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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

Rural tourism is a key driver of sustainable economic growth across APEC economies, 

generating employment, supporting local livelihoods, preserving natural and cultural heritage, 

and enhancing community well-being. However, the COVID-19 pandemic reshaped the 

tourism landscape, underscoring the need for more resilient and adaptive approaches to 

destination management. Despite growing recognition of economically sustainable tourism as 

a catalyst for rural development, many destinations continue to face challenges in translating 

principles into practical actions that strengthen resilience, improve competitiveness, and 

deliver long-term economic benefits. 

Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) are central to the success of rural tourism. At 

the same time, rapid digital transformation has increased the importance of technological 

preparedness in enabling rural destinations to remain competitive. Rural tourism therefore 

requires an integrated approach that combines economically sustainable practices, 

technology adoption, and empowerment for all through continuous capacity building and 

human capital development. This approach is consistent with APEC's priorities under the 

Putrajaya Vision 2040, promoting innovation, digital transformation, and economic growth. 

This handbook, Empowering Rural Economies: A Holistic Approach to Economic Growth 

through Technology and Empowerment for All, was developed through an APEC-funded 

project to provide a practical capacity-building framework for rural tourism stakeholders. The 

framework is based on comprehensive literature reviews, expert consultations, and field-

based case studies undertaken in the People’s Republic of China; Japan; Chinese Taipei. 

These case studies identified successful practices, enabling policies, and community-driven 

strategies that strengthened economically sustainable tourism, increased participation from all 

stakeholders, and promoted technology for all in remote mountain and island communities. 

The framework was further validated through a three-day capacity-building programme held in 

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, from 28 to 30 April 2026, involving participants from nine APEC 

economies. The programme enhanced participants' knowledge and practical skills while 

facilitating the exchange of experiences and best practices. Feedback from pre- and post-

training assessments was incorporated to refine the handbook and ensure its practical 

relevance across various rural contexts. 

At the heart of this handbook is an integrated framework built on three mutually reinforcing 

pillars: Economically Sustainable Tourism, Technological Preparedness, and Empowerment. 

Together, these pillars strengthen destination resilience, enhance tourism competitiveness, 

improve visitor experiences, and create more economic opportunities for rural communities. 

The handbook provides practical guidance, implementation strategies, best practice examples, 

case studies, self-assessment tools, and training resources that can be adapted across APEC 

economies. 

Designed for policymakers, tourism authorities, local governments, community leaders, SMEs, 

local entrepreneurs, researchers, and development practitioners, this handbook serves as 

both a policy reference and a practical implementation guide. By promoting an integrated, 

evidence-based approach to rural tourism development, it aims to strengthen local capacities, 

foster economic participation, accelerate technology adoption, and support resilient rural 

economies throughout the APEC region. 

 

 



ii 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Universiti Malaysia Sabah (UMS) and Universiti Teknologi Malaysia (UTM) would like to thank 

the following agencies and individuals who contributed to this publication: 

 

Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) 
 
⚫ APEC Support Fund and ASF: Economic Development in Remote Areas (EDRA) for 

financial support 
⚫ APEC Tourism Working Group for the financial and technical support for the case studies, 

capacity training workshop and publication. 
⚫ APEC Secretariat for their excellent administration and support 
⚫ Co-sponsoring economies: People’s Republic of China; Japan; Peru; The Republic of the 

Philippines; Chinese Taipei; Thailand; United States 
 
Tourism Ministries and Tourism Agencies 
 
⚫ Chile’s Tourism Board (SERNATUR), Chile 
⚫ Undersecretariat of Chile Tourism, Chile 
⚫ Ministry of Tourism, Indonesia 
⚫ Ministry of Tourism, Arts and Culture, Malaysia 
⚫ Tourism Selangor Sdn. Bhd., Malaysia 
⚫ Ministry of Foreign Trade and Tourism (MINCETUR), Peru 
⚫ Department of Tourism, the Philippines 
⚫ Designated Areas for Sustainable Tourism Administration (DASTA), Thailand 
⚫ National Administration of Tourism, Viet Nam  
 
Other Organisations and Community Partners 
 
⚫ Chilean Rural Tourism Association, Chile 
⚫ Xixinan Village, Huangshan, People’s Republic of China 
⚫ Nyarai Ecotourism, Lestari Alam Rafting, Indonesia 
⚫ Kaito Yumi Club, Toba City, Japan 
⚫ Spirit of Japan Travel, Japan 
⚫ Institute of EGS (MiESG), Malaysia 
⚫ Borneo Trail Travel and Tours Sdn. Bhd., Malaysia 
⚫ Tnunan Smangus, Chinese Taipei 
 
 
Universities and Academic Institutions 
 
⚫ School of Tourism Sciences, Beijing International Studies University,                                 

People’s Republic of China 
⚫ Tourism College, Department of Tourism Management, Beijing Union University, 

People’s Republic of China 
⚫ Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM), Puncak Alam, Malaysia 
 

 

Jennifer Chan Kim Lian 

Project Overseer 

Universiti Malaysia Sabah 

September 2026 

 



iii 
 

 

ABOUT THIS HANDBOOK 

 

The purpose of this handbook is to provide a comprehensive and practical reference for 

strengthening sustainable rural development through capacity building and institutional 

support. It promotes human capital development founded on responsible principles and 

strengthens the integration of technological preparedness to enhance the resilience and 

competitiveness of rural tourism destinations. The handbook presents the adoption of 

responsible practices and technology to foster authentic tourism experiences and effective 

experiential marketing strategies, while also advancing long-term development and 

empowering rural women. 

 

This handbook presents a detailed integrated framework designed to strengthen sustainable 

rural economic growth and development, built around three core elements: responsible 

practices, technological adoption, and community empowerment. Each topic includes 

essential knowledge and skills, best practices, and interactive learning sessions. The 

concluding section of the handbook brings these elements together into a cohesive 

framework that serves as a practical guide for implementation. 

 

The target audience includes rural tourism stakeholders and women, tourism planners, 

conservationists, rural community leaders, government agencies focused on tourism, rural 

development, and women’s empowerment, as well as NGOs involved in capacity building and 

rural economic growth. This handbook is designed for those interested in enhancing the long-

term development of rural sites, increasing women’s participation, and promoting 

technological preparedness to improve the well-being of local communities and society in 

rural areas. The steps for developing future-friendly practices, technological preparedness, 

and community empowerment are presented in a clear, logical, and easy-to-follow manner 

and supported by an illustrative framework figure. 
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Case studies from Huangshan, People’s Republic of China; Toba City, Japan; and Smangus, 

Chinese Taipei have been selected due to their reputation as well-established tourism sites 

located in remote areas. These sites exemplify successful implementation of responsible 

practices, technological preparedness, and women’s empowerment. Their key success 

factors and best practices offer valuable insights for fostering sustainable rural economic 

development. Data were collected through site visits, interviews with tourism stakeholders, 

local communities, and leaders, as well as discussions with tourism experts from each region. 

The findings have been synthesised and are presented according to each topic area. 

 

In addition, desktop case studies were conducted to provide further examples and evidence 

supporting the critical success factors for implementing sustainable rural economic growth 

through future-friendly practices, technology utilisation, and community participation and 

empowerment. 
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DISCLAIMER 

The views expressed in this report are those of the author and do not necessarily represent 

those of APEC member economies. The examples discussed in this report were prepared 

based on the author’s research and are provided for information purposes only and do not 

guide the work of the Tourism Working Group.
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SECTION 1 

INTRODUCTIONS 
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1.1 Introduction of Peripheral Rural Communities  

In peripheral rural communities, often located far from urban centres, community members 

play a vital role in preserving both cultural heritage and natural environments, which support 

community-based tourism initiatives. These areas are typically rich in biodiversity, traditional 

knowledge, and unique cultural practices, making them ideal for sustainable economic 

development. However, as illustrated in Figure 1, such communities often face social 

exclusion, vulnerability, and unsustainable practices due to several factors shown in the inner 

circle. The success of ecotourism initiatives in these regions depends on inclusive 

participation, particularly the active involvement of women. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Issues Faced in Peripheral Rural Communities. 

