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Abstract 

Ecotourism is visiting nature-based attractions, with an emphasis on learning, education, environmental 

protection and sustainability. This study was conducted to identify the potentials and challenges of ecotourism 

development in Dhati Walal National Park (DhWNP). This park is one of the protected areas of Ethiopia that 

have unique natural and cultural tourist attractions.  Western Oromia is a home for ruminant natural resources 

of the country and hotspot of biodiversity. Nevertheless the resource is not promoted. In order to achieve the 

objective of the study both primary and secondary data were used. Moreover, purposive and simple random 

sampling methods were used to select three districts surrounding the study area and 396 sample respondents 

were selected. The collected data was analyzed using frequency and percentage and displayed with tables and 

figures. The results indicated that DhWNP had huge ecotourism development potentials such as attractive flora 

and fauna varied in types with attractive cultural resource like cultural dance, cultural food and drinks, coffee 

ceremony, dressing style and traditional ways of conflict resolutions mechanisms. Although it had these 

potentials, the ecotourism establishment is constrained by lack of awareness, basic infrastructures, illegal 

hunting, lack of integrations between local community and licensed tour operator and government 

organizations, activity of community like illegal Settlements within the park, over grazing, fire and 

conversions of forest lands to agricultural lands. To allow the establishment of ecotourism, awareness creation, 

resource promotion activity, filling gap of community social infrastructures should be needed.  
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1 Introduction 

 

 

 

1 Introduction 

The tourism sector has shown significant growth over the years contributing considerably to the Growth 

Domestic Product (GDP) of both developed and developing countries worldwide (Lenzen et al., 2018). With 

double the growth rate of industrialized markets, this sector exceeds every other sector in terms of job creation 

and wealth spread (Blake et al., 2008; Rivera and Gutierrez, 2019). It has been described as a "clean industry" 
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which has no antagonistic effect on the environment compared to other industrial sectors and other business 

activities (Kim et al., 2013). Ecotourism is a form of tourism, which offers market-based tourism development 

approach that ensures improvement of the welfare of rural people while conserving the natural environment 

(Vaghefi, 2019; Serenari et al., 2020). It is considered as a solution for decreasing environmental and socio-

economic problems and as a sustainable development tool in ecologically sensitive areas (Vaghefi, 2019). 

Ecotourism is a market-based conservation strategy which strengthens household economies and improves 

attitude of local people towards conservation efforts (Das and Hussain, 2016). Ecotourism offers a significant 

opportunity for Africa, whereby African countries can base their tourism development on using their natural 

assets on the condition that the rules of sustainable development, base of ecotourism, especially when 

involving local communities living within and adjacent to the assets (Bello et al., 2017; Beza and Berhan, 

2017). Participatory development approach would be choices to achieve sustainable tourism since, 

participation emphasizes its ability to handles numerous perceived issues (Byrd, 2007; Koens et al., 2022). 

Moreover, this can facilitate the implementation of sustainable tourism development by creating better 

opportunities for local people so as to allow them to gain a relatively larger and more balanced benefit from 

tourism development taking place in their localities (Kask et al., 2018; Ariyani and Fauzi, 2022). 

The Ethiopian tourism activity always involved a structure of ecotourism (Teshome et al., 2021). Over 85% 

of the Ethiopian population is rural based and have agricultural-based livelihoods and very low levels of 

income derived from farming (Hanjra et al., 2009; Eshete et al., 2020). EFCOT (2003) stated that Ecotourism 

is an alternative means of income generations and off-farm activities to minimize degradations pressure on 

endangered environments in rural areas of Ethiopia (Dejene et al., 2014; Asefa, 2020). Ecotourism could be as 

a good example of alternative income generation and off-farm activities which benefit local communities while 

achieving the conservation goals of natural resources. However, in Ethiopia particularly in the south western 

part of the country, the abundant resources are not yet fully promoted and utilized and the tourism industry is 

still at its infancy. Dhati Walal National Park is one of the newly established protected areas of Ethiopia 

containing the high diverse habitat in the country. The park was established in 2010, this supports high levels 

of species richness and endemism. Dhati Walal National Park has contains several mammalians and birds that 

have been recorded by different investigators. Moreover, the park has vital source for more rivers and endemic 

plants. The park has harbors’ huge amount of diverse large, medium, small and mammals’ including (threaten 

and endemic), birds and a variety of different plant species. Furthermore, the park is unique in its wetland from 

