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LEADERSHIP AND TOURISM
DEVELOPMENT IN RURAL
SOUTH-EAST ASIA: ANALYSIS
OF A CAPACITY-BUILDING
PROJECT IN A RURAL
COMMUNITY IN TIMOR-LESTE

Frederic Bouchon and Bruce Prideaux

ABSTRACT
Tourism development is often seen as a tool to empower rural and peripheral
communities. Problems can arise if there is an imbalance in the power rela-
tionship between local communities and external actors promoting develop-
ment, including investors and Non Government Organisations (NGOs). This
chapter examines the issues of leadership and power related to a hotel project
operated by a private company in a small rural town in Timor-Leste. While
there was initially substantial support for the project, the private company
leading the project failed to adequately engage with community leaders creat-
ing feeling of loss of authority. Moreover, the members of the community
who were not directly associated with the project felt that there was a gap
between promises made to the community and the actual outcomes.

Keywords: Capacity building; tourism development; Timor-Leste; rural
tourism; leadership; power; social enterprise
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INTRODUCTION
Capacity building is a widely used approach to achieve improved tourism out-
comes for host communities (Rawat, Bouchon, & Nair, 2015; Tolkach & King,
2015). There remains, however, questions over power relationships within com-
munities as well as between host communities and external stakeholders. Given
that each community is the product of its location, the resources it has access to,
and the regional and national governance models that it operates under, it can
be expected that the characteristics of the power relationships that apply within
specific communities will differ to those that apply in other communities. On
these grounds, it is apparent that the solutions required for tourism development
in a specific community is likely to be specific to that community. This does not
mean that planning frameworks should be ignored. It does mean that planning
frameworks need to be able to adapt to multiple circumstances. A number of
researchers (Cabasset-Semedo, 2009a; Scheyvens & Russell, 2012) have argued
that communities benefit through decentralized approaches to tourism develop-
ment. Others have argued that successful tourism development requires capacity
building (Moscardo, 2011). Brickell (2012) notes that outcomes should be evalu-
ated based on the capacity building approaches adopted. Unfortunately, in
efforts to understand the desires, motivations and behaviors, of tourists the per-
spectives of the host communities are often overlooked.

This study is concerned with Timor-Leste, one of the world’s newest nations
and one of its least developed. Since independence in 2002, the national govern-
ment, foreign aid organizations, and NGOs have encouraged tourism develop-
ment but with relatively little success. The aim of the study is to examine a
range of issues related to leadership and power in the context of capacity build-
ing in a rural tourism situation using external private tourism investment to fos-
ter local development. The findings suggest that more attention needs to be
given to understanding local community concerns and expectations about tour-
ism development, the power that donor organizations have over local communi-
ties because these organizations have access to resources not otherwise available
to local communities, and the need for researchers to pay more attention to
community political structures.

LITERATURE REVIEW
In developing countries, rural tourism is a complex phenomenon that is deter-
mined by the approaches taken to tourism development by public and private
sectors. Community-based tourism (CBT) is an example of one form of develop-
ment that has been widely cited. Other approaches include ecotourism, agritour-
ism, rural tourism, cultural tourism (Tane & Thierheimer, 2009), and in some
cases large resorts located in rural areas. Rural tourism is often advocated as a
tool for generating moderate economic growth and maintaining the socio-
cultural fabric of rural areas while allowing locals to participate in new eco-
nomic activities (Kalsom, 2008). However, many rural communities lack the
financial, business, and human resources skills to initiate tourism development.
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Investment in rural tourism may therefore take a number of forms including by
the community using its own resources, investment by external aid agencies
including NGOs and government bodies or by external investors. Of the three
approaches, community sourced investment is relatively rare although there as
some examples of successful projects (Sakarta & Prideaux, 2013). CBT is a more
common approach although the success rate is not high in many projects
that involve investment by external agencies. To achieve successful outcomes,
CBT requires community participation as a core requirement to maximizing the
benefits to the local community through capacity building and community
empowering activities (Hampton & Jeyacheya, 2015; Scheyvens & Russell, 2012;
Sin & Minca, 2014; Tolkach & King, 2015). The third approach involves exter-
nal for-profit investment in rural areas. As Bittar-Rodrigues and Prideaux
(2018) observed, the form that external for-profit investment may take can range
from profit sharing between the investor and the community, to all profits accru-
ing to the external investor. Central to each form of investment is the balance of
power between the community (and factions within communities) and external
investors.

