling, boating, biking 

and more 

• Designated Historic Districts 

• Community festivals 

• Seafood and farmers’ markets 

These resources, and their current operations status, can best be 

identified through online listings of the destination marketing 

organizations in the region. 
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Coastal Alabama Ecotourism requires investment in infrastructure so 
that it may grow into a viable industry and economic driver in South 
Alabama. Those investments should consider economic and community 
development needs to maximize the return on investment.  

When both forms of development are done 

simultaneously then benefits accrue to everyone 

involved from the local business owner to county 

government. Local participation is crucial for a 

robust ecotourism industry because it 

demonstrates a commitment to local culture and 

creates an economy that is focused on keeping 

benefits within the community. 

The development of necessary infrastructure for 

Coastal Alabama Ecotourism includes two types of 

projects: capacity building and physical asset 

development. This capital plan addresses each 

type separately but builds on common stakeholder 

feedback organized by attraction. The following 

projects were identified for their abilities to address all aspects of ecotourism and achieve multiple goals 

through a focused investment. Each of them fills a void in local ecotourism infrastructure or builds on an existing 

asset. Many of them accomplish both objectives. All of them are based on significant stakeholder input and an 

alignment with overall project goals. 

Key Stakeholder Feedback  

One of the most repeated and key points of feedback from stakeholder meetings between July 2021 and April 

2022 was the need for increased capacity-building so that residents of Mobile and Baldwin counties can be more 

directly involved in, and benefit from, tourism in the region. Currently, there is little in the way of widely 

accessible tourism-related community training programs - including service, hospitality, and specialized guiding 

training - or other opportunities for local stakeholders to gain the skills necessary to become ecotourism 

professionals. Providing access to such resources and supporting the creation and growth of local tourism-

related businesses, including ecotourism outfitters, is an essential step in building an inclusive, sustainable 

regional ecotourism industry throughout coastal Alabama. This is especially important for communities that 

have not traditionally been on the tourism map, including Africatown and North Baldwin. 

Another key feedback theme throughout our meetings was the need for more stakeholder collaboration across 

the two-county region. For example, in Orange Beach, we heard that “Mobile is not seen as competition, it is 

seen as the other side of the world” – which illustrates another challenge for building a successful multi-

stakeholder ecotourism industry in coastal Alabama. The reality is that Orange Beach, Mobile, and other areas of 

natural and cultural interest within the two-county region are neither direct ecotourism competitors nor 

disconnected destinations. On the contrary, building stronger communication and collaboration between 

coastal Alabama stakeholders, and ‘connecting the dots’ of ecotourism assets in Mobile and Baldwin counties 

will help build a cohesive regional ecotourism industry with diverse and complementary experiences. When 

combined, these experiences can create a world-class travel destination that will appeal to a wide variety of 

ecotourism travelers on a regional, national, and even international scale.  
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Providing access to region-wide capacity-building and business opportunities is foundational to scaling and 

marketing ecotourism in coastal Alabama; and the greater the diversity of community members who become 

stewards and champions of the region’s natural and cultural heritage through this sector of tourism, the greater 

the collective benefits will be across all of Mobile and Baldwin counties. In turn, capacity-building can offer 

necessary social and economic development opportunities for a wider demographic of the counties’ residents; 

delivering one of the most impactful benefits of sustainable tourism done right. 

Below is a snapshot of some key stakeholder feedback on these topics gathered throughout project meetings: 

Dauphin Island 

An “Aloe Bay Ecotourism Park” is expected to open by mid-2023 in the Aloe Bay development. One stakeholder 

expressed hope that South Mobile County Tourism will have offices based here to help spearhead training and 

capacity-building for local residents to help make ecotourism visitor activities a success. Plans are also 

underway to open a small sustainability-minded hotel at the development, which would benefit from 

community service and hospitality training. 

The need for stronger collaboration between Dauphin Island Sea Lab and the Learning Campus at Gulf State 

Park was also voiced, as they are two key facilities offering natural education programs in different parts of the 

region, but do not currently partner on initiatives. Ecotourism capacity-building and training would be a strong 

start.  

North Baldwin County 

While there are various tourism outfitters in the southern Delta, stakeholders noted that there are currently 

none in the north. This indicates a significant opportunity to expand ecotourism offerings across the two-county 

region, which will require access to training programs and business opportunities for local residents. 

Gulf State Park 

Stakeholders expressed concern about the “duplication of efforts” happening across the region; including with 

labor, infrastructure, and funds. They voiced that increased collaboration is needed to pair talent with the local 

tourism industry, and the development of more regional water-based ecotourism activities (snorkeling, scuba, 

shrimping excursions, phosphorescence tours, etc.) was also suggested - which will require further capacity-

building efforts. 

Orange Beach 

It was noted that there is currently no service or tour operator training in the region, which is needed. 

Gulf Shores 

Multiple stakeholders mentioned the lack of local tourism outfitters and operators as a limiting factor in being 

able to offer visitor access to the Mobile-Tensaw Delta – which is the region’s greatest natural ecotourism asset. 

They also noted the need for tourism services and training across the two counties, as past efforts have not 

endured. The need for better stakeholder coordination was also a clear priority, and they noted that both hiring 

and retaining employees is a significant issue in the region. 
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Africatown/Clotilda/Regional African American Heritage  

One stakeholder expressed that “Being linked by heritage is not enough. We must be empowered to lift up our 

communities, driven by a common vision. African Americans here need to benefit from and drive our resources.” 

There was discussion around the training and business opportunities needed for Clotilda descendants living in 

Africatown to benefit from an increasing flow of Civil Rights tourism to the region, and how to launch African 

American guided ecotourism tours of Three Mile Creek; among other entrepreneurial opportunities in Mobile 

and Baldwin counties. 

Several stakeholders, including the Clotilda Descendants Association, the Dora Finley African American Heritage 

Trail, Visit Mobile, and the Africatown Preservation Heritage Foundation have indicated a strong desire to see 

the development of a park and water access to the Mobile River underneath the Africatown bridge. Some of the 

groups would like to see protections placed on the land so it is protected as a long-term asset for local 

community members. 

City of Mobile 

Several stakeholders celebrated the efforts across the city to improve infrastructure while also expressing 

concern for inequitable distribution of resources and lack of collaboration. The development of the Three Mile 

Creek Greenway and other city parks were offered as examples of projects able to serve all Mobile residents. 

GulfQuest and Cooper Riverside Park were also discussed as potential attractions for a national audience. 

Stakeholders repeatedly described a need for identity and activity at GulfQuest and Cooper Riverside Park 

(CRP). The museum opened in 2015 and has struggled to find its economic and community development 

purposes. Attendance is lower than expected and was further hampered by the pandemic. Both GulfQuest and 

CRP are currently managed by the City of Mobile.  

Capacity Building Projects 

According to the United Nations, capacity-building is defined as “the process of developing and strengthening 

the skills, instincts, abilities, processes and resources that organizations and communities need to survive, 

adapt, and thrive in a fast-changing world.”  

Much like capital improvements are needed to enhance and expand physical infrastructure, capacity-building 

will help foster a strong regional foundation of human capital - including diverse stakeholders who are well-

prepared to host and educate visitors while facilitating inspiring natural and cultural experiences that celebrate 

the heritage of coastal Alabama. For this reason, we are adding capacity-building recommendations to the 

physical capital plan recommendations above to represent a more holistic approach to infrastructure 

development in the region.  

Offering access to capacity-building opportunities is an important first step in building a robust ecotourism 

industry from the ground up. Without it, other efforts to promote the destination run the risk of the visitor 

experience falling short of expectations, and importantly, of excluding capable stakeholders from a growing 

industry with the power to drive social and economic development throughout the two counties; including in 

communities that have seen little benefit from tourism to date, but show strong growth potential – including 

Africatown and North Baldwin. For this reason, coastal Alabama should prioritize offering and promoting local 

capacity-building programs, including ecotourism training and other small business opportunities, throughout 

Mobile and Baldwin counties with a strong focus on increasing community access.  
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Now is the ideal time to begin developing these programs. For example, the U.S. Civil Rights Trail is seeking 

UNESCO designation, and the Africatown Heritage House is slated to be added to the trail. A World Heritage 

status or similar designation by UNESCO, coupled with a growing national and international awareness around 

the story of the Clotilda, will almost certainly drive higher visitation to Africatown. Offering capacity-building 

opportunities to stakeholders now will help ensure that community members here, and throughout coastal 

Alabama, are both prepared for and can maximize benefits from this growing sector of visitors in the region.  

Rather than starting from scratch, or trying to ‘recreate the wheel’, Coastal Alabama Ecotourism should partner 

with local organizations and expand upon existing resources to begin capacity-building development and 

increase access across the two counties. Within the context of cultivating and capturing the full potential of 

Coastal Alabama Ecotourism, we will focus on three key components of capacity-building recommendations: 

– Ecotourism Guide Training 

– Service and Hospitality Training 

– New and Small Business Opportunities 

Ecotourism Guide Training 

Having a network of professionally trained, knowledgeable guides capable of leading and interpreting natural 

and cultural experiences for visitors throughout Mobile and Baldwin counties will be a cornerstone of coastal 

Alabama’s ecotourism industry and a new source of employment for its residents.  