Ethiopia as well as from Africa. Unfortunately, the park has inviting different challenges such as; deforestation, 

overgrazing, illegal hunting and illegal settlement. However this important diversity of natural resource is not 

well investigated and promoted, as well as the challenges are not got attention from different stakeholders. 

Hence, this study was designed to identify the potentials of tourist attraction and challenges of ecotourism 

development in Dhati Walal National Park, Oromia regional state, western Ethiopia with the following specific 

objectives: (1) To assess the natural tourist attraction sites of Dhati Walal National Park, (2) To assess the 

cultural tourist attraction features of Dhati Wolel National Park, (3) To identify the challenges of ecotourism 

development in Dhati Walal National Park, and (4) To assess local communities‘ attitudes towards ecotourism 

development. 

  

2 Study area and Methodology 

2.1 Study site 

Dhati Walal National Park was established in 2010 and it is located in western lowlands of Ethiopia, about 647 

km from Finfinne, the capital city of Oromia and Ethiopia (Tsegaye and Gadisa, 2016), the park lies between 

the coordinates of 67° 55' 49'' to 72° 45' 03'' E and 10° 05' 25'' to 10° 51' 01''N, and covers an area of about 
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1035 km2 (103500 ha) (Fig. 1) (OFWE, 2012). The elevation in the Park ranges from 1390 m around Dhati 

River to 1500 m at the peak of mount Walal. There are four major habitat types: wetland, woodland, riverine 

forest and grassland (Ketema et al., 2022). The mean monthly maximum temperature of the area ranges 

between 27oC and 29oC and the mean minimum temperature of the area ranges between 15oC and 17oC. The 

mean annual rainfall of the area is 1350 mm. The park is bounded by seven Districts namely: Gawo Kebe 

District to south east, Begi District to west, Jimma Horro District to south, Kondala District to north, Gidami 

District to the west, Babo Gambel District to the east and Mana sibu District to the North. The largest portion 

of the park is found in Gawo Kebe District (Shanko et al., 2021; Dansa and Tekalign, 2022). 

 
Fig. 1 Geographical location of Dhati Walal National Park. 

 

The respondents from households of local communities were selected by simple random sampling from 

three districts surrounding Dhati Walal National Park, whereas these districts are selected by purposive 

sampling from the seven districts surrounding the park which are mentioned above because large part of the 

park is found in Gawo Kebe district and the other two districts are the representative for the other four districts. 

Before sampling of households from local communities, the sampling frame, from the target groups and the 

sample size from sample frame will be determined. In additions one expert and four elders from each District 

of key informants (KIs) were selected purposively.  Key informants are persons that live in the areas for at 

least 20 years and having knowledge of ecotourism potentials of the area. Structured and semi-structured 

questionnaires was designed and distributed to interviewees. 

        The study area has surrounded by seven districts; from these; three districts; namely Gawo-Kebe, Gidami 

and Begi districts were purposively selected to conduct the present study. The respondents of the study area 

were both male and female from the host community of the selected sites. The total sample sizes were 396 
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households. Based on the formula according to (Yamane, 1967 cited in Israel, 1992) with 95% confidence 

levels the total samples were calculated as follows 

 

                                  n = 
N

ଵାேሺሻమ                   
 

 

where  n = sample size, N = is the population size, and  e = the level of precision. 