 

1.2 Responsible Practices as the Foundation of Rural Economic 

Empowerment 

 

Sustainable rural development requires moving beyond isolated interventions. Responsible 

practices are the backbone of resilient rural economies. They ensure that economic growth 

does not come at the expense of environmental degradation or social inequality. In rural 

contexts — where livelihoods are closely tied to land, water, and biodiversity — responsible 

development is not a concept; it is a necessity. 
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i. Community as Stewards of Local Knowledge and Culture 

 

Rural communities are often custodians of traditional ecological knowledge, including farming 

techniques, medicinal plant use, and local handicrafts. By integrating these practices into 

tourism activities, such as guided cultural tours, traditional cooking classes, and craft 

workshops, they help create authentic visitor experiences. These activities also contribute to 

the preservation of intangible cultural heritage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ii. Economic Empowerment Through Tourism Development 

 

Tourism offers community opportunities for income generation without the need for large-

scale migration to urban areas. Activities such as running homestays, producing and selling 

handicrafts, or providing eco-guiding services can diversify household income. This financial 

independence strengthens their decision-making power within the community and contributes 

to overall rural economic resilience. 

 

iii. Promoting Environmental Conservation 

 

Communities are often directly involved in resource management. Communities assist in 

collecting water, gathering forest products, and managing small-scale agriculture. Their 

engagement in tourism initiatives that emphasise environmental conservation ensures that 

tourism growth does not compromise natural resources. Examples include community-led 

reforestation programmes, waste management systems, and biodiversity monitoring. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Communities preserving 

cultural heritage through 

traditional harvesting 

practices.’ 

 

‘Communities as custodians 

of local knowledge through 

guiding activities.’ 
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iv. Building Capacity and Leadership 

 

Training programmes in business management, hospitality, marketing, and responsible 

resource management equip community members with skills to manage rural tourism 

enterprises effectively. This capacity-building also fosters leadership roles, allowing 

community members to influence tourism policies and ensure that projects align with 

community values and long-term development goals. 

 

v. Challenges and Barriers 

 

Despite their contributions, peripheral rural communities face barriers such as limited access 

to education, finance, and decision-making spaces. Cultural norms may restrict their mobility 

or participation in tourism-related work. Addressing these challenges requires targeted 

policies, gender-sensitive training, and equitable benefit-sharing mechanisms. 

 

vi. Pathways to Sustainable Impact 

 

For tourism in rural peripheries to be long-term development, it must: 

⚫ Ensure communities’ equal access to resources, training, and markets. 

⚫ Foster partnerships between local communities, NGOs, and government agencies. 

⚫ Encourage community-based governance models that support broader participation 

in planning and management. 

⚫ Promote low-impact, culturally respectful tourism practices that preserve 

environmental integrity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rural communities are not just 

participants in sustainable tourism; they 

are central to its success. By harnessing 

their local knowledge, fostering 

economic empowerment, and ensuring 

gender equity, peripheral rural 

communities can develop sustainable 

tourism models that protect both nature 

and culture while improving livelihoods. 

Investing in their leadership and skills is, 

therefore, a direct investment in the 

long-term economic development of 

rural tourism. 
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2.1 Three-pillar Integrated Model 

This handbook proposes a three-pillar integrated model: 

 

1. Responsible Practices – Ensuring environmental and economic resilience.  

2. Technological Preparedness – Enabling access, efficiency, and innovation.  

3. Community Empowerment – Enabling Communities to Thrive through Community-

Led and Equitable Development 

 

When combined, these pillars create self-reinforcing systems that: 

• Increase incomes.  

• Protect natural resources.  

• Strengthen community resilience. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2: Integrated Three-Pillar Model for Resilient Rural Transformation. 
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2.2 Resilient Tourism Practices In Rural Areas: Sustainable Economic 

Growth, Responsible Practices, Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

The key elements of Responsible Tourism Development in Rural Areas collectively support 

sustainable economic growth through responsible development. At the centre of the 

framework is the shared vision of achieving resilient tourism, stronger communities, and a 

prosperous future, representing the desired long-term outcomes of rural tourism development. 

 

As shown in Figure 3, the framework comprises five interconnected components. The first, 

Responsible Resource Management, emphasises the efficient use of local resources, 

responsible destination and land management, and the preservation of tourism assets to 

ensure long-term economic value. The second component, Sustainable Economic Growth, 

focuses on creating diversified livelihoods, generating employment and entrepreneurial 

opportunities, and strengthening competitive tourism value chains to enhance local prosperity. 

 

The third component, Community Participation, highlights the importance of engaging local 

stakeholders in tourism planning and implementation, encouraging collaborative decision-

making, and building community capacity and leadership. The fourth component, Risk 

Preparedness and Resilience, underscores the need for disaster risk management, adaptive 

planning, and business continuity strategies that enable tourism destinations to respond 

effectively to economic, environmental, and social disruptions. Finally, Long-Term Destination 

Development stresses strategic planning, infrastructure improvement, and the provision of 

high-quality visitor experiences that strengthen destination competitiveness and encourage 

repeat visitation. 

 

Collectively, these five elements contribute to a series of positive outcomes, including 

stronger local economies, resilient and connected communities, responsible and competitive 

tourism, sustained economic opportunities, and long-term rural prosperity. The framework 

demonstrates that responsible tourism development is not driven by a single initiative but by 

the integration of sound resource management, economic development, community 

engagement, resilience planning, and strategic destination development to achieve enduring 

benefits for rural communities. 
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Figure 3: Key Elements of Responsible Tourism Development in Rural Areas 
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Responsible practices in rural tourism encompass a wide range of strategies, from reducing 

carbon footprint and minimising waste to involving local stakeholders in decision-making 

processes. Local capacity-building programmes, fair employment opportunities, and the 

promotion of indigenous knowledge in tourism offerings help foster community ownership and 

pride.  

 

These approaches also align with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 

particularly SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and 

Communities), SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production), and SDG 15 (Life on 

Land). Through such alignment, rural tourism becomes a vehicle for both local and regional 

economic development objectives. 

 

    

   

 

Figure 4:  United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDG 8, 11, 12 and 15). 

 

Sustainable economic growth in rural areas demands a holistic perspective that integrates 

environmental conservation, cultural sensitivity, and economic empowerment into every stage 

of tourism planning and operation. By adopting participatory models and innovative solutions, 

rural communities can develop tourism experiences that benefit present generations while 

safeguarding the resources and traditions for the future. This balanced approach not only 

strengthens rural economies but also reinforces their role as custodians of the planet’s natural 

and cultural heritage. 
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“The capacity of rural communities and tourism stakeholders to access, adopt, and 

effectively utilise digital technologies, infrastructure, and skills to enhance tourism 

development, market access, operational efficiency, long-term economic growth and 

resilience.” 

 

2.3 Technological Preparedness  

Technological Preparedness refers to the ability of individuals, communities, organisations, or 

destinations to effectively adopt, utilise, and adapt to technology to achieve their goals, 

improve performance, and respond to changing conditions.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Technological preparedness empowers rural communities to integrate into the global 

economy, unlocking new markets, partnerships, and income-generating opportunities. The 

development of digital competencies strengthens the competitiveness of tourism enterprises, 

enhances visitor experiences, and drives innovation across the tourism value chain. The 

strategic use of technology facilitates evidence-based planning, efficient resource 

management, and future-friendly development, ensuring long-term economic, social, and 

environmental benefits.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Definition of Technological Preparedness 

 
“Tools such as virtual reality (VR), 

augmented reality (AR), interactive websites, 

mobile apps, and GIS-based mapping allow 

tourists to explore sustainable tourism 

destinations virtually, understand local 

biodiversity, and engage with conservation 

efforts before and during their visit.” 
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2.3.1 In the Context of Rural Tourism and Community-Based Tourism (CBT) 

Technological Preparedness (Figure 5) plays a pivotal role in enhancing and promoting 

tourism experiences. The preparedness and capacity of destinations, communities, and 

businesses to adopt and integrate digital tools and innovations for sustainable economic 

development are important. In the context of tourism development, technology can be 

leveraged to improve visitor engagement, storytelling, resource management, and 

environmental monitoring.  

 

 

Figure 5: Components of Technological Preparedness for Sustainable Economic 

Development. 
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For example, these include using social media and digital marketing to promote tourism 

products; implementing online booking and payment systems; and utilising digital platforms 

for market access and customer engagement. Other applications include using GIS, mobile 

applications, or smart tourism technologies for destination management, as well as digital 

tools for resource management, visitor monitoring, and destination performance reporting. 

