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Abstract: The Green Leaf  Certification is Thailand’s nationally recognised certification of

environment friendly hotels. Hotels interested in obtaining Green Leaf Certification must

demonstrate their practical commitment towards environmental protection and efficient

consumption of energy and natural resources. Although Thailand has been promoting the

Green Leaf Certification for about 15 years, the number of certified hotels is less than 5%. This

study aims to investigate the barriers in the path of  implementing the Green Leaf Certification

by hotel operators, with a particular focus on small-and medium-sized hotels (SMHs). The top

executives of  SMHs were invited to participate in this study, in which an in-depth interview

technique was used to probe the deep hindrances of implementing the green practice according

to this standard. The results reveal that SMHs have taken several environmental steps towards

participating in the green leaf programme. Their employees are highly involved in greening

activities, but these hotels are facing several barriers including certification standards considered

too high and several criteria that obstruct service operations. In addition, there is no empirical

evidence to suggest that SMHs gain competitive advantages in the market with the Green Leaf

Certification. Moreover, the cost of green products is rather high and the number of green

suppliers is limited. Finally, SMHs have a limited budget for investing in green projects; moreover

the government provides inconsistent support.
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Introduction

In the last decade, it has become apparent that the general public is becoming increasingly

aware of  sustainability and green issues. Many industries have demonstrated their goodwill by

taking responsibility for their actions and encouraging activities which have a positive

environmental impact. There has been a substantial force toward incorporating sustainable

practices in the lodging industry as well. Hotel and resort properties are largely reliant on the

physical environment; they often use the physical environment as a part of their unique selling
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proposition (Jackson, 2010). Though, hotels generally appear to be  a smokeless sector, in fact,

hotels are directly involved in environmental  issues particularly in terms of  resource consumption

(Kasim, 2007); their guests are using massive quantities of resources as well as producing large

amounts of waste and garbage. In addition, swimming pools and other hotel facilities generate

a variety of  harmful waste products; among these are synthetic chemicals, oil and pathogens.

Improper disposal of these wastes can damage nearby ecosystems and contaminate local

water sources (Green Leaf  Foundation [GLF], n.d.). Today, the level of  intense environmental

scrutiny has increased. The hotel industry is encouraged to integrate sustainable concepts at the

planning stage rather than attempting to do so after a hotel has been built and its operations

underway.

Many hotels worldwide have already begun to put green hotel practices into action. For

example, environmental issues have been a priority throughout the European Union (EU) for

many years. Several governments have introduced capital allowances programmes, which are

equivalent to subsidisation programmes for greening projects that encourage businesses to

follow eco-friendly capital expenditure policies (Ernst & Young, 2008). In Asia, there are

many organisations supporting green hotel initiatives; examples include the Asia Pacific Hotels

Environmental Initiative (HEI), and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN),

which has developed the ASEAN Green Hotel standards. Hotels that meet these standards

are honoured with ASEAN Green Hotel recognition awards (Ernst & Young, 2008).

Earlier studies indicate the presence of numerous forces driving hotels worldwide to

become environmentally friendly. These forces include customer expectations (Millar & Baloglu,

2011), requirements of  tour operators (Kenan Institute Asia, 2005; Ernst & Young, 2008; TUI

Travel, 2011; Thomas Cook Group, 2013), pressure from government environmental laws

(Chan & Wong, 2006; Kenan Institute Asia, 2005; Ernst & Young, 2008), reduction of  operating

costs (Bowe, 2005; Bruns, 2000; Sloan, Legrand, & Chen, 2004) and corporate social

responsibility policies (Lynn, 2009). However, taking the social, cultural and economic differences

in Thailand into consideration, would these forces effectively compel Thailand to become

more environmentally friendly?

A variety of hotel environmental friendly certification programmes have been developed

in many countries; for example: the Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED),

the Green Globe, and the Eco Hotel Certified (EHC). Moreover, several international hotel

corporations are now actively implementing their own action plans in environmental protection;

these include: the sustainable development programme of Accor Group: Planet 21 (Accor

Group, 2013) and the sustainability measurement system of  Hilton Worldwide: Light Stay

(Hilton Worldwide, 2013). These programmes have shared their aims of  reducing negative

environmental impact and increasing sustainability for the tourism and hospitality sector.