The selected study sites had a total of 32,094 household heads (HHs); out of which, Gawo Kebe 11475 

HHs, Beghi 10765 and Gidami has 9854 total HHs (selected Districts’ Agricultural Office, 2020). By using the 

above formula, the sample sizes were 396 households. The distributions of sample size across the three 

selected districts were selected by simple random sampling based on their size of the households. Accordingly 

142133 and 121 sample households were taken from Gawo Kebe, Beghi and Gidami districts respectively. 

2.2 Data collection 

A questionnaire survey, focus group discussion (FGD) and key informant interview (KII) were used to assess 

the potentials and challenges of ecotourism development of the study area. According to Kicheleri et al. (2018) 

these are one of the common tools used in conducting a survey data. It can be easily administered and can 

gather sufficient information given that if it was properly constructed. The survey questionnaires was prepared 

in English language and translated into Afan Oromo since, the majorities of the communities were Afan 

Oromo speakers, then after distributed to the respondents. 

2.3 Analysis of data  

The data gathered from household survey, FGDs and key informant interviews on potentials and challenges of 

ecotourism development were analyzed by descriptive statistics using R-statistical software program. 

 

3 Results and Discussion  

3.1 General characteristics of the sample households 

3.1.1 Age category of respondents  

About (17.7%) of the respondents were in the age category between 18-30; 35.4% were in age group of 31-40, 

while 37.9% were 41-60 and 9.1% were in age group above of 61 years. 

 

 

Table 1 Age group of the respondents. 

           No  Age category of the respondents Percentage (%) 

1 18-30 17.7 

2 31-40 35.4  

3 41-60 37.9 

4 >61 9.1 

5 Total  100  

 

 

3.1.2 Gender of the respondents  

Of the overall sample population (396), 356 (89.9%) of them were male head households and the rest 40 

(10.1%) were female head households.  

 

98



Proceedings of the International Academy of Ecology and Environmental Sciences, 2024, 14(3): 95-107 

  IAEES                                                                                                                                                                           www.iaees.org 

Table 2 Gender of the respondents. 

No  Gender of the respondents % 

1 Male 89.9 

2 Female 10.1 

3 Total  100 

 

 

3.1.3 Educational background of the respondents  

According to the information gathered from the respondents during questioner survey, 36.3% of respondents 

were unable to read and write, 30.8% of respondents acquired primary education (1-8), 30.1% of respondents 

were attended secondary school and 2.7% of respondents were tertiary level (College and University) 

graduates (Table 3). 

 

 

Table 3 Educational background of the respondents. 

No  Educational background of respondents % 

1 Unable to read and write 36.3  

2 Primary education 30.8 

3 Secondary education 30.1 

4 College/University 2.7  

5  Total  100  

 

 

3.1.4 Major source of livelihood of the respondents  

The respondents source of livelihood assessment during field data collection showed that, for about 23.2% of 

the respondents’ major means of income is only crop farming, for about 49.6% of respondents’ source of 

income was mixed farming and 10.1% of respondents’ source of income was daily labour, 9.1% of 

respondents was charcoal making, while 8% of respondents income was logging (Table 4). 

 

Table 4 Livelihood source of the respondents. 

No  Source of livelihood of the respondents  % 

1 Only crop farming 23.2% 

2 Mixed farming 49.6% 

3 Daily labour 10.1% 

4 Charcoal making  9.1% 

5 Logging 8 % 

 

3.2 Potentials of ecotourism development in Dhati Walal National Park (DhWNP)  

3.2.1 Natural ecotourism development potentials of the park 

The survey result of ecotourism development resources indicated that DhWNP is endowed with natural and 

cultural tourist attractions resources. Accordingly, 113 (28.54%) of the respondents were reacted that wild 

animals are more attractive, 52 (13.13%) of the respondents were responded indigenous culture are very 
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place of conservation concern with one of the highest wildlife diversities, different endemic bird species and 

large and endangered mammal’s species which have high value for ecotourism development. In line with this 

Rabira et al. (2015) were recorded and reported 28 mammalian species in Dhati Walal national park and this 

park is unique in harboring the highest number of mega herbivores specially the African buffalo and 

hippopotamus relative to any of the parks in the country. However, as the information gathered from the 

Kellem Wollega zone culture and tourism office and DhWNP office, showed, the study conducted before by 

Russian researchers describes that more than 58 mammals and more than 120 bird species are found in this 

park. Our survey result incorporated that the hippopotamus living in this park are known to live in groups from 

African hippo and more than five hundred hippos can be found in group at one place in different parts of the 

park. When estimated, the number of Buffalos in the park is increasing although illegal hunting of buffalo is 

still practicing in the park. Furthermore, fishes are also known in the parks and still there are peoples living by 

fishing activity. 