Guides should be confident in their knowledge of the 

region’s diverse heritage – ranging from the ecosystems 

and wildlife of the Mobile Delta to the legacy of the 

region’s Native American and African American 

communities – and able to engage and educate visitors 

from a wide range of backgrounds. Given that limited 

regional training programs have endured to date, coastal 

Alabama should pull from the wealth of local knowledge 

in the region and leverage both public and private 

partnerships to develop, execute, and promote a 

standardized basic ecotourism guide training that can be 

implemented in the short-term. As part of a longer-term 

strategy to build upon and expand these efforts, we recommend developing a Coastal Alabama Ecotourism 

Training Institute in Mobile County, as detailed at the end of this section. 

This short-term “Introduction to Ecotourism Guiding in Coastal Alabama” program should align with 

international best practices, be accessible to community members across both counties, and focus on how to 

responsibly explore, interpret, and educate visitors on the region’s rich heritage in a manner that respects the 

environment and is both culturally sensitive and historically inclusive. To accomplish this, we recommend that 

training be offered as a mobile program that rotates throughout a network of satellite locations in Mobile and 

Baldwin counties, led by local experts with diverse backgrounds and specialties, and supplemented by outside 

teachers where needed. For example, the naturalist from Gulf State Park could teach about local biodiversity, 

while a guide from the Dora Franklin Finley African American Heritage Tour could lead a session on local history. 

Such mobile training programs have enjoyed success in other destinations, including the small country of Belize, 

where it helped build diverse tourism capacity and served as a steppingstone towards larger development goals. 

To increase accessibility, courses should also be live-streamed and digitally archived for remote students who 

cannot attend in person.  
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This introductory training should cover “Ecotourism Guiding 101” principles, including but not limited to: 

• The art of guiding; best practices on how to lead individual and group tours (both national and 

international) through sensitive wildlife areas and living communities. 

• A comprehensive overview of coastal Alabama’s natural and cultural heritage, including what makes the 

region a unique ecotourism destination. 

• Lessons on the different peoples who have called coastal Alabama home throughout history, starting with 

Native Americans, and their impact on local cultural heritage. 

• An ecological understanding of the Mobile-Tensaw Delta - or “America’s Amazon”.  

• Focused ‘tracks’ for gaining more specialized knowledge in areas of interest, including birdwatching and 

wildlife tours; water-based kayaking, canoeing, and boat tours; cultural, historic and Civil Rights tours, 

etc. 

• Safety and security protocol, including first aid training. 

Local lore and storytelling should also be encouraged 

to help bring tours to life, drawing upon the rich 

legacy of the region’s complex history and colorful 

characters. For example, one of the most memorable 

local tourism experiences our team had was learning 

about the Mobile-Tensaw Delta through the eyes and 

stories of local legend Jimbo Meador on a boat tour. 

While this same experience can’t be replicated for 

future visitors, guides can be encouraged to carry on 

this ‘sense of place storytelling’ legacy by sharing 

community tales that will help visitors understand 

the spirit of coastal Alabama.  

To put this program into action, all guides-in-training 

should be paired with local tourism companies to 

gain hands-on experience leading natural and 

cultural visitor activities. Gulf State Park is one ideal 

place to practice ecotourism guiding, and Aloe Bay 

will be another interesting partner to consider given 

their plans to offer ecotourism activities on Dauphin 

Island. 

While this is just a first step in developing 

comprehensive ecotourism guide training in Mobile 

and Baldwin counties, establishing a curriculum with 

basic guiding standards that is supplemented by 

real-world tourism experience will help ensure a 

more consistent and quality visitor experience. It also 

offers community members the foundational 

information and tools needed to participate in the 

growing ecotourism industry, which should be combined with the New & Small Business Opportunities 

presented below. Guide training opportunities should also be extended to high school and university students 

throughout the region as part of youth outreach and young professional development opportunities. 

‘Ecotourism Guide Training’ in Action: 

A resident of North Baldwin who participated in 

ecotourism guide training while in school becomes 

inspired to launch an ecotourism business that 

offers responsible delta tours departing from Live 

Oak Landing.  

 

Using the skills that she learned in the guide 

training, paired with the real-world experience 

gained from helping to lead guided ecotourism 

activities in Gulf State Park, she partners with her 

Native American classmate to offer historic boat 

tours of the Bottle Creek Indian Mounds - which 

they bring to life with vivid interpretation of the 

natural and cultural significance of the historic 

site, instilled with stories of local delta lore. The 

guided tour includes a stop at a small women-run 

community gift shop that sells traditional Native 

American handicrafts to visitors, reflecting some of 

the themes illustrated on the tour.  

 

The guides work with local DMOs to promote and 

market this tour, which in turn attracts more 

visitors to North Baldwin and further spreads 

tourism dollars throughout the region. 
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Successfully establishing this program can serve as a model to other regions within Alabama, and beyond, that 

are interested in tapping into their ecotourism potential. 

When analyzing longer-term strategies that can tie into and enhance the Ecotourism Training Institute 

recommendation below, coastal Alabama should consider models being used by other destinations; including 

the nonprofit Sustainable Tourism Association of Hawaii, which established one of the country’s only 

Sustainable Tour Operator Certification Programs to support and promote responsible tour operators across  

the state.  

Service and Hospitality Training 

In addition to guiding skills, stakeholders of coastal Alabama working within the tourism industry must be 

prepared to cater to the service expectations and preferences of visitors from a wide variety of backgrounds, 

including those who have traveled from far away to explore one of America’s emerging ecotourism destinations. 

Our team received inconsistent levels of service in restaurants, hotels, and on tours throughout our time in the 

region; some of which will fall short of ecotourism visitor standards. Offering access to professional service and 

hospitality training will be an important step towards addressing this discrepancy, which is especially important 

as further ecotourism activities are developed and marketed.  

In his celebrated book Setting the Table: The Transforming Power of Hospitality in Business, Danny Meyer 

explains,  

“Service is the technical delivery of a product. Hospitality is how the delivery of that product makes its recipient 

feel. Service is a monologue - we decide how we want to do things and set our own standards for service. 

Hospitality, on the other hand, is a dialogue. To be on a guest's side requires listening to that person with every 

sense, and following up with a thoughtful, gracious, appropriate response. It takes both great service and great 

hospitality to rise to the top.”  

With this in mind, training should build off the naturally hospitable, convivial spirit of coastal Alabama residents 

and teach technical techniques and standards that will help empower ecotourism professionals to offer more 

consistent service throughout the region. Service standards can include anything ranging from how to greet and 

welcome guests, to understanding and resolving guest complaints, to preparing picnics and executing casual 

food service for clientele with different needs. By working with partner organizations that already have 

established service programs, customized standards can be created for the local ecotourism industry; guided by 

environmentally friendly practices, including avoiding single-use plastics and following ‘leave no trace’ 

principles on all excursions. 

Hospitality training, on the other hand, should focus on how to ensure that visitors from all walks of life feel 

welcomed, safe, and taken care of during their ecotourism experiences in coastal Alabama. These more 

intangible skills are equally important, so for example, incorporating effective communication techniques and 

diversity and inclusion awareness training can provide useful tools for tourism professionals working with 

diverse clientele from different backgrounds.  

Service and hospitality training can either be combined with ecotourism guide training or can be completed as a 

standalone program, including by residents working in the regional service industry at large. As a first step, 

coastal Alabama should explore possible collaborative partnerships with other local organizations and 

institutions that already have established service programs. For example, the University of South Alabama 

currently offers an ecotourism track within their Hospitality and Tourism Management department and they 

could be approached to help develop a set of trainings specific to Coastal Alabama Ecotourism, and to assist 

with increasing community accessibility to training throughout the region. 
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As with ecotourism guiding, mobile service and 

hospitality training should also rotate through 

satellite campuses and should be live-streamed and 

digitally archived to increase accessibility. Likewise, 

region-wide service internships should be organized 

for participants, including students looking to gain 

hands-on experience in tourism-based hospitality – 

such as with hotels, restaurants, and ecotourism 

operators. Further community outreach should also 

help involve interested youth in these efforts, 

especially from communities with limited access to 

resources and professional development 

opportunities.  

Establish a Local Community 
Microenterprise Development 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, 

the above training must be combined with opportunities for residents to launch and grow local tourism-related 

businesses and microenterprises; and fostering women-run microenterprises in particular has been proven to 

have the most significant community 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 this 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. Ultimately, when combined, these efforts will help empower residents to build alternative 

livelihoods rooted in a sustainable industry that supports the protection of the region’s fragile ecosystems and 

biodiversity, showcases its history and living traditions, and contributes to the economic development and 

wellbeing of its diverse communities. 