Likewise, the Green Leaf  Certification programme, Thailand’s nationally recognised version

of an environmental friendly certification programme, was initiated by the Green Leaf

Foundation (GLF) in 1998. Hotels which are interested in obtaining Green Leaf  Certification

must demonstrate their practical commitment towards environmental protection and their

efficient consumption of  energy and natural resources. Hotels which pass the standard quality

assessment will be given a leaf  ranking from 1-5 based on their greening achievements (GLF,

n.d.). Although Thailand has already promoted Green Leaf Certification for 15 years, the

number of  certified hotels is still limited. Currently, there are 222 participating hotels which are

listed in the green leaf  hotel directory (GLF, 2013), whereas there are 5,420 lodging properties

nationwide (National Statistical Office, 2011). Among those hotels, large hotel chains, such as
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Dusit Thani Group, Centara Hotels & Resorts, Six Senses, and Evason (GLF, 2013), are at the

forefront for green practices because large hotels possess the capacity and resources. Even

though small and medium-enterprises represent approximately 99.9% of the tourism sector

(Office of Small and Medium Enterprises Promotion [OSMEP], 2013), many of them have

not adopted green practices in their operations; this is particularly true of  the hotel sector.

Prior studies point out that hotel chains generally incorporate environmental practices into

their corporate policies (Kaplan, 2008).  In contrast, SMHs demonstrate a low level of

environmental awareness and practices. Commonly, their primary objective is to grow their

businesses by increasing their market and cutting costs (Chan, 2011).  This can be observed in

SMHs in Hong Kong and the UK (Chan, 2011), as well as in the Caribbean where green

practices have not received significant attention from investors (Ernst & Young, 2008). Past

studies indicate that hotels often face difficulties in adopting and implementing environmental

practices due to the lack of resources, time barriers, expertise (Hobson & Essex, 2001; Mair

& Jago, 2010), knowledge, awareness, operational time frame (Mair & Jago, 2010), lack of  a

sense of  urgency, ambiguity of  environmental management system standards, lack of  qualified

consultants, conflicting guidance and inconsistent support (Chan, 2011). However, previous

studies are insufficient to explain the barriers in implementing green practices of SMHs in the

particular context of Thailand.

 Consequently, this research aims to investigate what the barriers are in implementing

Green Leaf  Certification for Thai hotel operators, particularly focusing on SMHs. The results

of this study will provide a clear picture of factors that hinder Thai SMHs in implementing

Green Leaf Certification. The findings and recommended strategies to eliminate the hindrances

can be used to help not only SMHs, but also promote the adoption of sustainable practices in

the whole lodging industry.

Methodology

The purpose of this research is to probe the barriers of Thai SMHs in implementing Green

Leaf Certification. This study was conducted in April, 2013 in SMHs on Hua-hin and Cha-am

beaches which are located in Prachuap Khiri Khan Province and Phetchaburi Province

respectively. These two neighboring beaches are situated in the west of  the Gulf  of  Thailand,

approximately 180 kilometers from the Bangkok metropolis. These beaches have earned a

good reputation because of  their beautiful scenery, tranquility and reputation for safety. As a

result, resorts in this area have become popular destinations among domestic and international

tourists.

In respect to hotel size classification in Thailand, the criteria are not clearly defined

(Arunothaipipat, 2011) and problematic (Brown & Kaewkitipong, 2009). Various criteria are

used in the Thai hotel industry such as the number of guest rooms, number of employees,

investment budget and name of  establishment (Taki, 2006; Arunothaipipat, 2011). Very small

establishments in Thailand are usually classified as “guest houses”, “motels”, or “inns”, rather

than hotels (Taki, 2006; Brown & Kaewkitipong, 2009). However, OSMEP (2013) classifies

the size of  SMEs in the service sector by investment budget, small enterprise (less than 50

million THB), medium enterprise (50-100 million THB) and the number of employees with

small enterprise employing less than 50 employees and  medium enterprises employing 50-

100 employees). These criteria are extensively accepted among researchers in the service sector
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(Brown & Kaewkitipong, 2009; Technology Promotion Association [Thailand-Japan], 2010;

Arunothaipipat, 2011; OSMEP, 2013).

In this study, SMHs on Hua-hin and Cha-am beaches were selected based on the number

of  employees (not over 100 employees) and their direct experiences in adopting green practices.

Since SMHs had to be willing to share their information and commit considerable time, only

five SMHs finally allowed the researchers to conduct in-depth interviews at their work place.

Each interview lasted approximately 60 minutes. All interviews were recorded and notes

were taken. The transcribed data were archived in the QSR NVivo10 software programme

for analysis. The characteristics of  the hotels in the sample are summarised in Table I.