Digital platforms (Figure 6) facilitate the promotion of lesser-known rural destinations, helping 

to distribute tourism benefits more evenly and reduce pressure on popular sites. 

 

 

Figure 6: Key Elements of Technological Preparedness. 
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2.4 Empowerment for All: A Multidimensional Approach to Economic,  

 Psychological, and Social Empowerment  

Community empowerment is a dynamic and multidimensional process that enhances the 

capacity of communities to actively participate in and benefit from economic, social, cultural, 

and governance processes. Within the context of sustainable rural economic development, 

empowerment strengthens community resilience, fosters self-reliance, and unlocks the 

potential for innovation, entrepreneurship, and sustainable growth.  

Economic empowerment focuses on creating equitable access to employment opportunities, 

entrepreneurship, financial resources, and fair income generation, enabling communities to 

actively contribute to and benefit from local economies. Psychological empowerment 

strengthens confidence, self-efficacy, and a sense of ownership, enabling individuals and 

communities to recognize their capabilities and take proactive roles in shaping their future. 

Social empowerment promotes collaboration, leadership development, social networks, and 

meaningful community participation, ensuring that diverse voices are recognized, valued, and 

integrated into development processes. 

Beyond these core dimensions, political empowerment ensures that communities have 

meaningful representation in decision-making processes, including local governance 

structures, tourism planning, and destination management initiatives. This enables 

communities to influence policies and strategies that directly affect their livelihoods and well-

being. Educational empowerment equips communities with essential knowledge, skills, and 

competencies through capacity building, training, and lifelong learning, allowing them to adapt 

to changing economic environments. Cultural empowerment strengthens community identity 

by preserving and promoting traditional knowledge, local practices, indigenous crafts, and 

cultural heritage as valuable assets for sustainable development. 

In the digital era, technological empowerment has become increasingly important, providing 

communities — particularly rural entrepreneurs and rural SMEs — with access to digital tools, 

online platforms, e-commerce opportunities, and broader market networks. Digital capabilities 

enhance competitiveness, improve visibility, and enable communities to participate more 

effectively in the evolving tourism economy. 

These interconnected dimensions of empowerment support global sustainability agendas, 

particularly the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), including SDG 5: 

Gender Equality and SDG 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth. By adopting an 

integrated and holistic approach to community empowerment, rural communities can 

transform tourism from a mere income-generating activity into a catalyst for equity, dignity, 

and long-term sustainable development. 
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‘Interactive group discussion to exchange insights on community’s empowerment  during 

the site visit – Toba City, Japan.’ 

‘Community members operating a local store as part of the local economy in Toba City. 
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SECTION 3 

DIMENSIONS OF  

RESILIENT TOURISM  

AND BEST PRACTICES 
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3.1 Case Studies and Best Practices for Resilient Tourism 

The three case studies demonstrate how responsible tourism contributes to rural economic 

growth through different models. Huangshan exemplifies a smart tourism model that 

integrates technology with community participation, using visitor caps, real-time monitoring, 

and a community-shareholder system to balance conservation with economic development.  

 

Toba City showcases a cultural heritage-based model centred on the Ama female divers, 

where community governance through the Fishery Cooperative and Ecotourism Promotion 

Council regulates resource use while creating authentic visitor experiences. This model has 

revitalised a declining tradition and created new income streams for women.  

 

Smangus represents an indigenous-led collective enterprise, where the tribe operates a 

cooperative system with equal salaries for all workers and comprehensive social welfare 

funded by tourism revenue. Improved gender representation in leadership, with four out of 

nine departmental leadership positions held by female representatives. 

 

These diverse approaches share common success factors: strong local governance, revenue 

retention within communities, women’s empowerment, and sustainable resource 

management. Together, Table 1 illustrates that tourism can generate employment, diversify 

incomes, strengthen local enterprises, and build community resilience while protecting natural 

and cultural assets for future generations. 

 

Contribution 
Huangshan  

(People’s Republic of 
China) 

Toba City 
(Japan) 

Smangus  
(Chinese Taipei) 

Employment 
Smart tourism staff, guides, 

artisans 

Ama divers as 
guides & 

ambassadors 

67 salaried 
workers, equal pay 

Income Diversity 
Scenic tours + culture + 

smart services 
Tourism + fishing 

+ crafts 

Tourism + 
agriculture + 
handicrafts 

Revenue 
Retention 

Shareholder dividends 
Community 

circulation model 
Collective welfare 

system 

Community’s 
Empowerment 

Community in crafts & 
homestays 

Ama as cultural 
leaders 

4/9 department 
heads female 

Youth Retention Attraction through smart jobs "U-turn" migration 
95% return rate 

after college 

Governance 
Multi-department 

coordination 

Ecotourism 
Promotion 

Council 

Tribal Convention 
(Gaga) 

Infrastructure Smart parking, EV charging 
Free WiFi, 

accessible design 
7 km water pipes, 

cabins 

 

Table 1: Case Study Matrix: Examples and Best Practices  
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3.2 Stakeholder Benefits  

A virtuous cycle in which multiple stakeholders derive mutual benefits through sustainable 

economic growth is illustrated in Figure 7. The local community gains direct economic 

advantages through employment, income diversification, and shared revenue models such as 

collective welfare systems in Smangus or shareholder dividends in Huangshan. Tourists 

receive authentic experiences, cultural learning opportunities, and quality services while 

contributing to conservation efforts. Future generations benefit from preserved ecosystems, 

intact cultural heritage, and continued economic opportunities ensured by responsible 

practices.  

 
 

Figure 7: Stakeholder Benefit Flow. 
 

This flow is reinforced by effective governance mechanisms, such as the multi-department 

coordination in Huangshan, the Ecotourism Promotion Council in Toba, or the Tribal 

Convention in Smangus, which ensure that tourism revenue is reinvested into community 

welfare, infrastructure development, and environmental protection. The intergenerational 

transfer of benefits creates a self-reinforcing cycle: satisfied tourists generate revenue that 

supports community development, which in turn enhances the quality of visitor experiences 

and strengthens the community’s capacity to protect resources for the future. 

 

The case studies demonstrate this interdependence: Huangshan’s smart tourism systems 

monitor visitor flows and ecological conditions (environmental), generate revenue through 

diversified tourism products (economic), and involve communities through shareholding 

models that strengthen social cohesion (social). Toba’s Ama-based tourism protects marine 
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ecosystems (environmental), creates alternative livelihoods for fishing communities 

(economic), and elevates women’s roles in society while revitalising cultural traditions (social).   

Smangus’s collective governance model protects forests and water sources (environmental), 

generates shared income and welfare (economic), and empowers community and youth while 

preserving Tayal culture (social).  

 

3.3 Key Enablers for Resilient Tourism and Best Practices 

The success of sustainable economic growth is underpinned by several key enablers (Figure 

8) below. Community governance is critical, as demonstrated by Huangshan’s multi-

department coordination, Toba’s Ecotourism Promotion Council, and Smangus’s Tribal 

Convention, ensuring collective, transparent decision-making with active stakeholder 

participation. Value over volume is practised by all three destinations, limiting visitor numbers 

through caps, traffic diversion, and capacity reductions to protect assets while prioritising 

quality experiences. Smangus reduced its accommodation from 500 dormitory beds to 260 

quality rooms.  

 

Local ownership ensures revenue retention: Huangshan uses a community-shareholder 

model, Toba emphasises local economic circulation, and Smangus operates a collective 

welfare system. Cultural integration embeds traditional knowledge into tourism products—

from Huangshan’s cultural performances, and Toba’s Ama experiences to Smangus’s 

language programmes. Finally, adaptive management is evident through Huangshan’s real-

time data-driven management, Toba’s seasonal fishing adjustments, and Smangus’s annual 

Tribal Convention reviews. These interconnected enablers create resilient tourism systems 

that generate long-term economic, social, and environmental benefits for rural communities. 