      During our field data collection we have observed that, DWNP provided the last home for the larger 

mammal species listed as vulnerable by IUCN, such as Hippopotamus (Hippopotamus amphibius), African 

buffalo (Syncerus caffer), and Lions (Panthera leo). These species once has been frequent in western Ethiopia, 

but nowadays considerably diminished as the result of excessive hunting. Herds of African buffalo, and 

groupings of Hippopotamus swim in the river and their ochre mass looks like a floating huge black rocks, are 

the largest amazing groupings one cannot experience elsewhere. The extensive grassland surrounding the 

wetland may contribute to the abundance. Some mammalian species like Warthog (Phacochoerus africanus), 

Vervet monkey (Chlorocebus aethiops), Olive baboon (Papio Anubis), and Common jackal (Canis aureus) 

including the African buffalo (S. caffer) were considered more adaptive and recorded from all habitats in the 

study area. Moreover, our respondents reviled that in addition to large mammals, the multitude of birds and the 

variety of their plumage is one of the remarkable things in the area. The largest wetland existing in this park is 

the habitat for a wide and diverse range of vertebrates and invertebrates animals and water birds, frogs, and 

fish species. Tsegaye and Gadisa (2016) were confirmed this result that they were recorded a total of 124 avian 

species belonging to 18 orders and 50 families. According to key informants report, the swampy grassland, the 

wetland forest, and the surrounding savannah woodland provided habitat for different wetland forest and 

lowland woodland bird species. 

      DhWNP is a unique from the country because few species of central/western African origin species highly 

uncommon for any other areas in Ethiopia, mammals endemic to Ethiopia  and species not included in any 

protected area else in Africa are found here. According to DHWNP offices experts and Kellem Wollega zone 

culture and tourism office report, in addition to mammals and birds, a variety of plant species are found in the 

park which used for several purposes by local peoples such as;  medicinal plants, edible plants, timber plants, 

grazing plants, bushes and others. Also, features like size, life span, appearance, presence of flowers, habits, 

food and medicinal requirement may be used to describe these plants as they are vary from each other (Legese 

et al., 2019) were reported that elephant grass and some shrubs are important floristic components of this 

habitat. Numerous streams, springs and swamps at the edge of the wetland provided suitable condition for 

wetland adapted and wetland associated tree species include; Ficus sycomorus, Tamarindus indica, Aningeria 

altissima, Fagaropsis angolensis, Syzygium guineense, and Albizia spp. The rest is much more to explore. The 

woodland forest remained on some areas around the wetland and on ridges surrounded by wetland contained 

species of trees and shrubs of typical vegetation of Sudan-Guinea savanna biome characterized in Ethiopia. 

      The DhWNP Park contains the largest extent of wetland habitat in Ethiopia (900 km2) approximately more 

than 85% of the area of the park is swamp, where mostly flooded in the year forming important source of 

water for Blue Nile (Abay). The extensive Dhati floodplain retain and act as storage and groundwater recharge 
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As showed on (Fig. 1), the major challenges of ecotourism development in DhWNP were as follows. 