Institutions such as the UNWTO (2014) advocate pro-poor tourism in rural
areas as a partial solution to socio-economic hurdles and as a catalyst for endog-
enous development. The UNWTO (2014) also advocates ownership of small-scale
tourism activities as a pathway to enhancing craftsmanship and agricultural skills
associated with the environment and its offerings. Scheyvens and Russell (2012)
argue that community participation can minimize negative tourism impacts since
local communities are encouraged to participate in planning and development
enabling them to more effectively deal with negative impacts. The form of partici-
pation including ownership is also an important issue. As Sakata and Prideaux
(2013) argue, ownership by individuals who work with their community may be
more successful than community ownership, which raises a range of questions
regarding authority, leadership, and distribution of profits. Irrespective of the
approach taken to ownership, successful collaboration requires coordination and
cooperation between internal and external stakeholders, which may include gov-
ernments, NGOs, tourists, volunteers, and the private sector. Collaboration based
on genuine partnerships offers considerable scope for successful community
capacity building.

Developing a successful tourism business requires an understanding of a
range of complex issues related to business administration, marketing, customer
relations, and governance. These skills may be absent in communities that have
little or no previous experience in the tourism industry. Bittar-Rodrigues and
Prideaux (2018) argued that a lack of confidence in their ability to manage tour-
ism related business may explain why many communities rarely initiate partici-
pation in tourism related business without some level of input from external
organizations such as an NGO, government organizations, external investors, or
private tourism operators.

A number of researchers (Salazar, 2010; Scheyvens & Russell, 2012) argue
that rural tourism developments are often characterized by inequitable power
relations between stakeholders within local communities and between local
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communities and external agencies including the tourism distribution system.
The issue of power becomes even more important where governments are
involved and may include a center/periphery element as well as a range of legis-
lative issues. Central governments often see tourism as a solution to high unem-
ployment, isolation and the lack of industrialization in rural communities.

In Timor-Leste, Currie and Turner (2014) observed that there were differ-
ences in views toward tourism development between the national government
and local communities. From a government perspective, tourism is viewed as a
national growth enabler with this view having greater prominence in tourism
planning strategies than the views of local communities. The concerns of local
communities are to some degree echoed by Cohen and Cohen (2012) who
observed that in many cases, tourism tends to favor the middle class rather than
the poor who are more likely to suffer from the negative impacts of tourism.
This is particularly important for rural areas where entrepreneurs may be city-
based and equipped with an understanding of tourism, business, and access to
capital that may be absent in rural communities. From a local community
perspective, there is often a desire for local control and involvement in tourism
projects that have strong links to local enterprise such as agriculture (Cabasset-
Semedo, 2009). Issues that require further investigation include the role of small-
scale private investors and the need for a framework able to assist in managing
issues of this type at the community level. The negotiations that take place
between service providers and their requirements regarding service quality, the
expectations of the local community and the vision that both parties have of the
future is at the centre of power relations issues in the community. This may
require a redefinition of the roles that each stakeholder group should play in the
management of projects of this type. Ultimately however, success will only occur
if all stakeholders accept that the products they agree to take to market appeal
to tourists.

Externally funded tourism projects may be viewed with suspicion if locals
find it difficult to assess how tourism is likely to impact on their lives and com-
munity. In the longer term, they may withdraw support and reduce chances of
success with inertia power (Sheehan & Ritchie, 2005). Based on their observa-
tions of community views on tourism in Timor-Leste, Tolkach and King (2015)
stressed the importance of stakeholder involvement, and noted that management
should be on the basis of transparency, equity, and trust. However, Tolkach and
King (2015) also note that power generally resides in the tourism sector, not the
communities wishing to become involved in tourism.

The researchers’ perspective is also important. As Belsky (2004, p. 274)
argued in her study on community ecotourism politics “tourism researchers
rarely speak directly about the values that influence their choice of topics and
the research methods they employ.” For instance, the reality of power relations
between all layers of tourism is often overlooked because research has not been
enriched with ethnographic details of local stakeholders. Understanding commu-
nity values takes time and ideally includes the inclusion of locals in research
teams. This can be difficult for researchers who often have budget limitation
both in time and money.
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Managing Stakeholders’ Challenges