 

 
Figure 8: Resilient Tourism Best Practices 
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The three pillars of rural growth (Figure 9) environmental, economic, and social, form an 

integrated framework for resilient tourism development. The environmental pillar focuses on 

conservation, responsible resource stewardship, and ecosystem protection, ensuring that 

natural and cultural assets are preserved for future generations. This includes responsible 

utilisation of resources, waste management, reforestation, and climate adaptation measures. 

The economic pillar encompasses job creation, income diversification, strengthening of local 

value chains, and retention of tourism revenue within communities. It also involves 

infrastructure development and support for local enterprises and entrepreneurs. The social 

pillar addresses community empowerment and leadership, youth retention, cultural 

revitalisation, knowledge transfer, and inclusive governance structures. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 9: Three Pillars of Rural Grow 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Three Pillars of Sustainable Economics Rural Growth 
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SECTION 4 
DIMENSIONS OF TECHNOLOGICAL 

PREPAREDNESS FOR ALL AND  

BEST PRACTICES 
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4.1 Case Studies and Best Practices for Technological Preparedness for All 

The following section presents the best practices and identifies the key limitations associated 

with technological preparedness across the three destinations. 

4.1.1 Best Practices in Technological Preparedness: Case from Huangshan,

 People’s Republic of China 

As shown in Figure 10, this section categorises technological preparedness for Huangshan, 

People’s Republic of China into a phased roadmap. This approach ensures that communities 

do not become overwhelmed by advanced technologies before mastering the basics. 

Best Practices: 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

Figure 10: Best Practices of Technological Preparedness in Huangshan, People’s Republic of China.  

 
 

 
 ‘CCTV installation in several checkpoints to monitor visitor 

movement for crowd control in Huangshan Mountain WHS’ 

‘Cultural Performance Hui Xiu using high-tech Holographic 

LED Screens for an Immersive Experience.’ 

 

Advanced Smart Tourism Infrastructure 01 
Huangshan demonstrates a high level of technology integration, including CCTV 
for crowd management, comprehensive QR code usage for payments and 
information, and biometric payment systems (palm scanning).  

Immersive Cultural Experiences 02 
The destination leverages high-tech solutions like holographic LED screen and 
hydraulic stages in cultural performances (“Hui Xiu”) to create immersive and 
visually stunning experiences for visitors. 

Real-Time Language Translation 03 

The use of AI-powered apps (iFLYTEK) facilitates communication between 
locals and visitors from other member economies, breaking down language 
barriers and enhancing hospitality. 

Crowd Control & Management 04 

Technology is actively used for carrying capacity regulation and monitoring visitor 
movements to ensure safety and preserve the heritage site. 
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4.1.2 Best Practices in Technological Preparedness: Case from Toba City, 

 Japan 

As shown in Figure 11, this section categorises technological preparedness for Toba City, 

Japan into a phased roadmap. This approach ensures that communities do not become 

overwhelmed by advanced technologies before mastering the basics. 

 

 
Best Practices: 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

‘Toba AR/VR Project and Free WiFi 

by Local Government’ 

 

‘Use of QR Code for Social Medias 

and Online Reservation’ 

Figure 11: Best Practices Technological Preparedness 
in Toba City, Japan.  

Government-Led Infrastructure 

The city government actively supports 
tourism by providing essential digital 
infrastructure, such as free Wi-Fi spots 
around the city and developing AR/VR 
projects to enhance visitor experiences at 
historical sites like castle ruins. 

01 

Empowering Local Champions 

Individual local entrepreneurs (e.g., an 
Ama diver) are successfully using social 
media (Instagram) and online reservation 
systems to promote their unique culture 
and livelihoods directly to tourists. 

02 

AI-Assisted Storytelling 

Local guides utilise AI tools like ChatGPT 
to develop engaging storytelling scripts for 
their tours, enhancing the quality of 
interpretation for visitors.  

03 

Integrated Booking Systems 

The Chamber of Commerce facilitates 
the adoption of integrated booking 
systems (BOKUN) for small businesses, 
streamlining operations and expanding 
market reach. 

04 
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4.1.3 Best Practices in Technological Preparedness: Case from Smangus, 

 Chinese Taipei 

As shown in Figure 12, this section categorises technological preparedness for Smangus, 

Chinese Taipei into a phased roadmap. This approach ensures that communities do not 

become overwhelmed by advanced technologies before mastering the basics. 

 

Best Practices: 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

Figure 12: Limitations of Technological Preparedness in Smangus, Chinese Taipei. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘Smangus Official Facebook Account Develop by Locals.’ 

‘The official website of the Smangus Tribe, featuring online 

booking and visitor information.’ 

Community-Led R&D 

The tribe has established its own Research & Development (R&D) department to 
manage technological platforms, ensuring that technology serves the community’s 
specific needs and values. 

01 

External Collaboration for Skills Gap 

Recognising internal skill limitations, the community proactively seeks assistance 
from external experts (university colleagues) to develop and maintain their website 
and booking systems.  

02 

Controlled Access via Tech 

The implementation of a QR Code Pass System linked to confirmed bookings 
allows the community to effectively manage visitor numbers and prevent over-
tourism.  

03 
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4.1.4 Comparative Overview of Technological Preparedness for All 

As shown in Table 2, technological preparedness for all initiatives have been implemented 

across three rural destinations: Huangshan, China; Toba City, Japan; and Smangus, Chinese 

Taipei. The table highlights the various strategies adopted to enhance technological 

readiness in support of future-friendly tourism development. 

 

Feature 
Huangshan 

(People’s Republic 
of China) 

Toba City  
(Japan) 

Smangus 
(Chinese Taipei) 

Primary Driver 
State-led 

management and 
efficiency. 

Individual 
entrepreneurship 

and heritage 
recovery. 

Tribal collective 
values and smart 

growth. 

Visitor Control 
CCTV for crowd 
distribution and 

capacity monitoring. 

Integrated booking 
systems (BOKUN) 

and AR-guided tours. 

QR Code Pass 
System linked 

strictly to confirmed 
bookings. 

Communication 
AI translation 

(iFLYTEK) and live 
streaming. 

AI-assisted 
storytelling 

(ChatGPT) and POV 
cultural videos. 

Social media 
engagement and 

external influencer 
promotion. 

 

Table 2: Comparative Overview of Technology Preparedness for All 

 
The comparison highlights the different technological approaches adopted to enhance tourism 

management, visitor experiences, and long-term destination development. Despite their 

varying governance models, all three destinations demonstrate how digital technologies can 

support tourism through improved visitor control, effective communication, and efficient 

destination management. Overall, the comparison illustrates that successful technological 

preparedness depends on aligning digital innovations with local governance structures, 

community values, and long-term tourism development objectives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Huangshan is renowned for its immersive stage productions that bring the region's 1,000-year-old Huizhou culture to life.’ 
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4.1.5 Local Context Considerations 

 
 
 
Limitations:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Limitations: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Limitations: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 13: Limitations of Technological Preparedness for All in Relation to  

Local Context Considerations. 

Individual-Based Adoption 

Much of the effective technology use (social media, online reservations) appears 
to be driven by individual initiative rather than a cohesive, community-wide 
strategy, potentially leading to inconsistent experiences.  

01 

Ageing Population Challenges 

While there are success stories (like an 83-year-old using an iPad for 
payments), the reliance on individual adaptation suggests potential barriers for 
less tech-savvy older residents.  

02 

Potential “Over-Tech” Feel 

The extensive use of surveillance (CCTV) and automated systems might detract 
from the “authentic” rural feel for some visitors seeking a more traditional 
experience. 

02 

Heavy Reliance on Specific Platforms 

The ecosystem is heavily dominated by specific domestic platforms (WeChat, 
Alipay, TikTok), which might pose accessibility challenges for visitors from other 
member economies who are unfamiliar with these apps.  

01 

Low Emphasis on Tech Operations 

The leadership does not emphasise technology in daily operations, which might 
limit efficiency gains compared to more tech-integrated destinations. 

02 

Limited Cross-Economy Digital Skills 01 

The community lacks the internal skills to build and maintain websites, relying 
heavily on external help, which could pose a risk to long-term economic 
development and independence. 

Site Visit : Huangshan, People’s Republic of China 

Site Visit : Toba City, Japan 

 

Site Visit : Smangus, Chinese Taipei 
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4.2 Technological Preparedness in the Context of Tourism 

Technological preparedness is essential for advancing responsible tourism by improving 

destination management, enhancing visitor experiences, and supporting environmental 

conservation. This section explores the key technological considerations necessary for long-

term economic growth and development in rural areas. 