To begin this process, coastal Alabama should create strategic partnerships with local and state organizations 

that already offer community business services – ranging from small grants and loans to business 

administration support – in order to maximize impact and scale growth across the region. Making these 

Service and Hospitality Training in 
Action: 

Equipped with service and hospitality training, 

fishers, and aquaculture professionals along the 

coast, from Gulf Shores to Bayou La Batre, begin 

supplementing their livelihoods with ecotourism 

opportunities by leading interactive water-based 

excursions for visitors.  

Responsible shrimping and oyster harvesting tours 

shine a spotlight on the region’s marine 

ecosystems and sustainable fishing traditions; 

combining the local guides’ deep knowledge of the 

seas and industry with the visitor service best 

practices learned in the training - including how to 

accommodate and respond to the varying needs, 

abilities, and comfort levels of diverse guests on 

the open water. The training also includes 

foodservice basics, such as health and sanitation 

protocol, which comes in handy for the seafood 

boil that the guide hosts for visitors once back on 

land, featuring the day’s catch. 

 Cultural dining experiences like these are in high 

demand and developing activities that celebrate 

the region’s rich culinary identity, underpinned by 

high service and hospitality standards, offers 

promising new opportunities for Coastal Alabama 

Ecotourism. 
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resources as accessible as possible to the diverse communities of Mobile and Baldwin counties is a key priority, 

including through youth outreach efforts to help foster the next generation of sustainable tourism champions 

and business owners in coastal Alabama. Some potential partner organizations have been listed below.  

As a next step towards this goal, coastal Alabama should invest in creating a Community-Based Microenterprise 

Development and Training Program that fosters entrepreneurship and innovation throughout the region, 

including by offering low lines of credit to launch new ecotourism-related businesses. According to the 

International Business Innovation Association, microenterprise development is “defined by three basic services 

and are often connected to the SDGs (U.N. Sustainable Development Goals): training, technical assistance to 

entrepreneurs, and access to capital via 

special low interest loans or grants.” 

Local business incubator and micro-

enterprise development programs can 

provide additional support, including 

the Coastal Innovation Hub, which is run 

by the University of South Alabama in 

partnership with the USA Office of 

Research and Economic Development. 

Our team 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 serve to local community, 

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.  

Providing access to microenterprise 

resources and training in Africatown will 

help fund and grow sustainable 

community-run ecotourism 

development that can successfully meet 

the growing demands of cultural 

heritage and Civil Rights visitation 

expected with the opening of the 

Africatown Heritage House, Africatown 

Heritage Museum, and Welcome Center. 

It will also be a valuable resource in 

supporting the launch of future 

community-run boat tours to the site of 

the Clotilda from Africatown, following 

the completion of infrastructure 

recommendations proposed in this plan. 

New & Small Business Opportunities in Action:  

The Community Microenterprise Development and Training 

Program in Africatown enables community members to start 

up their own small businesses that run historic boat tours to 

the sunken remains of the Clotilda. Equipped with guiding and 

service skills, and a micro-loan to help cover the costs of their 

operation, residents create a coalition of local guides that 

share with visitors their ancestors’ harrowing transatlantic 

stories on the water before leading a walking tour through 

Africatown today, including to the Clotilda Survivors’ Cemetery, 

and ending at the newly opened Heritage House and Museum. 

These local guides become public ambassadors empowered to 

share this significant story with the world, which in turn adds to 

the larger story of slavery and the Civil Rights movement in 

United States. As a result, increased tourism to Africatown 

brings important economic income to reinvest in business 

growth and encourage other new community business 

development projects that are managed and owned by local 

residents. This in turn generates more employment 

opportunities, especially for youth. 

Meanwhile in neighboring Mobile, another coalition of 

community members takes advantage of this same Community 

Microenterprise Development and Training Program to breathe 

new life into the formerly thriving African American business 

district on Martin Luther King Avenue, which has since fallen 

into a state of disrepair. Through the center’s networking 

opportunities, they find business mentors who are interested in 

their revitalization vision, and who help them begin restoring 

old stores, restaurants and cinemas that will be run by a new 

generation of entrepreneurs and community leaders. The 

project partners with the Dora Franklin Finley African American 

Heritage Trail to incorporate these historic buildings and 

revitalization stories into the tour, and visitors end the activity 

with lunch and shopping on the newly energized street. As 

word gets out, this new business district becomes a buzzing 

tourism destination for locals and visitors alike in the city. 

. 
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This coupling of physical asset improvements with capacity-building is a clear example of ‘holistic infrastructure 

development’, which will not only benefit the local community, but will also help coastal Alabama become a 

more inclusive and competitive ecotourism destination. 

In addition to offering microenterprise development support, this future Africatown facility will also serve as one 

satellite venue for the rotating ecotourism guiding and service training sessions detailed above, and will host 

both local and visiting ecotourism experts who can share their knowledge with community stakeholders. A list 

of additional satellite venues that can host these rotating training sessions throughout the two-county region is 

listed below. 

Program Accessibility 

Again, all three key capacity-building efforts should focus on community accessibility to make the services and 

resources as widely available as possible across Mobile and Baldwin counties. 

For that reason, we have recommended mobile programs that rotate through a variety of satellite sites 

throughout the two-county region and are also offered and stored digitally for increased access. Possible 

satellite venues for rotating training programs in coastal Alabama could include but are not limited to: 

• Learning Campus at Gulf State Park 

• GulfQuest National Maritime Museum 

• Dauphin Island Sea Lab 

• Five Rivers Delta Center 

• Live Oak Landing 

Additionally, for all three key capacity-building components, we have recommended leveraging local 

partnerships and buildings upon existing resources to further develop and scale services that foster 

entrepreneurship and provide necessary training that will empower diverse residents to participate in the 

growing regional ecotourism industry. As mentioned, this should also include student and youth outreach 

efforts. Several potential collaborators are listed below by category. This list is meant as a framework for 

identifying partners and is not meant to be comprehensive or exclusionary in nature. 

Educational Institutions 

The University of South Alabama has an ecotourism track within their Department of Hospitality and Tourism 

Management, which presents a unique opportunity for community training to be further developed and scaled. 

They also run the Coastal Innovation Hub business incubator program in partnership with the USA Office of 

Research and Economic Development, which could be a strategic partner and resource for the launch of an 

ecotourism microenterprise development program. 

The University of Alabama houses the Alabama Small Business Development Center Network, the Center for 

Economic Development, and several other groups focused on economic, community, and workforce 

development. 

 

 



 

31  | Coastal Alabama Regional Ecotourism Plan 

NGOs (Non-Governmental Organizations) 

Alabama Possible, whose mission is to “break down barriers to prosperity in Alabama through education, 

collaboration, and advocacy.” The nonprofit organization offers capacity building, and already partners with the 

University of South Alabama. 

One Hundred Black Men of Greater Mobile, which is a youth mentoring nonprofit that states it is “a leading 

resource in the community dedicated to financial empowerment, self-sufficiency, and economic growth.” 

Africatown Heritage Preservation Foundation can be another strategic partner, as their mission is to 

“preserve and document the stories of historical Africatown and create cultural and economic transformation 

through education and partnerships that benefit the environment and mankind”. 

Other Tourism and Community Initiatives 

As part of the City of Mobile 100 Day Agenda, “Hire Mobile” aims to “create an environment that helps existing 

businesses thrive and makes it easier to launch a new business, whether you’re a first-time entrepreneur or an 

experienced business owner. We will also continue to support emerging talent from our community and 

Mobile’s minority-owned businesses so that success and opportunity are within reach to all Mobilians” 

(https://www.cityofmobile.org/100days). More specific initiatives include a youth action plan and funding 

partnership for small businesses. 

Coastal Alabama Business Chamber partners with the Alabama Small Business Development Center 

Network, which offers workshops and guidance on accessing small business grants, developing business plans, 

securing start-up funding, and other services supporting start-ups and small businesses.  

Visit Mobile offers an annual two-day Hospitality Training & Professional Development program.  

Baldwin County Economic Development Alliance partners with Baldwin County Public Schools, Coastal 

Alabama Community College, and the University of South Alabama on workforce development. It also partners 

with AIDT, a division of the Alabama Department of Commerce, to offer free customized technical courses, 

including leadership training programs. 

Physical Asset Development 

Ecotourism depends on quality, not quantity. In addition 

to the capacity building programs listed above, Coastal 

Alabama should develop its physical infrastructure to 

support ecotourism growth. The ecotourist expects a total 

and immersive experience that reflects all the principles of 

ecotourism. Individual project recommendations are 

intended to be implemented comprehensively at each of 

the selected locations. They will create a strong foundation 

for each of the sites to become an ecotourism destination. 