Several authors have emphasized that the success of investment made by exter-
nal agencies may hinge on the internal and external political context that local
communities find themselves in, the strength of local leadership and the willing-
ness of the community members to participate in local development through the
medium of tourism (Salazar, 2010; Simpson, 2008). For this reason, NGOs, gov-
ernment, institutions and donor agencies must be aware of community aspira-
tions and local community power relationships. As Mendoza-Ramos and
Prideaux (2017) point out, internal power within the community may be either a
facilitator or inhibitor to groups within communities who are interested in tour-
ism development. The division of power between communities and external
agencies is also important. A number of researchers have pointed out that
inequitable power relations between the local community and outsiders in CBT
projects may compromise successful results (Salazar, 2010). Several authors also
underline the importance of stakeholders management in rural community
development through tourism (Currie & Turner, 2014; Pandey, 2011). One issue
that has received relatively little attention in the literature is the roles that vari-
ous stakeholders play in communities. The broad view appears to indicate that
communities are relatively homogeneous, but this appears to be naive with com-
munities in reality being heterogeneous. For example, communities may contain
migrants who have relocated there because of marriage, work or for other cir-
cumstances. Other community members may have returned to the community
with new ideas after having migrated to other regions or countries. In some
cases, returning community members may have different ideas and experiences
to those who have never left the village.

Host communities are often perceived by outsiders as having a “romantic
and essentialist” notion (Sin & Minca, 2014). From a community perspective,
residents may have no ties to tourism (e.g. farmers or traders, craftsmen), but
may have a positive perception of tourism development if it leads to personal
financial gain (Lee, 2013; Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2010). More recently, the
divide between locals and outsiders has become blurred as migrations and mobi-
lities make this binary view less relevant. Some locals who have returned to the
community after having lived elsewhere may act as change agents (Ritchie &
Sheehan, 2014). If their legitimacy is challenged, they may need the help of the
authority to champion their ideas. Nevertheless, the success of CBT or any other
type of aid depends on enabling factors such as policies, available funds, and
skilled people. Special interest groups that sustain people’s awareness of the
need for change (lobby groups, NGOs, media) may also play the role of opinion
swayers. The level of community support for projects can vary from non-
supportive through marginal support, to collaborative. The level of support will
depend on the ability of the project and its backers to convince the local com-
munity that the project will have positive outcomes. Aid projects may face suspi-
cion from the outset if locals find it difficult to assess the future impact of
tourism and are not convinced that it will provide tangible benefits. In the longer
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term, they might become non-supportive and disrupt the chances of success with
inertia power (Sheehan & Ritchie, 2005).

Tourism in Timor-Leste

Timor-Leste is ranked 133rd out of 188 countries on the Human Development
Index (UNDP, 2015). The society is largely agrarian with 70% of the population
living in rural areas. Agriculture � principally coffee and rice � generates 27% of
national GDP while oil and natural gas are the main contributors to the econ-
omy. Foreign aid is also important. Since independence the country has received
more than US$6 billion of foreign aid, however, as little as 10% (La’o Hamutuk,
2010) has been directed to the local economy. Corruption remains prevalent and
affects governance decisions and priorities, including tourism development.
While tourism has been advocated as a solution to diversifying the economy and
generating employment, tourist arrivals remain low. In 2017, there were 118,586
arrivals (South Pacific Tourism Organisation) with Indonesians comprising 55%
of arrivals followed by Australians (12.8%) and other Asian visitors (9.4%).

Recent tourism related investment in eco-lodges and countryside homestays
have only attracted small numbers of ecotourists and sports tourists (diving or
hiking). As a destination, Timor-Leste is struggling to attract the interest of the
international outbound market. It remains a relatively uncompetitive and expen-
sive destination compared to Indonesia. It is perceived as unknown, with limited
access, little tourism infrastructure, and poor branding. Many of Timor-Leste’s
rural areas lack electricity and potable water, tourist standard lodging facilities
and skilled labor. Moreover, organized internal transport suitable for tourists is
difficult in many rural area, despite an intensive road system construction plan.
Despite these issues, Timor-Leste is still trying to develop as a niche tourist des-
tination but has failed to demonstrate how local communities can benefit
(Cabasset-Semedo, 2009). Currie and Turner (2014) argue that there is a misun-
derstanding between the government and communities’ desire for tourism devel-
opment. The government wants quick development of mass tourism while local
communities and businesses want a more cautious targeted program of slow
development. The contrasting views between economic objectives and commu-
nity needs are obvious in the Government’s laissez-faire attitude to tourism,
which one official expressed as “as long as the tourists come.”

The aim of this research is to identify issues related to leadership and power
in the context of capacity building in a rural tourism situation using external
private tourism investment to foster local development. The research was under-
taken in Balibo, a small rural community located in the western part of Timor-
Leste and focuses on a tourism capacity-building program delivered to the
employees of a heritage hotel.

METHODOLOGY
The methodology adopted for this research was based on thematic analysis that
included official documents and discourse review, observation, and interviews.
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