3.3.1 Lack of basic ecotourism infrastructural and facilities 

Different study showed that basic ecotourism facilities such as accommodation, transportation, health services 

and other support facilities are essential to enhance the satisfaction of eco-tourists and to maximize the length 

of stay of tourists to the destination area (Alemayehu, 2011; Cheung and Jim, 2013; Lee, 2019). However, the 

findings of this study indicated that DhWNP is devoid of these facilities and services. Similar study was 

conducted on Wenchi Crater Lake by Ketema (2015) reported that the absence of well-designed trekking 

passes, parking services, camping sites and effective land use planning alongside in this study site. He has also 

mentioned that there is a lack of transportation and comfortable roads, and there are no eco-lodges and catering 

facilities, and lack of basic facilities such as electricity, an effective road network to and from Borena Saint 

National Park and health stations (Eshetie 2012) were the major problems for ecotourism development. 

3.3.2 Lack of awareness and limited participation 

It is obvious that the central ide of ecotourism development is to encourage a local community’s participation 

and they also benefit in sharing in activities, and also enhance their understanding about the natural and 

cultural resource conservation initiatives. Nevertheless, according to response from the respondents DhWNP is 

not in line with the principles of ecotourism development. Because the local communities have no have any 

awareness about ecotourism development and its importance for the host communities as well as protected 

area conservation and management. Similar study was conducted by Eshetie (2012) was reported that most of 

the local people in his study area had no awareness about either ecotourism tourism, and they did not 

participate at any stage in park management and planning decisions. 

3.3.3 Illegal settlement and agricultural land expansion 

According to information gathered from the respondents, before 2005, the area was largely uninhabited except 

few native peoples called Ma’o tribes whose life style had less pressure on natural resources. But now a day 

wildlife hunting and fishing is practicing. The first resettlement land allocation especially to migrants from 

Hararghe carried out in 2005 and the second round in 2010.  Starting from this time large area of woodland 

forest around the wetlands has been cleared for farmlands particularly for ‘Salit’ (sesame) production which is 

a lucrative oil crop while, Maize and Sorghum for food as well as commercial purposes. Moreover, the 

ongoing the so called formal allocation of land to jobless peoples and the increasing illegal expansion and 

occupation of forest land largely shrunk the woodland vegetation to the edge of wetlands. 

      The increased human encroachment in the wetland surrounding areas led to ecosystem disturbances, 

increased human-wildlife conflict, competition between livestock and wildlife. As a result of this the larger 

wildlife has essentially disappeared from the woodlands, and can only be found in the core of the wetlands. 

Lions have been forced to disappear; nowadays very small populations are rare to see in the eastern and 

western relatively undisturbed side of the park. From most direction of the park the area was cultivated to the 

edge of wetlands, severely in few places draining the wetland for maize cultivation already started. One of the 

agricultural production increase strategy known as dry season production, which is only driven by government 

leaders encouraged farmers to dry up and cultivate wetlands. Almost all the wild animals are living in wetland, 

not because the wetland is favorable habitat for them, but using it as the last option to hide themselves from 

human impact. 

      The increased conversion of surrounding area to agricultural land taking over most of the land previously 

used for grazing, has also led to pastoralists to invade the wetlands in large numbers. The situation resulted in 

to wetlands degradation and increasing competition between livestock and larger herbivores, particularly 

impacting Hippo’s foraging sites. The situation highly impacting the water birds and Hippos, and if continued 

to be ignored, it can escalate and result in to further degradation of wetland resources and wildlife loss. 
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Currently we observed diminished flow of Dhati River, overpopulated by Hippos. Some of the Hippos swim in 

water, but many of them roll in mud at the edge of river where water is shrunk from. The back skin of all 

Hippos observed cracked and bleeding as the result of small water flow that cannot cover them from sun 

temperature.  

3.3.4 Illegal hunting  

Recently, hunting pressure particularly for bush meat needs exceedingly threatened the wildlife population in 

the DHWNP. Buffalos, waterbuck, and bush pigs are among the species largely hunted. Our respondents 

specially, elders stated that traditionally people used to kill buffalo for the purpose that the killer respected in 

the community as a hero and superior, and his wife also attain distinction among other women in the 

community. Amazingly women themselves oblige their husbands to kill buffalo in order to attain distinction 

and superiority among other women in the village. The killer of buffalo keep trophy (skull with horns, and tails) 

in his home during his life, and when the man/killer die his relatives display the trophy outside specially to 

road side hanging over poles. It indicates that the man was hero and protagonist during his life. Poles are 

produced from species of tree named “Dambi” which can regenerate over there and help as natural living 

monument. The culture still exists however, nowadays it deteriorated and hunting purpose is mainly for 

consumption either for home use or sale. Especially demand for meat on social ceremonies like wedding is 

fulfilled by hunting buffalo in this study area.  