This comprehensive approach should be a model for 

development of any ecotourism project in the region. 

https://www.cityofmobile.org/100days
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This list highlights projects that fill gaps in the regional ecotourism infrastructure. It is not meant to be 

exhaustive but is representative of those sites with the most potential for improving the attraction of the 

regional destination. They include: 

• Live Oak Landing 

• Africatown Connections Blueway Access Point at Cochrane-Africatown Bridge 

• Cooper Riverside Park & the GulfQuest National Maritime Museum 

• Rice Creek Access Point 

• Regional Wayfinding & Interpretation 

• New Flagship Project: Coastal Alabama Ecolodge 

• Continue and Grow Support for Existing Projects and Places  

Live Oak Landing 

Live Oak Landing is a 175-acre public park currently owned and operated by the Baldwin County Commission. It 

is surrounded by over 1,500 acres of land under a variety of conservation protections and borders the Mobile 

Delta via the Tensaw River. It is easily accessible by car via the I-65 corridor and contains 28 RV sites, a recently 

expanded boat ramp, fishing piers, and event pavilion. It also includes a camp shop and restrooms. 

Programming mainly consists of weekend fishing tournaments throughout the year. The site is well-manicured 

and maintained to provide an orderly and clean appearance. Stakeholders are interested in the park becoming a 

cornerstone of outdoor recreation and ecotourism in Baldwin County but are also concerned about 

overdevelopment and losing the park attraction to the local population.  

Live Oak Landing will become a gateway to ecotourism in the region through diversification of its uses, 

naturalization of its property, and operational improvements.  

• Programming at the park should expand to bring activity to other times of the week and year. Other 

activities might include kayaking tours of the delta, fishing lessons, cooking demonstrations, cultural 

history events, overnight camps, and summer camps. These activities do not necessarily require new 

infrastructure, but in those instances where it is desired, that infrastructure should reflect the character of 

the site. 

• The park should develop sustainable practices for maintenance and operations that reflect natural 

principles of the area. Invasive species removal, more natural areas, and a more naturalistic aesthetic will 

create a more unique park for tourists and local users. SITES certification contains requirements that may 

act as a guide for developing such practices. 

•  All new facilities should represent environmentally-friendly design and construction practices that 

represent a visible commitment to ecotourism principles.  

• An on-site naturalist would develop programming and operational practices that are reflective of the 

region. Their job description should include coordinating educational programming with schools, local 

guide training, and oversight of the park’s sustainable maintenance plan. 

• The park should develop and implement an interpretive plan that includes signs, a website, and 

programming. Physical elements provide opportunities for passive learning by visitors. A website gives an 

opportunity for deeper learning and acts as a marketing vehicle. Programs might include partnerships 

and curriculums with local schools, active learning like farming or gardening, and learning to paddle.  
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• Natural trails should be developed that allow visitors to have a variety of experiences. These trails should 

take advantage of the neighboring properties to allow for lengths that are interesting to a wide variety of 

users.  

• Primitive camping and glamping sites should be developed to provide overnight access for a wider variety 

of visitors. The primitive sites also provide opportunities for larger groups such as Boy and Girl Scouts that 

could take advantage of the educational programming. Glamping sites such as those found along the 

Hugh S. Branyon Backcountry Trails in Gulf State Park are popular year-round lodging opportunities due 

to the region’s milder winter climates. 

• A park plan should be designed to accommodate the wide variety of site uses and program opportunities. 

The plan process will allow for community input into additional uses and opportunities for creating 

positive local economic impact. A clear vision focused on ecotourism and community development 

should be established as part of the RFP at the beginning of the process. A design-focused process should 

be led by professional planners or landscape architects with a team that includes local engineers, 

builders, and other designers aligned with the principles of ecotourism. 

The previous recommendations are based on operations staying with the county commission. Graham Creek 

Nature Preserve is a local example of government-owned and operated park that provides facilities and 

services attractive to the ecotourist. A public-private partnership similar to Gulf State Park could be considered 

to extend the economic and community development opportunity of the park. If that model is pursued, it is 

recommended that exploration is included in a master planning process. The master plan design team should 

include firms with national experience in sustainable tourism, an alignment with local values, resiliency 

planning, and familiarity with park operations.  

Africatown Connections Blueway Access Point at Cochrane-Africatown Bridge 

This undeveloped site is currently used by residents of the Africatown neighborhood as a gathering and fishing 

spot. It is one of the few public locations along the Mobile River. Currently access is only by car and limited by a 

rail crossing. The site is listed as one of the major water access points on the Africatown Connections Blueway. 

Conceptual plans have been prepared for the site by a group of university students in cooperation with local 

community members. 

This site should be developed to improve access to the river, provide green space for residents, provide a 

launching point for tours of the Mobile-Tensaw Delta, and create a connection with the Three Mile Creek 

Greenway. Recommendations include:  

• Improve site access. In the short-term, install signs informing visitors of train schedules or other 

limitations to the site so they can make appropriate plans. In the mid-term, consider a parking lot on the 

north side of the rail line with a pedestrian bridge connection to provide community access. In the long-

term, develop continuous site access unimpeded by rail traffic so that tours from the site may be regularly 

scheduled and the economic development potential of the site can be unlocked for community benefit.  

• Develop the site to provide interpretation and education about Africatown culture and issues. This site’s 

history as a potential landing spot of the Africatown founders gives it a unique connection to history that 

should be recognized and made visible. 

• Develop accessible kayak and canoe launches to improve recreational usage of the site. Include a fishing 

pier or walkway to improve safety and access to the water. 

• Develop a dock with room for tour boats that provide an opportunity for a local operator to provide 

Clotilda and Delta tours.  
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Cooper Riverside Park & the GulfQuest National Maritime Museum 

While the region’s identity is deeply tied to water, the City of Mobile has limited access to its waterfront due to 

industrial development. The city should take advantage of all opportunities to reconnect the urban fabric with 

Mobile River so that locals and ecotourists understand the historical and current relationship between the area’s 

growth and the water that surrounds it. One major opportunity exists at Cooper Riverside Park (CRP) and the 

GulfQuest National Maritime Museum (GulfQuest).  

Ecotourists are interested in all opportunities to learn more about local culture and how it is tied to the nature of 

place. GulfQuest and CRP are existing assets that would benefit from a clarity of use and deeper connections to 

the urban fabric. Recommendations include:  

• Improve access to the site. Short-term solutions include signs indicating the two existing pedestrian 

flyovers at the convention center. Long-term solutions include expanding the parking deck adjacent to 

GulfQuest to span the rail and allow direct parking from Water Street. Plans for the parking area located 

between Water Street and the rail line should include a pedestrian connector across the rail line into CRP. 

The development of this lot also has the potential to increase the visibility of CRP as part of the urban 

fabric by providing a clear gateway at its northern edge. 

• Redesign and program CRP to reflect its waterfront location as a plaza for activity and use. Develop a 

destination restaurant that connects directly to the waterfront and brings activity to the ground level 

outside GulfQuest and inside CRP. Extend and supplement current programming such as “Saturday 

Nights at the Coop” to bring weeklong activities to the location. 

• Use the Clotilda tours as a foundation for bringing activity to the waterfront and CRP. Develop facilities 

that provide options for ecotourists to stay in the park longer and extend their visits. 

• Improve the focus of GulfQuest as a storytelling and education destination where individuals can 

understand their relationship to the Gulf of Mexico. Develop exhibits and programming that appeal to the 

learning objectives of the ecotourist. Improve the sustainability of the facility and develop programs that 

give back to the local community.  

Rice Creek Access Point 

The Mobile Delta covers approximately 400 square miles with the majority of its public access located in its 

southern portion. Public boat access should be improved for a variety of vessels including motorized and non-

motorized boats. The simplest and most efficient launches are those that are located along banks with shallow 

entry angles that are not impacted by wave action.  

Rice Creek Access Point in Northern Baldwin County is an undeveloped location that is well-used by locals 

accessing the northern portions of the Mobile Delta. From this location, it is approximately 6.5 miles by water to 

Live Oak Landing and 7.5 miles by water to the Bottle Creek Indian Mounds Trailhead.  

This site should be developed as a canoe and kayak access point to the upper Delta. Development should be 

minimal and sturdy to reflect the rural location of the site. Recommendations for the site include: 

• Trailhead and information signs that indicate it as a destination for ecotourists and locals. They should 

also include safety information and basic maps showing it as a launch point for water-based trips to the 

Bottle Creek Indian Mounds Trailhead and Live Oak Landing.  

• Interpretive signs should be displayed that contain information about the sensitivity of the Mobile-

Tensaw Delta and its culturally historic sites such as Bottle Creek Indian Mounds. This site is also a good 
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location for interpretive signs that connect to statewide tourism trails such as the Indigenous Mound Trail 

and the Alabama Birding Trail.  

• The site should be designed to accommodate parking and turnarounds for outfitter vehicles to promote a 

connection with other nearby launch sites. 

• All improvements should follow low-impact design guidelines to align with environmental best practices 

for the site. 