 
 

4.2.1 Technological Readiness Challenges and Opportunities in Rural 

 Tourism Development  

Technology serves as a critical enabler in destination promotion, visitor experience 

enhancement, environmental monitoring, and market connectivity for local communities. 

Nevertheless, many rural tourism destinations, particularly those in remote and emerging 

regions, continue to face substantial barriers to technology adoption, including gaps in digital 

infrastructure, limited technological capabilities, and insufficient capacity to effectively 

integrate digital solutions into tourism development. 

 

Before adopting new tools, it is vital to understand the landscape. This section helps 

participants identify specific barriers in their community and brainstorm mitigation strategies 

(Table 3). While technology connects communities to global markets, rural areas often face 

structural and social hurdles. 

 
 

 
 

Table 3: Categories of Barriers Associated with Technological Preparedness for All. 
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4.2.2 Promoting Authentic Experiences Online 

Marketing rural tourism requires a different approach from commercial resorts. This section 

guides participants in transforming their village’s unique identity and cultural heritage into 

authentic digital content while preserving its values. Figure 14 illustrates key strategies for 

promoting authentic rural tourism experiences through digital platforms. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 14: Strategies to Promote Authentic Experiences Online. 
 

 
4.2.3 Smart Technology in Sustainable Rural Economic Growth   
 
This section categorises technology preparedness for all into a phased roadmap, as shown in 

Figure 15. This approach ensures that communities do not become overwhelmed by 

advanced technologies before mastering the basics. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 15: A Phased Roadmap of Technological Preparedness for All. 
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4.2.4 Data Collection and Impact Monitoring 

Sustainable economic growth requires evidence-based management. Data serves as a 

practical tool for local decision-making, not only for researchers and statisticians. As 

illustrated in Figure 16, the Data Collection and Impact Monitoring framework enables 

systematic tracking of progress and evaluation of outcomes. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 16: Data Collection and Impact Monitoring Process. 
 
 

4.2.5 Key Enablers for Technological Preparedness for All and Best Practices 

As shown in Figure 17, this section emphasises the importance of building local technological 

capacity as a foundation for tourism development. It outlines strategies to strengthen digital 

literacy, enhance technological readiness, and equip local communities with the skills and 

knowledge needed to adapt to an increasingly digital tourism landscape. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 17: Strengthening Local Technology Capacity as a Foundation for Sustainable 
Economic Growth. 
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SECTION 5 
DIMENSIONS OF COMMUNITY  

EMPOWERMENT AND BEST PRACTICES  

FOR RESPONSIBLE TOURISM 
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5.1 Case Studies and Best Practices in Participatory Tourism: Advancing 

 Community Empowerment 

This section highlights best practices for participatory, including approaches that support 

community empowerment and equal opportunities. It focuses on how inclusive governance, 

capacity building, and equitable access to resources enable community to play active roles in 

tourism development. 

 

5.1.1  Best Practices in Community Empowerment: Case from Huangshan, 

 People’s Republic of China 

Best practices for a comprehensive approach to long term rural economics growth and 

development, including community participation, cultural preservation and innovative 

marketing strategies, are presented in Figure 18. These practices also encourage the active 

involvement of local community participating in tourism activities. 

 

Figure 18: Best Practices in Community Empowerment: A  Case from Huangshan,  
People’s Republic of China. 
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5.1.2  Best Practices in Community Empowerment: Case from Toba City,  

 Japan 

A range of best practices in sustainable economic growth is presented in Figure 19. Together, 

they serve as effective models for empowering community, safeguarding cultural heritage, 

and promoting environmental conservation in similar contexts. 

 

 

Figure 19: Best Practices in Community Empowerment: A Case Study from Toba City, Japan. 
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5.1.3 Best Practices in Community Empowerment: Case from Smangus,  

 Chinese Taipei 

A range of practices aimed at enhancing local involvement in tourism is presented in Figure 

20. Collectively, they reflect a comprehensive approach that spans foundational support, 

education, family welfare, active participation, and leadership development. 

 

 
 
Figure 20: Best Practices in Community Empowerment, Case from Smangus, Chinese Taipei. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

‘A local guide interpreting the cultural significance 

of millet, a staple crop traditionally cultivated by 

the Atayal tribe in Smangus, Chinese Taipei.’ 
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5.2 Local Context Considerations 

 
 
 
 
The challenges faced by local communities in tourism in Huangshan, People’s Republic of 

China are shown in Figure 21. Locals engaged in online marketing activities may face 

difficulties related to technological skills and digital literacy. Sustained participation and 

leadership require continuous support, as well as the removal of social and cultural barriers 

that limit locals’ opportunities in the sector. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Figure 21: Challenges to Community Participation in Tourism-Related Activites in Huangshan, 

People’s Republic of China. 
 

 

Sustainable solutions and adaptive processes applied during the site visit to Huangshan, 

People’s Republic of China, focusing on enhancing local participation in tourism activities, are 

summarised in Table 4. The process involves monitoring participation in tourism, online 

marketing, and training programs, analysing key barriers such as limited digital skills and 

socio-cultural constraints, implementing adaptive measures including flexible schedules, 

training, and mentorship, and re-evaluating progress through changes in participation, skills 

development, and overall empowerment outcomes. 

 
 

Feedback 
Loop Step 

Action Tool/Metric 

Monitor 
Track local participation in 
tourism activities, online 

marketing, and training programs 

Participation records, digital platform 
usage, training attendance 

Analyse 

Identify barriers such as family 
responsibilities, lack of digital 

skills, and social/cultural 
constraints 

Surveys, interviews, focus groups, 
digital literacy assessments 

Adapt 
Provide flexible schedules, digital 
training, mentorships, and social 

support programs 

Program adjustments, number of 
community receiving training/support, 

adoption of flexible work options 

Re-evaluate 
Assess improvements in 

community participation, skills, 
and empowerment 

Changes in engagement levels, skill 
improvement metrics, satisfaction 
surveys, leadership involvement 

 
Table 4:  Long-term Solutions and Adaptive Process for Site Visit to  

Huangshan, People’s Republic of China. 
 

⚫ Local communities involved in 
online marketing may face limits 

in technology access, digital 
skills and online safety. 

⚫ Long-term local involvement 
requires continuous support, skills 
training, and the removal of social 

and cultural barriers.  

Site Visit : Huangshan, People’s Republic of China 
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The challenges faced by local communities in tourism in Toba City, Japan are shown in 

Figure 22. Some community members are often concentrated in traditional roles and have 

limited involvement in decision-making processes. Many also balance seasonal employment 

and family responsibilities, while limited funding constrains opportunities for business growth 

and participation. These challenges underline the importance of training, capacity building, 

and stronger support mechanisms to enhance communities’ roles in rural tourism 

development. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 22: Challenges to Community Participation in Tourism-Related Activities  
in Toba City, Japan. 

 
 
 A continuous improvement framework for enhancing community participation, empowerment, 

and participatory opportunities in tourism is outlined in Table 5. The framework follows four 

stages: monitoring participation and leadership involvement, analysing barriers to 

engagement, adapting programmes to address identified challenges, and re-evaluating 

outcomes to assess progress in women’s empowerment and leadership development. 

 

Feedback 
Loop Step 

Action Tool/Metric 

Monitor 
Track local participation in 

leadership, training modules, and 
core business activities. 

Attendance records, participation 
registries, and gender-

disaggregated data. 

Analyse 
Identify barriers such as time 
constraints, funding gaps, and 
limited decision-making roles 

Surveys, interviews, focus group 
discussions 

Adapt 
Modify programmes by offering 

flexible schedules, targeted training, 
and funding support 

Revised program design, micro-
grants, mentorship uptake. 

Re-evaluate 
Review outcomes and assess 

whether local empowerment and 
leadership have improved 

Track changes in leadership 
roles, income levels, satisfaction 

surveys 

 
Table 5: Long-term Solutions and Adaptive Process for Site Visit to Toba City, Japan. 

Site Visit : Toba City, Japan 

⚫ Local communities’ 
contributions are valued, 

but ongoing training, 
support, and leadership 

opportunities are still 
needed. 