3.3.5 Fire 

The key informants were revealed that farmers intentionally set fire for various activities such as; agricultural 

land preparation, honey collection, and burning the swampy grassland during dry season to improve forage 

quality for grazing. In this area, fire is the tool farmers use to clear woodland forest and prepare land for 

cultivation. The continued burning of the wetlands and increased livestock grazing pressure will negatively 

impact the natural functioning of the wetlands and some wildlife species. 

3.3.6 Over grazing 

During our field data collection we observed that the high concentrations of livestock in the boundary of the 

park, which are grazing in the area. Not only the surrounding farmers, but also cattle herders from distances 

area are move their large number of livestock to the area during dry season. Thus this activity also threaten the 

wetland, and at the same time impacting the wildlife by food competition and may be disease transmission.  

3.3.7 Unsustainable resource extraction 

Rapid population growth in the area has placed acute demands on the area’s natural resource base. In western 

Ethiopia wetlands play a vital role in the lives of many poor peoples (Feyissa et al., 2019). In and around 

Dhati-Walal National Park different groups of people interact with the wetlands in the park in different ways 

and gain diverse benefits. The huge stock of fish in the park’s wetland contributes directly to the food security. 

In addition many of the poor community around the park obtain the other essential requirements for their life. 

The Ma’o, people, who are marginalized ethnic group of hunter-gatherer resource extraction such as sand 

extraction, fishing and grass harvesting, observed in the area. In this area, large areas of land devastated and 

modified for this purpose.  Many peoples observed fishing in the wetlands and others many carrying bundles 

of fish every day for food and sale purposes. Overall the sustainability of extraction of the resources is 

unknown. However, it is obvious that in the absence of formal protection and management system, these 

activities may also threatening biodiversity and wetland functions, and the share of future generation in the 

area. 
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4 Conclusions 

This study attempted to examine the potentials and challenges of ecotourism establishment in DHWNP. The 

result of the study was showed that this park has huge attractive diversified natural and cultural potential 

resources favourable for ecotourism development. These include diversity of wild animals such as 

(Hippopotamus amphibius), African buffalo (Syncersus scaffer), and Lions (Panthera leo), Warhog 

(Phacochoerus africanus), Vervet monkey (Chlorocebus aethiops), Olive baboon (Papio Anubis), Common 

jackal (Canis aureus) etc. Moreover, DHWNP is a unique from the country because few species of central and 

western African origin species highly uncommon for any other areas in Ethiopia. However, despite these 

potential resources there are many challenges that limit establishment of ecotourism in the area which include; 

lack of well promotion of the recourse, lack of community awareness about ecotourism, lack of community 

social infrastructures that had lead local community to destructions potential resource of study area, lack of 

cooperation’s among community, governmental and private organizations to discuss on limitations and 

prospect of the study area, human induced pressure like illegal hunting of wildlife, settlement within the park 

boundary and conversions of forest land to agricultural land are the hindrances that obstructs establishment of 

ecotourism development in Dhati Walal national park. 

     To form the ecotourism and minimizing the challenges; it has to have well awareness creation program for 

the local communities towards the ecotourism development and its impacts on their lives by providing 

adequate trainings. Additionally the local communities should get alternative income generating activities in 

order to reduce community dependence on natural resources depletion through Agricultural expansions and 

illegal Hunting. Finally, further investigation is needed to identify and promote potential resource of DHWNP 

since the recourse is very huge and untouched and needs well investigation to dig out the recourses and 

promotion.  
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