Regional Wayfinding & Interpretation 

The primary method of transportation in the region is overwhelmingly car-based. Navigation in the region is 

dependent on mapping software and local knowledge. All tourists consider safety as a primary concern and 

these concerns are frequently cited as a barrier for visiting new destinations. A wayfinding system for 

ecotourism destinations should be developed for Mobile and Baldwin counties to increase visitor comfort and 

understanding of the region.  

Wayfinding is a system of signs and landmarks that 

provides directions and unifies a region. It is a cost-

effective and highly visible tool for delivering 

branding and developing a sense of safety through 

familiarity that is important for anyone not 

acquainted with a location. Wayfinding may include 

directional signs, trailheads, printed maps, posters, 

and digital tools. They are unified through consistent 

branding, design, and implementation. 

Coastal Alabama Ecotourism should develop and 

implement a wayfinding package based on the final 

branding. That package should extend the marketing package to provide a placemaking benefit that is 

beneficial for attracting ecotourists. Recommendations include: 

• A single map should be designed that contains all eco-tourism focused destinations in Mobile and 

Baldwin County. The map should be updated and redistributed annually to provide confidence in the 

accuracy of the information. A single entity should be responsible for collecting and organizing that 

information as well as maintain brand standards and the distribution schedule. However, that entity 

should be able to rely on partners to provide accurate destination information and should exclude 

destinations that are questionable from a safety or quality perspective. 

• A package of printed materials should be developed and distributed to all potential consumer touch 

points in the region and across Alabama. Those places include gas stations, outfitters, retail stores, 

welcome centers, rest stops, and museums. Distribution should be facilitated in partnerships with current 

Destination Management Organizations and Alabama State Tourism. 

•  A package of analog signs should be developed and deployed across the region. Types include 

directional, entry markers, trailhead, and information. These signs will improve the visibility of 

destinations and increase the sense of safety for people unfamiliar with the region.  

• The wayfinding package should include an interpretive component that adds a placemaking component 

throughout the entire region. This interpretive component should include natural, cultural, and historic 

themes that demonstrate ideas that cover the entire region. An interpretive plan could include a web-

based platform that is accessed via QR code and provides deeper levels of information. 
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Flagship Project: Coastal Alabama Ecolodge 

In addition to the shorter-term recommendations presented above, our 
team also recommends developing the following longer-term flagship 
project, which will send a clear message that Coastal Alabama is 
serious about ecotourism development and will also help to attract 
more ecotourism visitation to the destination. 

Ecolodges in the United States and around the world help to define and promote sustainable tourism for 

regions, states, and even entire countries. For example, Lapa Rios was opened in Costa Rica in the early 1990s to 

help attract responsible visitation that would fund natural conservation efforts and spread tourism dollars to 

local communities in the nation’s lesser-visited south. By creating an ecotourism destination from the ground 

up, the lodge invited environmentally-conscious travelers to venture off the beaten path and explore the 

region’s lush rainforest while learning about its cultural heritage. In time, this one strategically placed lodge 

became the catalyst for ecotourism expansion into the south of the country and served as a model of 

sustainable tourism within Costa Rica, helping Costa Rica become an internationally recognized ecotourism 

destination. Building a flagship ecolodge in coastal Alabama 

has similar transformative potential for Mobile and Baldwin 

counties, and is a strongly recommended longer-term 

action that will elevate and expand upon the ecotourism 

recommendations in this plan and 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 celebrating and protecting the Mobile-Tensaw Delta, 

improving delta visitor access in a sustainable and responsible manner, and creating new socio-economic 

development opportunities for local communities. 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 attention that would help to further promote Coastal Alabama as an ecotourism 

destination on a national and international scale. 

According to The International Ecotourism Society’s “Eco-Lodge Guidelines,” in addition to other aspects, 

ecolodges must: 

• Be based in a natural environment 

• Benefit the local population 

• Provide awareness and education programs 

Given that Coastal Alabama Ecotourism was founded on the three pillars of sustainable tourism 

(Environmentally Friendly Practices, Protection of Natural and Cultural Heritage, and Support for the Economic 
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and Social Well-Being of Local Communities), as well as the United Nations 17 Sustainable Development Goals, a 

well-executed ecolodge would be a strategic extension of this plan and would help to further establish Coastal 

Alabama as a model of ecotourism within the state and beyond. The lodge would also be a strong addition to 

the ecotourism itineraries presented in this plan, as it would encourage visitors to stay in Coastal Alabama for 

longer and to responsibly explore more of the destination, which will help further spread the economic benefits 

of ecotourism to its diverse communities. 

Our team recommends Live Oak Landing in North Baldwin as an already existing site for a flagship ecolodge. The 

site has the proper characteristics needed for such a development project: it is easily reached via self-drive, it is 

located in a setting where visitors can easily connect with nature; North Baldwin is a lesser-visited area that 

would benefit from increased ecotourism visitation and new employment opportunities; it offers convenient 

access to the upper Mobile-Tensaw Delta, which is ideal for ecotourism activities; it can be easily integrated into 

proposed itineraries; and it already has visitor facilities. A feasibility and environmental impact assessment 

should be conducted of Live Oak Landing to ensure that construction will not cause harm to the region’s 

ecosystems or biodiversity, and new facilities should be designed to reflect and celebrate the local sense of 

place.  

While this ecolodge is being considered, exploring the 

opening of other lower-investment, nature-based 

sustainable lodging options to accommodate 

ecotourism visitors throughout the region should also 

be pursued.      These may include more dispersed 

campgrounds, glamping sites along the delta, and 

other creative options like the treehouses being 

developed in Meaher State Park. Additionally, more 

marketing efforts should be made to promote the 

existing screened-in camping platforms within the 

delta, as they are attractive ecotourism assets that 

are currently underutilized; improving access to these 

sites should also be considered. 

Continue and Grow Support for Existing Projects and Places 

Several ecotourism projects have begun or are under development because of RESTORE funding and growing 

interest in the market. As financial resources continue to flow into the region, local leaders should be careful to 

fully support projects through implementation and operations to realize their full community and economic 

potential. Projects listed below will have a significant positive impact on developing the ecotourism market in 

the region. 

• The Three Mile Creek Greenway master plan includes additional phases that extend the greenway and 

present opportunities for connecting it to the region. As future phases are implemented, they should take 

advantage of those opportunities and include ecotourism focused programming and infrastructure. A 

kayak and canoe launch should be included at the MLK Trailhead to create a water-based connection with 

Mobile River and the Africatown Connections Blueway. This site could also become home to community 

programming focused on swimming and paddling lessons to encourage local participation. 

• The Africatown Connections Blueway should develop a master plan and implementation strategy based 

on the conceptual plans designed by the Mississippi State University students. Technical assistance and 

financial support should be provided to Africatown organizations leading the efforts to develop this 

Blueway master plan. That support should be given with the intent to develop local leadership and build 
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their capacity to operate the blueway. That local leadership will be able to authentically celebrate a 

unique cultural heritage and expand the blueway’s potential to have a direct economic benefit to the 

Africatown community.  

• The Aloe Bay master plan includes several components that align with the principles of ecotourism. As 

future phases are developed and the plan is implemented, those principles should be extended to all 

parts of the project and continue through to business recruitment and development. The ecotourism 

center should be bi-directional by serving as a destination on Dauphin Island and a gateway to 

ecotourism in Mobile and Baldwin counties. Its branding should align with the Coastal Alabama 

Ecotourism brand. Supplemental projects such as the Ecotourism and Shoreline Restoration and Aloe 

Bay / Graveline Bay Preservation, Restoration, and Recreational Connection Concept are essential to 

raising the visibility and attractiveness of Dauphin Island as an ecotourism destination. 

• Graham Creek Nature Preserve is one of the best developed ecotourism assets in the region. 

Programming and measured development should continue on the site to evolve its significance as a 

destination for national and international groups. 

• Lightning Point is a good example of restoration projects using nature-based solutions for sustainability 

and resilience. The planned improvements at Bayou La Batre’s City Docks should take advantage of its 

adjacency to provide a destination for ecotourists in the region. With added educational and interpretive 

programming, the site becomes an attraction for visitors interested in learning about coastal restoration, 

experiencing coastal fishing, or wanting to get out on the water. The definition of ecotourism used in the 

master plan limits the economic and community outputs by only including “non-consumptive” activities 

on site. City Docks need to be considered part of a regional ecotourism network with economic and 

community impacts that benefit the entire region.  

• The Hugh S. Branyon Backcountry Trails are a central component of Gulf State Park’s attractiveness as 

an ecotourism destination. The trails also serve as a viable transportation network connecting Gulf State 

Park, Orange Beach, and Gulf Shores. This network should be extended into the communities to create a 

safe alternative to cars and provide a high-quality experience for pedestrians in the region. The bike share 

system should be expanded into the communities as a supplement to the system that extends its 

usefulness as a transportation network and its attractiveness as an ecotourism destination. 

• The Learning Campus at Gulf State Park, the Gulf Coast Center for Ecotourism and Sustainability, 

and Gulf State Park should develop complementary programming that broadens the ecotourism market 

and further defines the Gulf Coast as an ecotourism destination. Given their geographic and thematic 

proximity to each other, careful consideration should be given to avoiding duplication and competition 

that undermines Coastal Alabama Ecotourism while it is still in its growth stage. 