⚫ Some community members 
often juggle seasonal jobs, 

community roles, and 
family responsibilities, 

making flexibility important. 

⚫ Local divers and guides 
often work in traditional 
roles, which limits their 

involvement in leadership 
and decision-making. 

⚫ Building community-led 
businesses is difficult 
due to limited funding, 

especially for new 
entrepreneurs. 

⚫ The local communities need 
more opportunities to 

participate in decision-making 
at the local government level to 

influence tourism planning. 
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Challenges faced by the locals in Smangus, Chinese Taipei, including traditional mindsets, 

geographic isolation, limited staffing capacity, and limited training opportunities, are presented 

in Figure 23. These factors collectively constrain locals’ participation and development within 

local economic and community activities. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 23: Challenges to Community Participation in Tourism-Related Activities  
in Smangus, Chinese Taipei. 

 
 
The proposed sustainable solutions and adaptive process for Smangus, Chinese Taipei, 

aimed at improving local participation and leadership are summarised in Table 6. It highlights 

a cycle of monitoring, analysing challenges, proposing adaptive measures, and re-evaluating 

outcomes to support continuous improvement in locals’ empowerment and engagement. 

 

Feedback 
Loop Step 

Action Tool/Metric 

Monitor 
Track community participation, 
leadership roles, and access to 

training 

Participation records, leadership role 
records, training attendance 

Analyse 
Identify barriers like traditional 

mindsets, workload, isolation, and 
lack of training 

Surveys, interviews, focus groups, 
skills assessment 

Adapt 
Provide leadership programmes, 

mentorship, technical training, and 
flexible arrangements 

Number of locals trained/mentored, 
leadership uptake, workload 

adjustments 

Re-evaluate 
Assess improvements in 

community participation, skills, and 
leadership 

Changes in leadership roles, training 
completion rates, satisfaction surveys 

 
Table 6:  Long-term Solutions and Adaptive Process for Site Visit to  

Smangus, Chinese Taipei. 

Site Visit : Smangus, Chinese Taipei 

⚫ Traditional mindsets and male-
dominated decision-making 

limit some communities’ early 
participation and leadership. 

⚫ Managing sustainable tourism is 
complex, with limited staff and 
broad responsibilities, making  

leadership challenging. 

⚫ Geographic isolation, harsh 
living conditions, and social 

expectations make it hard for 
some local to join or stay in 

leadership roles. 

⚫ Communities need formal training 
and technical guidance for 

sustainable tourism, which is often 
lacking. 



36 
 

5.3 Empowerment for all as a Pillar of Resilient Tourism 

Community empowerment is a key driver of sustainable economic growth, contributing to 

income diversification, enhanced community resilience, and improved local livelihoods. 

Empirical evidence from rural tourism destinations demonstrates that some local people play 

multifaceted roles as entrepreneurs, conservation stewards, tour guides, homestay operators, 

and producers of local handicrafts. Strengthening locals’ participation in responsible tourism 

promotes growth and supports conservation and community well-being. 

 

i. Recognising and Addressing Barriers 

Empowering local communities understanding the challenges that limit their participation and 

opportunities. As shown in Figure 24, it discusses the key social, cultural, institutional, and 

economic barriers faced by the locals and outlines practical strategies to overcome them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 24: Challenges and Barriers Faced by Communities in Long-term Development 
Tourism. 

• Intergenerational Pairing 

• Microfinancing Opportunities 

• Tailored capacity-building based on contextual needs.  
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ii. Strategies for Empowering Communities in Sustainable Economic Growth  

Empowering communities in sustainable economic growth requires addressing existing 

challenges while building their skills and confidence. Figure 25 shows strategies focus on 

training, financial inclusion, and continuous evaluation to support locals’ entrepreneurship and 

promote sustainable community-led tourism development. 

 

 

Figure 25: Empowering Rural Communities: Strategies for Sustainable Economic 
Growth and Development. 
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iii. Strategies and Structuring Community Empowerment by Levels 

Tiered capacity model (Level 1, 2, 3) to address distinct stages of empowerment is shown in 

Figure 26 below. 

 

 

Figure 26: Tiered Capacity Model to Address Different Stages of Empowerment. 

 

Module should clarify what empowerment looks like at each level and how to support 

community progression. 

 

iv. Leadership and Entrepreneurship 

✓ Financial literacy and budgeting 

✓ Starting and managing a micro-enterprise 

✓ Building women-led cooperatives 

 

v. Policy and Legal Awareness 

✓ Land rights and access to capital. 

✓ Gender equality in tourism policy 

 

vi. Support Networks 

✓ Partnering with NGOs, government programmes 

✓ Peer mentorship and success circles 
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5.4 Key Enablers for Inclusive Tourism and Women's Empowerment 

As shown in Figure 27, the key takeaways emphasise the importance of knowledge and skills 

empowerment in enabling locals to actively participate in sustainable economic growth 

initiatives. The figure also highlights the significance of strengthening local leadership and 

decision-making roles within communities and tourism enterprises. In addition, it underscores 

the need for continuous feedback, monitoring, and inclusive governance to support long-term 

participation and sustainable outcomes. 

 

 

 

Figure 27: The Key Takeaways for Inclusive Empowerment and Best Practices. 
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SECTION 6 

THE INTERRELATION AND 

INTERCONNECTION 

CONCEPTS  
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6.1 The Interrelation and Interconnection Concepts in Fostering and 

 Strengthening Sustainable Rural Economic Growth: Responsible 

Practices, Community Empowerment and Technological Preparedness  

Responsible practices, community empowerment, and technological preparedness are not 

isolated strategies but mutually reinforcing pillars in building resilient rural economies, as 

shown in Figure 28.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 28: Shared Goal of Sustainable Rural Economic Growth.
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‘Rooted in tradition, Ama culture supports the shared goal of sustainable rural 

economic growth through the integration of cultural heritage, local livelihoods, and 

sustainable marine resource use.’ 
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Responsible tourism practices support the long-term viability of rural tourism by 

maintaining the natural and cultural assets that underpin destination attractiveness and 

economic prosperity. A long-term rural development framework combines responsible 

resource management, community participation, and economic resilience to promote 

competitive and resilient rural destinations. It encourages efficient resource use, responsible 

destination management, effective visitor management, and adaptive planning, while 

recognising that maintaining natural and cultural assets contributes to long-term economic 

value. Through these practices, rural communities can strengthen local livelihoods, improve 

destination competitiveness, and generate sustainable economic growth over the long term. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘The colorful, hand-painted fish lanterns on the 

table are a part of local's intangible cultural 

heritage.’ 

‘Transform ocean trash collected from local 

beaches into handmade crafts.’ 

‘A wooden boardwalk bridge, several of 

which cross mountain streams along the 

Giant Tree Trail.’ 

- Smangus, Chinese Taipei - 

- Huangshan, People’s Republic of China - 

- Toba City, Japan - 
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Community empowerment is an important driver of long-term rural economic development. 

Strengthening the knowledge, skills, leadership, and participation of community members 

enhances local capacity, supports stronger livelihoods, and contributes to resilient rural 

economies. Rural communities possess valuable cultural traditions, local knowledge, and 

entrepreneurial potential that can be leveraged to develop competitive tourism products and 

services. Expanding access to skills development, entrepreneurship support, financial 

resources, and market opportunities enables communities to diversify income sources and 

improve their economic resilience. 

 

When responsible tourism practices are implemented through active community participation, 

they create opportunities for local residents to contribute to tourism planning, destination 

management, hospitality services, cultural enterprises, and entrepreneurial activities. 

Capacity-building initiatives, leadership development, and collaborative decision-making 

strengthen local ownership and encourage responsible resource management. As 

communities become more engaged and capable, they are better positioned to support long-

term destination competitiveness, generate sustained economic opportunities, and enhance 

the resilience and prosperity of rural areas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Japan's traditional, centuries-old free-diving 

fisherwomen.’ 

‘Enjoy fresh seafood grilled by hand while listening to the 

divers' stories in the Ama hut's kamado (fireplace).’ 