Project Development Strategy 

All projects are unique and require development strategies and processes that reflect their current context 

related to scope, schedule, and budget. However, ecotourism projects are unique because of their underlying 

principles focused on sustainability, economic impact, and cultural preservation. These projects benefit from a 

common set of guidelines that inform the development strategy and ultimately maintain its focus on the 

ecotourism market. 

– The pre-development phase should include a visioning element that establishes specific ideals and 

principles for the project. This phase should retain all traditional elements and add this component to the 

process. A clear vision is essential for building an experienced team able to maintain focus throughout the 

difficult design and construction process. 
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– Operational capacity should be considered relative to that vision and the building program. If that capacity 

is missing, then it should be developed as part of the process and not left until the end of the project. 

Experienced operators can provide invaluable guidance during the development and design process that 

result in improved outcomes and a more efficient building. 

– Partnerships with existing organizations allow individuals and groups to focus on their existing skill sets. 

Complementary areas of expertise are necessary to create dynamic projects that are attractive, interesting, 

and resilient to natural, economic, and political changes. 

– A robust planning process allows for meaningful community engagement and input. The planning process 

also allows for non-traditional ideas to be tested for their impact on the community and alignment with the 

project vision. The planning process also allows the development team to take a long-term perspective on 

the projects period of performance and encourages decisions that align with that perspective. 

Remember that economic and environmental sustainability are interwoven. Sound decisions benefit both 

components and do not sacrifice one for the other. They build physical and economic resiliency.  

When these principles are applied to the development of the projects described in the capital plan, then those 

projects have the greatest opportunity for supporting regional success in the ecotourism market. The region 

becomes more resilient and the quality-of-life for all residents is improved for future generations. 
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The wealth of opportunities for ecotourism in Coastal Alabama has 
been presented in the previous sections of this report, with a range of 
existing attractions, assets that can be further developed, and the 
opportunity to offer a spectrum of experiences that build on and 
expand the current tourism offerings in the area.  

Coastal Alabama is well-positioned as a do-it-yourself destination, with visitors able to self-drive easily to 

locations around Mobile and Baldwin 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 

urban tours of Mobile and its heritage, among others. Visitors can also 

use the following recommended itineraries 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. 

Presented below in narrative form, these sample itineraries are based 

primarily on current significant, accessible, and developed attractions in 

the two counties, and are designed to inspire curiosity and interest 

among visitors to go beyond the more popular tourist sites and to 

consider longer stays to explore Mobile and Baldwin counties’ 

fascinating yet lesser known places and attractions. While the various 

Chambers of Commerce and tourism organizations across the region 

amply showcase the individual attractions of the region on their websites 

and in marketing materials, to date, how to connect them together as an 

itinerary has been left up to visitors themselves in trying to figure out 

how to plan their trip. 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, will help visitors considering a visit to Coastal Alabama to easily put together a holiday itinerary tailored 

to their interests. The 15-day self-drive “Alabama Coastal Ultimate Tour” is featured as the flagship itinerary, 

with shorter separate stand-alone itineraries also included from which visitors can pick and choose. They can be 

used “off the shelf” as they already are, or individually-tailored by visitors to their own particular interests. It is 

all about sparking their curiosity to explore what the region has to offer, to see more and stay longer. 

Coastal Alabama Ultimate Tour (15 Days) 

Coastal Alabama is a land of incredible diversity – in its natural history, and its multi-cultural peoples who call 

this region home. A wealth of wilderness ecosystems creates a biodiversity bonanza of unique flora and fauna, 

from abundant wildlife and bird species that live along the meandering waterways that form the Mobile-Tensaw 

Delta, known as “America’s Amazon,” to the brackish bays where freshwater meets salt water, before continuing 

on to the deep blue-green ocean, and its shoreline of powdery white sand beaches.  

Just as the water connects beautiful natural habitats, it also connects the people whose histories and cultures 

have shaped this sub-tropical region for centuries, and who continue to represent a vibrant mosaic of age-old 
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traditions and contemporary cultural heritage today, including music, art, dance, handicrafts, and culinary 

traditions. From the earliest Native American inhabitants through modern day maritime commerce, the histories 

and cultures of coastal Alabama have much to teach us, as the legacies of the past, from slavery to civil rights, 

from early Mardi Gras celebrations to recent archeological findings, continue to be discovered and hold lessons 

for the present and the future. 

This 15-day self-drive itinerary represents a highlights list of unique places to explore and experience one of the 

most beautiful, biodiverse, and culturally rich areas of the United States. Embrace the entire journey or pick and 

choose parts of the itinerary that peak your greatest interests as a traveler. 

Days 1-2: Gulf State Park 

With nine distinct ecosystems that range 

from coastal forests, including the rare 

and endangered Long Leaf Pine, to 

oceanside sand dunes, home to the 

Alabama Beach Mouse (found only here 

and no place else in the world!), Gulf 

State Park offers easy access to over 

6,000 acres of recreational wilderness. 

Consider booking a stay at the park’s 

eco-friendly Eagle Cottages, nestled on 

the shore of Lake Shelby. From each 

cottage you can step right outside the 

door to jog, hike, or cycle along 28-miles 

of well-marked trails complete with 

interpretive signs with love-to-learn facts and scenic viewpoints all along the way. Stop by the Nature Center to 

learn about the local wildlife or opt for a guided educational outing with one of the park’s naturalists. There’s 

canoeing, kayaking, and fishing on Lake Shelby, a 900-acre freshwater lake. Gulf State Park offers a true 

ecotourism experience for everyone from young to old, novice birder to avian expert, gentle explorer or 

adventure enthusiast. You can also just kick back and enjoy the sounds and smells of serene nature all around 

you for some welcome relaxation and rejuvenation. 

Days 3-4: The Beaches 

The aptly named municipalities of Orange Beach and Gulf Shores are home to stunning white sand beaches 

coupled with the warm waters of the Gulf. Grab a beach chair and umbrella and plan on some fun in the sun, 

while exploring the shops, restaurants, and nightlife of these two ever-popular beach towns. An extensive dune 

restoration effort protects the important ecosystem where sand and ocean meet, including providing safe 

nesting grounds for Alabama’s most common sea turtle, the loggerhead, along with the rare Kemps’ ridley and 

green sea turtles, which come ashore from May to October to lay their eggs. A community conservation “Share 

the Beach” program makes sure these precious sands remain both people and turtle-friendly, educating 

beachgoers to leave only footprints while encouraging the installation of state-of-the-art turtle-friendly outdoor 

lighting, such as found at the sustainably-designed Lodge at Gulf State Park, where you can also book a stay 

with an ocean view from your balcony room. Be sure to visit the beachside Interpretive Center to learn about 

sustainable living, from harvesting rainwater, harnessing the power of the sun’s energy, and the unique ecology 

of Alabama’s coast. And don’t forget to take a walk on the famous Gulf State Park pier close by, where you can 

also try your luck at fishing. 
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Day 5: Foley 

Heading north from Gulf Shores, take in the town of Foley, with its historic downtown, where you can also grab a 

meal at one of several local eateries. The star ecotourism attraction, beloved by locals, is Graham Creek Nature 

Preserve. This 500-acre hidden gem is home to a plethora of plant and wildlife species amid pine tree savannas, 

wetlands, mixed forests, and tidal marshes. Check in at the Interpretive Center, where you can learn about the 

available hikes and trails to explore. Or consider a round of disc golf. You might be surprised to learn that the 

nature preserve is also home to three celebrated disc golf courses that attract locals on day outings in addition 

to national and even international tournaments. For those more focused on a deep nature experience, set out 

on one of the well-marked nature trails that offer access to the preserve’s pitcher-plant bogs (a rare carnivorous 

flowering plant), as well as taking in seasonal-migrating butterflies, wildflowers, and more. Graham Creek 

Nature Preserve is also part of the Alabama Birding Trail, so keep a pair of binoculars handy! And for canoeing 

and kayaking enthusiasts, you can launch 

right from a wooden deck to explore small 

waterways, through forests and mashes, to 

Wolf Bay. No matter the time of year, there 

is plenty to see and do in this off-the-

beaten-path nature preserve. 