‘An Ama serving freshly grilled oysters, a local 

coastal delicacy.’ 
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Technological preparedness serves as a unifying force, enabling both sustainable 

management and community empowerment to scale effectively. It empowers rural 

communities to leverage digital technologies, skills, and infrastructure to enhance tourism 

competitiveness, market access, operational efficiency, and sustainable resource 

management. Through digital marketing, online booking systems, cashless payments, e-

learning, and data-driven decision-making, technology strengthens community resilience, 

fosters innovation, and supports sustainable economic growth. Together with responsible 

tourism and community empowerment, technological preparedness contributes to building 

adaptive, competitive, and sustainable rural economies aligned with the SDGs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Digital tools can amplify communities’ access to training, 

markets, and networks, while also improving 

environmental monitoring and resource efficiency in 

tourism operations. For example, online platforms can 

market eco-friendly tourism packages curated by 

women-led enterprises, while data-driven tools can track 

visitor impacts on natural sites. This synergy creates a 

virtuous cycle: responsible practices enhance the quality 

and authenticity of rural tourism products, empowered 

communities and strengthen the local economy, and 

technology connects these initiatives to broader regional 

and global markets. Together, these interconnected 

strategies accelerate progress toward the Sustainable 

Development Goals, particularly those related to poverty 

reduction, gender equality, decent work, and 

environmental stewardship. They foster a thriving and 

sustainable rural economy. 

 

‘The performance utilises advanced audio-visual technology, including 

holographic projection to create immersive scenery.’ 

‘A high-tech “smart mountain” initiative designed for 

safety, conservation, and improved visitor services.’ 
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Accordingly, a novel framework for the shared goal of Sustainable Rural Economic Growth is 

presented in Figure 29. This integrated conceptual framework illustrates the interconnectivity 

among three key elements, namely responsible tourism practices, community empowerment, 

and technology enabling development. These elements interact constructively to enhance the 

sustainable growth of tourism destinations in rural areas. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 29: Conceptual Framework for Sustainable Economic Development in Rural Areas. 
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“The readiness, capacity, and adaptive capability of rural communities to 

access, adopt, and effectively leverage digital technologies, skills, and 

infrastructure to drive sustainable tourism development, enhance 

livelihoods, expand market access, foster innovation, and strengthen 

community resilience in an increasingly digital economy.” 

 

6.1.1 Integrated Sustainable Development Framework for Rural Economic  

 Growth: Future-friendly Practices, Community Empowerment, and  

 Technology 

Technological Preparedness can be defined as: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This definition aligns closely with the proposed integrated framework, where Responsible 

Tourism, Community Empowerment, and Technological preparedness function as 

interconnected drivers of Rural Economic Growth. Together, these pillars create a 

synergistic pathway that promotes rural development, strengthens local capacities, enhances 

economic opportunities, and supports long-term social, environmental, and economic 

development as shown in Figure 30 below. 

 

 
Figure 30: Interconnected Three Concepts - Responsible Tourism, Community 

Empowerment, and Technological Preparedness 
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6.1.2 Pillars of Sustainable Rural Economic Growth 

 

 

 

 

Conservation, responsible resource stewardship, and ecosystem protection are fundamental 

to sustainable rural development. By safeguarding natural ecosystems, biodiversity, and 

cultural heritage, responsible tourism creates long-term economic opportunities while 

ensuring the sustainable use of local resources for future generations. 

 

 

 

 

 

✓ Creation of local employment 

opportunities  

✓ Diversification of rural income sources  

✓ Strengthening of local value chains and 

enterprises  

✓ Increased retention of tourism revenue 

within communities  

✓ Natural and cultural assets  

✓ Enhanced community resilience through 

conservation-based livelihoods 

✓ Empowerment of Marginalised Groups 

 

✓ Governance Innovation and Institutional 

Development 

✓ Infrastructure Development and Service 

Improvement 

✓ Cultural Revitalisation and Preservation 

✓ Environmental Stewardship and Climate 

Adaptation 

✓ Youth Retention and Return Migration 

✓ Knowledge Transfer and Capacity 

Building 

 

Key Contributions to Rural Economic Growth 

Responsible Tourism & Environmental  
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Figure 31: Responsible Tourism & Long-Term Rural Development. 
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Figure 32: The Key Contributions to Rural Growths for Responsible Tourism. 
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Empowering communities as leaders, entrepreneurs, and decision-makers is essential for 

inclusive and equitable rural development. Communities’ active participation enhances 

economic resilience, strengthens community governance, preserves cultural heritage, 

and improves household and community well-being. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

✓ Growth of community-led enterprises and microbusinesses  

✓ Increased leadership, participation, and financial autonomy  

✓ Skills development and capacity building  

✓ Strengthened cultural and environmental stewardship.  

✓ Enhanced cooperative and community-based management  

✓ Greater participation in tourism and related service sectors  

✓ Increased household income and livelihood security  

✓ Stronger community decision-making and social inclusion 

 

Community Empowerment 

Key Contributions to Rural Economic Growth 
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Technological preparedness reflects the ability of rural communities to access, adopt, and 

effectively utilise digital technologies to support sustainable development. When 

combined with digital literacy and capacity-building initiatives, technology enhances 

innovation, competitiveness, connectivity, and economic opportunities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The key benefits of technological preparedness in sustainable economic growth 

associated with tourism development are illustrated in Figure 33. The infographic 

highlights how technology can support resource management, reduce environmental 

impacts, enhance conservation efforts, strengthen community engagement, improve 

accessibility, and provide personalised visitor experiences. It also presents several 

transferable practices, emphasising the importance of local ownership, environmental 

protection, women’s leadership, and the integration of technology with capacity-building 

initiatives to achieve long-term economic development. 

 

 

 

✓ Expanded market access through online platforms.  

✓ Improved destination visibility through digital marketing and 

social media  

✓ Online booking, e-commerce, and digital payment systems  

✓ Enhanced operational efficiency and business management.  

✓ Use of digital tools for environmental monitoring and resource 

management  

✓ Greater access to information, training, and business networks  

✓ Increased innovation and competitiveness in rural enterprises  

✓ Addressing digital literacy and infrastructure challenges to 

ensure inclusive growth 

 

Technological Preparedness 

Key Contributions to Rural Economic Growth 
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Figure 33: Role of Technological Preparedness in Enhancing Responsible Tourism in Rural 

Areas.
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SECTION 7 
A HOLISTIC FRAMEWORK INTEGRATING 

HUMAN CAPITAL DEVELOPMENT, BEST 

PRACTICES, AND TECHNOLOGICAL 

PREPAREDNESS FOR SUSTAINABLE  

ECONOMIC GROWTH 
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7.1 Integrated Framework: Steps for Enhancing Economic Growth in Rural 

 Areas 

Based on the three case studies, Huangshan, People’s Republic of China; Toba City, Japan; 

and Smangus, Chinese Taipei, this integrated framework synthesises best practices. It 

provides a systematic, step-by-step approach for rural communities seeking to develop 

responsible tourism as a driver of economic growth. 

 

 

 

 

Objective: Determine whether tourism is a viable and appropriate development option for the 

community and establish a shared vision. 

 

Key Actions: 

• Conduct a participatory baseline survey to assess local resources, existing skills, 

infrastructure, and community needs. This includes mapping natural assets (forests, 

water bodies, biodiversity), cultural assets (traditions, crafts, heritage sites), and 

human resources. 

• Evaluate community readiness by identifying potential barriers (e.g., land ownership 

conflicts, lack of basic infrastructure, social divisions) and enablers (e.g., strong 

leadership, existing cooperative traditions, external support). 

• Facilitate inclusive community dialogues to create a shared vision and objectives that 

align with sustainable development principles. All stakeholder groups, including 

women, youth, elders, and marginalised members must participate. 

• Assess ecological sensitivity by identifying areas requiring conservation or protection, 

ensuring tourism activities do not degrade critical ecosystems. 

 

Expected Outputs: Community vision statement; resource inventory; readiness assessment 

report; stakeholder mapping. 

 

Case Study Insights: Toba City’s Ecotourism Promotion Council was established after 

recognising the need for formal collaboration among fragmented stakeholders. Smangus’s 

2004 collective agreement, where over 90% of families agreed to pool land and resources, 

was preceded by years of community dialogue.  

 
 

Step 1: Community Readiness Assessment and Vision Setting 
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Figure 34: Step 1: Community Readiness Assessment and Vision Setting. 
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Objective: Establish transparent, accountable, and inclusive governance mechanisms to 

manage tourism development and ensure equitable benefit distribution. 

 

Key Actions: 

• Form a Tourism Development Committee or cooperative with representation from all 

stakeholder groups, government, community, private sector, and relevant experts. 

• Develop a formal community charter or convention that codifies rules for land use, 

resource management, benefit distribution, and conflict resolution. This should 

include enforcement mechanisms and regular review cycles. 

• Establish transparent financial management systems for collecting and distributing 

tourism revenue, including a community welfare fund. 

• Create departmental structures to manage specific functions such as tourism 

operations, agriculture, ecology, education, finance, and research and development. 

• Secure legal recognition where possible, to enable access to government support, 

protect land rights, and formalise business operations. 

 

Expected Outputs: Governance charter or convention; Tourism Development Committee 

structure; financial management protocols; departmental mandates. 

 

Case Study Insights: Huangshan’s multi-department coordination teams manage peak-

season congestion through structured inter-agency collaboration. Toba City’s Ecotourism 

Promotion Council formalises collaboration across fisheries, tourism, and government sectors.  

Smangus’s Tribal Convention (Gaga) provides a self-governing legal framework with clear 

rules, penalties, and annual review processes. 

Step 2:  Governance Structure and Institutional Development 
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Figure 35: Step 2: Governance Structure and Institutional Development. 
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Objective: Transform local assets into authentic, market-ready tourism products that 

generate economic value while preserving cultural and environmental integrity. 

 

Key Actions: 

• Identify unique selling points based on local natural, cultural, and community assets. 

This could include wildlife viewing, cultural performances, handicraft workshops, 

agricultural experiences, or heritage tours. 

• Design visitor experiences that are immersive, educational, and respectful of local 

traditions. Develop standardised but flexible itineraries, activity protocols, and quality 

standards. 

• Diversify tourism offerings to extend visitor stay and distribute economic benefits 

across seasons. Consider day tours, overnight stays, seasonal events, and 

specialised programmes (e.g., photography, wellness, culinary). 

• Develop supporting infrastructure including accommodation, dining, signage, trails, 

and visitor centres, ensuring they are culturally appropriate and environmentally 

sensitive. 

• Create value-added products such as handicrafts, packaged foods, or souvenirs that 

can be sold to visitors and through external channels. 

 

Expected Outputs: Portfolio of tourism products and experiences; pricing strategy; 

operational protocols; infrastructure development plan. 

 

Case Study Insights: Huangshan diversified from scenic viewing to include night 

performances (Huizhou Fu), smart-guided tours, and agricultural experiences. Toba City 

created the “Ama Experience” with boat viewing, hut interactions, and seafood tastings. 

Smangus developed giant cypress forest treks, night wildlife tours, farm-to-table dining, and 

handicraft souvenirs.

Step 3: Tourism Product Development and Experience Design 
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Figure 36: Step 3: Tourism Product Development and Experience Design. 
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Objective: Build a distinctive destination brand and connect with target markets to generate 

sustainable visitor demand. 

 

Key Actions: 

• Develop a community-based brand that authentically represents local culture, values, 

and unique assets. This should include a compelling narrative or “story” that 

resonates with responsible travellers. 

• Establish an online presence through a website and social media channels 

(Facebook, Instagram, LINE, WeChat) to share stories, updates, and booking 

information. 

• Implement a centralised booking and reservation system to manage visitor flow, 

prevent overcrowding, and ensure equitable distribution of guests among community 

members. 

• Leverage media and partnerships by engaging travel writers, influencers, and tour 

operators who align with responsible tourism values. Pursue recognition through 

awards and certifications (e.g., UNWTO Best Tourism Villages). 

• Develop seasonal promotions to attract visitors during off-peak periods and manage 

demand during peak seasons. 

 

Expected Outputs: Brand identity and marketing materials; website and social media 

presence; booking system; media and partnership engagement plan. 

 

Case Study Insights:  Huangshan’s partnerships with Alipay and iFlytek demonstrate 

strategic technology collaborations. Toba City’s Japan Heritage designation provides strong 

branding at the member economy level. Smangus uses Facebook, Instagram, and its website 

managed by the R&D Department.

Step 4: Marketing, Branding, and Market Access 
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Figure 37: Step 4: Marketing, Branding, and Market Access. 
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Objective: Continuously assess performance, identify challenges, and adapt strategies to 

ensure long-term economic development and resilience. 

 

Key Actions: 

• Establish monitoring indicators across the triple bottom line, economic (employment, 

income, revenue retention), social (community satisfaction, gender equity, youth 

retention), and environmental (visitor numbers in sensitive areas, waste generation, 

water quality). 

• Implement regular data collection through visitor surveys, financial records, 

environmental observations, and community feedback mechanisms. 

• Conduct periodic community reviews (e.g., annual assemblies) to assess progress, 

discuss challenges, and adjust rules and strategies. 

• Develop emergency response and disaster preparedness plans to address climate 

risks, natural disasters, and other external shocks. 

• Document and share lessons learned to contribute to knowledge exchange and 

continuous improvement. 

 

Expected Outputs: Monitoring framework and indicators; regular performance reports; 

adaptive management protocols; emergency response plans. 

 

Case Study Insights:  Huangshan’s real-time data analytics enable dynamic visitor flow 

management and service adjustments. Toba City’s Fishery Cooperative meets annually to 

assess marine resources and adjust regulations. Smangus holds annual Tribal Convention 

reviews to adjust rules based on environmental conditions.

Step 5: Monitoring, Evaluation, and Adaptive Management 
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Figure 38: Step 5: Monitoring, Evaluation, and Adaptive Management. 
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7.2 Framework for Long-Term Tourism Practices 

The long-term tourism practices framework for rural areas is presented in Table 7 below. 
  

 

 
Table 7: Framework for Long-Term Tourism Practices 
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7.3 Framework for Technology Adoption  

The technology adoption framework is presented in Table 8 below. 

 
 

Table 8: Framework for Technology Adoption 
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7.4 Framework for Community Empowerment  

The community empowerment framework is presented in Table 9 below. 

 
 

Table 9: Framework for Community Empowerment 
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7.5 Overall Framework for Long-Term Tourism Practices, Technology Adoption and Community Empowerment  

The overall framework for Responsible Practices, Technology Adoption and Community Empowerment is presented in Table 10 below. 
 

 
Table 10: Overall Framework for Long-Term Tourism Practices, Technology Adoption and Community Empowerment.
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CONCLUSION 

This handbook has outlined a comprehensive and integrated framework for fostering 

economic growth in rural areas by leveraging the interconnected pillars of sustainable 

economic growth, technological preparedness, and empowerment through participation. 

These three domains, when strategically aligned, offer a transformative pathway to not only 

stimulate rural economies but also build resilient communities.  

 

Economically sustainable tourism serves as a catalyst for local economic activity, drawing on 

the natural and cultural assets of rural regions while promoting environmental stewardship. 

However, its long-term success depends on the readiness of rural communities to embrace 

technology, from digital infrastructure to e-commerce, which amplifies outreach, efficiency, 

and market access. Crucially, empowering all stakeholders who often play central roles in 

rural economies and communities, ensures that development is resilient. When all 

stakeholders have access to education, technology, resources, and decision-making roles, 

entire communities benefit from increased economic productivity. 

 

The integration of these three pillars creates a synergistic effect, where the advancement in 

one area reinforces progress in the others. This framework encourages policymakers, 

development practitioners, local leaders, and stakeholders to adopt an integrated approach, 

one that embraces innovation.  

 

Moving forward, the successful implementation of this integrated model will rely on strong 

collaborative partnerships, responsive and adaptive policies, and community-driven initiatives. 

With the right support systems in place, rural areas have the potential to become centres of 

innovation, and economic growth, contributing to a more balanced and resilient member 

economy. 

 

This handbook can serve as a replicable model for rural communities across other APEC 

economies, promoting greater skills development, and digital literacy. It also supports 

expanded market access and the management of tourism destinations in rural areas, 

ultimately fostering long-term economic transformation. 
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Photos from Toba City, Japan 
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Photos from Huangshan, People’s Republic of China 
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Photos from Smangus, Chinese Taipei 
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