Days 6-7: The Eastern Shore 

Hugging Mobile Bay, the Eastern Shore is 

home to a collection of quaint towns and 

villages, from Magnolia Springs to Point 

Clear to Fairhope to Daphne, among 

others, that have long attracted a diverse 

and eclectic population, from those who 

make their livelihoods on the water, to those who farm the land, to those who add a lively dose of colorful flair 

with art, music, dance, and all things creative. Outsiders on a first time visit to Coastal Alabama may be 

surprised to learn, for example, that the beautiful town of Fairhope, with its tree lined streets, humming cafes, 

and waterfront homes started out as an alternative living utopian colony in the late 1890s. Just outside of this 

picturesque town, you will also find B&B Pecan Company, a family farm where you can stock up on a fresh 

supply of pecans for the holidays ahead! Sunset along the Eastern Shore is a widely cherished daily event as 

couples, families and friends watch the sun complete another day’s journey as its slips below the watery 

horizon. Public piers offer easy access to the bay, where you can also paddleboard, fish, or take a leisurely stroll 

along the bayfront. Kayak and canoe launch points offer access to the small tributaries and open waters of 

eastern Mobile Bay. Wherever you are staying, plan a visit to the Grand Hotel, on the register of Historic Hotels of 

America. Founded in 1847, it has played a fascinating role in local history (they also have a resident historian on 

property) or take in a round of golf at one of The Grand’s two professional golf courses overlooking Mobile Bay. 
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Days 8-9: Blakely State Park and 5 Rivers 

Venturing north from Fairhope takes you to 5 Rivers Delta 

Resource Center to learn about the natural history of the 

Mobile-Tensaw Delta. You can set off right from the docks of 

5 Rivers in your own kayak or canoe or ask at the Center 

about booking a local guided tour of the delta to learn about 

the area’s fascinating ecology, including the American Lotus 

flower and the elusive nutria – a beaver-like animal that 

makes its home in the Delta’s marshlands. A short drive from 

5 Rivers is Historic Blakely State Park, offering public 

campsites and miles of hiking and biking trails in a place that 

is also a National Historic Site. It was here that the last major 

battle of the Civil War, the Battle of Fort Blakeley, took place, 

when nearly 16,000 Union troops, including 5,000 “United 

States Colored Troops,” regiments composed primarily of those free and formerly enslaved, fought against 

3,500 Confederate troops to wrest control of the region, leading to the capture of the port of Mobile Bay shortly 

thereafter. Similarly, the park is home to important Native American mounds and artifacts. 

Day 10-11: Stockton and Live Oak Landing 

Continuing northward to the town of Stockton, consider a southern lunch at the Stagecoach Inn, a popular 

local’s spot, and then head over for some afternoon water and wilderness fun to Live Oak Landing, surrounded 

by county, state, and Forever Wild conservation land encompassing a total area of approximately 1,500 acres on 

the eastern side of the Tensaw River. An additional 300,000 acres of pristine and protected wetlands lie to the 

west. Owned by Baldwin County, Live Oak Landing has expanded to include 28 RV sites, easily accessible boat 

ramps, bass fishing piers, and an outdoor event pavilion. Bass fishing tournaments are frequently held here, and 

visitors can enjoy hiking, kayaking, canoeing, and a catch and release fishing pond surrounded by nature. Close 

by is Fort Mims, the site of the 1813 battle where more than 400 settlers fell in an attack by Redstick Creek 

Indians. This marked the outbreak of the Creek War of 1813-14, a phase of the War of 1812. A log stockade, a 

replica of an 1800's blockhouse, and a split rail fence provide visitors an opportunity to look back in time to 

better understand the complex history of this era. 

Days 12-13: Dauphin Island 

Driving south, your onward journey takes you along the western shore of Mobile Bay to laid-back Dauphin Island 

and its picturesque fishing villages and beach front homes. Living from the sea has long been the local way of life 

here, from cultivating oysters to shrimping to deep-sea fishing. The Alabama Aquarium at the Dauphin Island 

Sea Lab provides an engaging introduction to the ecosystems of the surrounding waters, together comprising 

the fourth largest estuary system in the US. Dauphin Island is also recognized as “globally important” for bird 

migrations, especially for birds migrating north during the spring migration, when Dauphin Island is frequently 

their first stop after flying hundreds of miles over the Gulf of Mexico. Check out the Audubon Bird Sanctuary, 164 

acres on the east side of the island, where bird-lovers will delight in the large number of resident and migrating 

species to be found. Meander west along Bienville Boulevard and you’ll reach seven-miles of protected seashore 

and windswept dunes, known as the West End, where you can walk for miles along wide empty beaches. Or 

head over to Lightning Point in Bayou La Batre and learn about the shoreland restoration project being 

spearheaded by The Nature Conservancy and enjoy a scenic kayak or canoe paddle into the marshes.  
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Locals have long known that the small communities of southern Mobile County are the go-to place for fresh off-

the-boat seafood, from traditional shrimp boils to southern fried oysters, to West Indian salad (a local marinated 

crab dish), just to name just a few. Bayou La Batre is considered the “Seafood Capital of Alabama” and any 

number of small family-owned restaurants and cafes know how to do it just right. The area is also famous for 

cultivating oysters, and with a bit of asking around, it may be possible to visit a working oyster farm. 

Days 14-15: Mobile City - Heritage and History 

From its earliest days as a trading center between French explorers and Native Americans, to its formal 

establishment in 1702 as the first capital of French Louisiana, Mobile has played a fundamental role in America’s 

history. After the French it was taken by the British, who then passed it over to the Spanish, as the colonial 

powers of Europe competed for territory and influence, before Mobile finally became part of the United States in 

1813. 

Mobile has a lot to offer every visitor. It is a food lover’s paradise for southern cooking, from local get-your-

fingers-messy BBQ joints to upscale restaurants like Noble South, and almost every option in between. The city’s 

historic district, with its stately tree-lined streets, includes landmarks dedicated to early explorers as well as 

museums, including the Carnival Museum, which tells the story of the history of Mardi Gras in Mobile. Although 

New Orleans tends to get all the attention, it was Mobile that first celebrated Mardi Gras, in 1703, and that 

tradition of celebration continues to this day. Downtown, there are historic hotels like The Battle House, as well 

as modern buildings, such as the GulfQuest Museum, dedicated to Mobile’s maritime industry. As a vibrant port 

and ship building city, it played important roles in every US war from the American Revolution to World War II. 

With the history of slavery still being documented, a recent discovery in Mobile added a new chapter. In 2019, 

the Clotilda, the last known slave ship carrying kidnapped Africans to the US in 1860 on the eve of the civil war 

was discovered, supported by a team of experts from National Geographic. The Clotilda is now listed on the 

National Register of Historic Places and National Geographic, using advanced technology, announced in 2021 

that the ship, buried in the sand in the Mobile River, remains remarkably intact. That news was greeted with 

enthusiasm by descendants from the enslaved people brought over on the Clotilda, who went on to found 

“Africatown,” confirming once and for all their story of origin. You can learn about this history when you visit 

Heritage House in today’s Africatown on the outskirts of Mobile and also plan a tour upriver to the actual site 

where the Clotilda still lies buried in the sand. 

For the African-American community who call the city home, the history of Mobile runs long and deep. Visitors 

interested to learn more about Black history in Mobile, including the civil rights movement, will do well to book 

a guided tour offered by the Dora Franklin-Finley African American Heritage Trail. This comprehensive 

educational tour includes, along with other landmarks, the story of the Stone Street Baptist Church, founded by 

freed slaves in 1806, and the once bustling black business district on what is now Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 

Avenue. From old to new, and from a culture of music, food and celebrations to a place that was a turning point 

in US history, Mobile is a city not to be missed on any visit to Coastal Alabama. 
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Shorter Journeys 

Gulf State Park and The Beaches (4 Days) 

With nine distinct ecosystems that range from coastal forests, 

including the rare and endangered Long Leaf Pine, to 

oceanside sand dunes, home to the Alabama Beach Mouse 

(found only here and no place else in the world!), Gulf State 

Park offers easy access to over 6,000 acres of recreational 

wilderness. Consider booking a stay at the park’s eco-friendly 

Eagle Cottages, nestled on the shore of Lake Shelby. From each 

cottage you can step outside the door to jog, hike, or cycle 

along 28-miles of well-marked trails complete with interpretive 

signs with love-to-learn facts and scenic viewpoints all along 

the way. Stop by the Nature Center to learn about the local 

wildlife or opt for a guided educational outing with one of the 

park’s naturalists. There’s canoeing, kayaking, and fishing on 

Lake Shelby, a 900-acre freshwater lake. Gulf State Park offers 

is a true ecotourism experience for everyone from young to old, 

novice birder to expert, gentle explorer or adventure 

enthusiast. You can also just kick back and enjoy the sounds 

and smells of serene nature for relaxation and rejuvenation. 

America’s Amazon Adventure: (3 Days) 

Set out from 5 Rivers Delta Resource Center on a 2 

night/3 Day paddling adventure, sleeping on wooden 

camping platforms amid the marshes and waters that 

form part of the Alabama Canoe Trail, for a true 

wilderness experience, fishing, bird watching and 

wildlife viewing along the way. Call ahead to 5 Rivers 

to ask about availability for booking the camping 

platforms in advance of your trip, then on arrival 

learn about the natural history of the Mobile-Tensaw 

Delta at the 5 Rivers Delta Resource Center before 

departing on your journey. You can set off right from 

the docks of 5 Rivers in your own kayak or canoe. 

Alternatively, you can also ask at the Center about 

booking a local boat guided tour of the lower delta to learn about the area’s fascinating ecology, including the 

American Lotus when it is in bloom, and spotting the elusive nutria – a beaver-like animal that also makes its 

home in the Delta’s marshlands. 
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Stockton and Live Oak Landing (2 Days) 

Continuing northward to the community of Stockton, take 

in a classic southern lunch at the Stagecoach Inn, an ever 

popular local’s spot, and then head over for some 

afternoon water and wilderness fun to Live Oak Landing, 

surrounded by county, state, and Forever Wild 

conservation land encompassing a total area of 

approximately 1,500 acres on the eastern side of the 

Tensaw River. An additional 300,000 acres of pristine and 

protected wetlands lie to the west. Owned by Baldwin 

County, Live Oak Landing has expanded to include 28 RV 

sites, easily accessible boat ramps, bass fishing piers, and 

an outdoor event pavilion. Bass fishing tournaments are 

frequently held here, and visitors can enjoy hiking, 

kayaking, canoeing, and a catch and release fishing pond surrounded by nature. Close by is Fort Mims, the site of 

the 1813 battle where more than 400 settlers fell in an attack by Redstick Creek Indians. This marked the 

outbreak of the Creek War of 1813-14, a phase of the War of 1812. A log stockade, a replica of an 1800's 

blockhouse, and a split rail fence provide visitors an opportunity to look back in time to better understand the 

complex history of this era. 

Dauphin Island (4 Days)  

Traveling along the western shore of Mobile Bay takes you to laid-back Dauphin Island and its picturesque 

fishing villages and beach front homes. Here, living from the sea has long been the local way of life, from 

cultivating oysters to shrimping to deep-sea fishing. The Alabama Aquarium at the Dauphin Island Sea Lab 

provides an engaging introduction to the ecosystems of the surrounding waters, together comprising the fourth 

largest estuary system in the US. Dauphin Island is recognized as “globally important” for bird migrations, 

especially for birds migrating north during the spring migration, when Dauphin Island is frequently their first 

stop after long flights north. Check out the Audubon Bird Sanctuary, 164 acres on the east side of the island, 

where bird-lovers will delight in the large number of resident and migrating species to be found. Meander west 

along Bienville Boulevard and you’ll reach seven-miles of protected seashore and windswept dunes, known as 

the West End, where you can walk for miles along wide open empty beaches, and have a place to take in this 

natural beauty all to yourself. Or head over to Lightning Point in Bayou Le Batre to learn about the shoreland 

restoration project being spearheaded by The Nature Conservancy, and enjoy a kayak or canoe paddle out to 

revel in the marshes and birdlife. 

Locals have long known that the small communities of southern Mobile County are the go to place for super-

fresh seafood, from traditional shrimp boils to southern fried oysters, to West Indian salad (a local marinated 

crab dish), just to name just a few. Bayou La Batre is considered the “Seafood Capital of Alabama” and any 

number of small family-owned restaurants and cafes know how to do it just right. The area is also known for 

cultivating oysters, and with a bit of asking around, it may be possible to visit a working oyster farm. 

The Eastern Shore (3 Days) 

Hugging Mobile Bay, the Eastern Shore is home to a collection of quaint towns and villages, from Magnolia 

Springs to Point Clear to Fairhope to Daphne, among others, that have long attracted a diverse and eclectic 

population, from those who make their livelihoods on the water, to those who farm the land, to those who add a 

lively dose of colorful flair with art, music, dance, and all things creative. Outsiders on a first time visit to Coastal 
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Alabama may be surprised to learn, for example, that the beautiful town of Fairhope, with its tree lined streets, 

humming cafes, and waterfront homes started out as an alternative living utopian colony in the late 1890s. Just 

outside of this picturesque town, you will also find B&B Pecan Company, a family farm where you can stock up 

on a fresh supply of pecans for the holidays ahead! Sunset along the Eastern Shore is a widely cherished daily 

event as couples, families and friends watch the sun complete another day’s journey as its slips below the 

watery horizon. Public piers offer easy access to the bay, where you can also paddleboard, fish, or take a 

leisurely stroll along the bayfront. Kayak and canoe launch points offer access to the small tributaries and open 

waters of eastern Mobile Bay. Wherever you are staying, plan a visit to the Grand Hotel, on the register of Historic 

Hotels of America. Founded in 1847, it has played a fascinating role in local history; you can also take in a round 

of golf at one of The Grand’s two professional golf courses with beautiful views overlooking Mobile Bay. 

Heritage and History: Mobile City (3 Days) 

From its earliest days as a trading center between French explorers and Native Americans, to its formal 

establishment in 1702 as the first capital of French Louisiana, Mobile has played a fundamental role in America’s 

history. From the French it went to the British, then over to the Spanish, as the colonial powers of Europe 

competed for territory and influence, before finally became part of the United States in 1813. 

Mobile has a lot to offer every visitor. It is a food lover’s paradise of southern cooking, from local get-your-

fingers-messy BBQ joints to upscale eateries like Noble South, and almost everything in between. The city’s 

historic district, with its stately tree-lined streets, includes landmarks dedicated to early explorers as well as 

museums, including the Carnival Museum, which tells the story of the history of Mardi Gras in Mobile. Although 

New Orleans tends to get all the attention, it was Mobile that first celebrated Mardi Gras, in 1703, and that 

tradition of celebration continues to this day. Downtown, there are historic hotels like The Battle House, as well 

as modern buildings, such as the Quest Museum, dedicated to Mobile’s maritime industry. As a vibrant port city, 

it has played important roles in every US war from the American Revolution to World War II.  

With the history of slavery still being documented, a recent discovery in 

Mobile added a new chapter. In 2019, the Clotilda, the last known slave 

ship carrying kidnapped Africans to the US in 1860 on the eve of the 

civil war was discovered, supported by a team of experts from National 

Geographic. The Clotilda is now listed on the National Register of 

Historic Places and National Geographic, using advanced technology, 

announced in 2021 that the ship, buried in the sand in the Mobile River, 

remains remarkably intact. That news was greeted with enthusiasm by 

descendants from the enslaved people brought over on the Clotilda, 

who went on to found “Africatown,” confirming once and for all their 

story. You can learn about this history when you visit Heritage House in 

today’s Africatown on the outskirts of Mobile and also plan a tour 

upriver to the actual site where the Clotilda still lies beneath the sand. 

And for the African-American community who call the city home, the 

history of Mobile runs long and deep. Visitors interested to learn more 

about Black history in Mobile, including the civil rights movement and life in the present day, will do well to book 

a guided tour offered by the Dora Franklin-Finley African American Heritage Trail. This inspiring educational tour 

includes, along with other landmarks, the story of the Stone Street Baptist Church, founded by freed slaves in 

1806, and the once bustling black business district on what is now Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Avenue. From old to 

new, and from a culture of music, food and celebrations to a place that was a turning point in US history, Mobile 

is a city not to be missed for all it has to offer. 
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Coastal Alabama remains, in many respects, a hidden gem of 
ecotourism experiences still waiting to be discovered by many travelers 
at a time when national and international tourism market trends are 
increasingly moving in the direction of holidays that emphasize cultural 
authenticity and reconnecting with nature and the outdoors.  

This trend is consistent across all tourism demographics, 

from solo travelers, to couples, groups of Friends, and 

families. If ever there was a moment in time for Coastal 

Alabama to seize the opportunity to be recognized as a 

world class ecotourism destination, now is that time. 

With growing numbers of travelers today asking 

questions about the social and environmental impacts of 

their trips, coastal destinations in North America, from 

the Eastern Maritimes of Canada to Big Sur, California, to 

Florida and beyond, are focusing on sustainable tourism 

and ecotourism. This is also evident in the June 2022 

travel report issued by Virtuoso – the largest luxury travel 

organization in the United States: “Virtuoso's 2022 traveler survey revealed that more than 80% of respondents 

said the pandemic has made them want to travel more responsibly… that number remains consistent with last 

year's survey, proving that sustainability continues to be a top priority for travelers with 75% of respondents saying 

they were also willing to pay more to travel responsibly. (Travel Weekly, 16 June 2022) 

While there is no “magic bullet” that will quickly or easily address 

the challenges and opportunities for Coastal Alabama to emerge 

as an ecotourism destination leader, focused on community 

economic development and improving the quality of life for its 

residents and visitors, taken together, and in the spirit of 

compromise and understanding towards the greater good, this 

report presents a bold “ how to” 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 ecotourism 

destination. The question is not if 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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Appendix A 

Branding and Design Templates 

 

For further information about the Branding Identity Guide, Branding and Design Templates, and Video and 

Photo Assets for the Coastal Alabama Ecotourism project, please contact the Coastal Alabama Partnership. 
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Appendix B  

Database of Existing Access Points and Ecotourism Assets 

For further information about the Database of Existing Access Points and Ecotourism Assets for the Coastal 

Alabama Ecotourism project, please contact the Coastal Alabama Partnership. 
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