Results

Three of five hotels that participated in this study are located on Hua-hin beach and two in

Cha-am beach and have a workforce of  between 26 and 98 employees. Among these hotels,

three were in the process of attaining Green Leaf Certification, while only two had implemented

some green practices without aiming for the certification. All sample hotels have taken several

environmentally friendly steps to reduce energy costs and to protect the environment. For

instance, they have installed lighting system controls and air-conditioning system controls in

guest rooms as well as programmable light switch timers in hotel public areas, while some

hotels have encouraged hotel guests to voluntarily participate in their towel and linen reuse

programme. Moreover, due to the size of hotels and small number of hotel staff, it is not

difficult to encourage their staff  to get involved in hotel greening activities.

However, hotel operators stated that it is very difficult to be awarded Green Leaf

Certification because the requirements are too high. In addition, some criteria obstruct hotel

service operations and affect the quality of  service. For example, Hotel 1 stated:

“Generally, hotels  provide clean bed sheets in guestrooms. White colour is considered clean and hygie-

nic but organic cotton bed sheet is not pure white. Some guests don’t like it. Moreover, when our guests

dirty the bed sheets, as we cannot use chemicals to bleach, dirty spots remain on the bed sheet.”

Hotel 3 stated:

“We have extended our efforts towards a reduction in the use of  chemicals, but sometimes we cannot

avoid them. For example, during a high season, as our housekeepers need to get rid of  odour in the

checked out rooms as quickly as possible, it is necessary to use chemical spray to purify the air;

otherwise our next guests will complain about the odour…......according to the requirements of the

Hotel Location Number of Interviewee’s position Certified Hotel by Green

employees        Leaf Standard

1 Hua-hin 87 Executive Assistant Manager No (in process)

2 Cha-am 98 General Manager No

3 Hua-hin 26 Human Resource Manager No (in process)

4 Hua-hin 75 Human Resource Manager No

5 Cha-am 59 Resident Manager No (in process)

Table 1. Characteristics of  hotels in the sample
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Green Leaf Certification, using flowers for decoration should be avoided, but our guests need them for

their wedding parties…..”

In addition to incompatibility of criteria standards and hotel operations, low environmental

awareness among tourists is another restricting factor for hotels. Generally, domestic hotel

guests are less concerned with the environmental practices of the hotel. They are more concerned

with comfort and convenience. In addition, most of them do not indicate that Green Leaf

hotels are a priority when deciding on accommodation, instead they consider the hotel’s price,

location, design, and services.

Another hindrance for hotels is the lack of empirical evidence which illustrates any

competitive advantage in the market. One participant stated that, “...even if the hotel is certified by

the Green Leaf Certification, it is not guaranteed that hotel guests and revenue will increase.” This hindrance

is related to the aforementioned factor, namely, that most tourists have low environmental

awareness. Whether or not a hotel is green appears to be an insignificant factor in their choice

of accommodation. As a result, hotel operators lack a sense of urgency to become green.

In addition, environmental friendly products in Thailand are more expensive – all the

participants mentioned this as a problem. The Green Leaf Certification requires participating

hotels to use environmental friendly products. Hotels are aware that using green products will

help to improve the quality of  stay for guests and reduce harm for employees who work

daily with chemical cleaning products. But the prices of  these ‘green’ products are rather high.

As a result, the cost of  operations increases accordingly. The limited number of  green suppliers

in Thailand is another restraining factor for hotel operators.  For instance, SMHs do not have

their own in-house laundry units; consequently, they must outsource laundry services. It is

difficult for hotels to guarantee that laundry services use environmentally friendly products.

Most respondents made several references to a limited budget for investment in green

projects. Green technology is considered to be expensive and far beyond the financial capability

of  SMHs. Therefore, hotel owners must consider whether this technology is worth investing

in. Hotels will not implement environmental technology if  such technology will seriously

impact the hotel’s budget. Moreover, all participants affirmed that they need consistent support

from the government if  they are to implement and sustain the greening of  their hotels.

Discussion

Therefore, in order to encourage the wider adoption and implementation of the Green Leaf

Certification among Thai SMHs, these barriers could be overcome through better co-operation

of  all stakeholders.

The Green Leaf Foundation (GLF)

The results from this study show that sample hotels are aware of  environmental problems.

They also understand that adopting the Green Leaf Certification is beneficial for them in

terms of  reducing energy costs, improving quality of  stay and work place, as well as enhancing

environmental conservation. Moreover, most of  them are willing to implement this standard.

In this respect, the results of this study differ from the studies of Chan (2011) and Ernst &

Young (2008), which state that small hotels often lack environmental awareness and practices.

As the GLF has made great efforts to promote Green Leaf Certification over the last 15
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years, it could be said that the contribution of the GLF has been successful to a certain level,

in terms of  creating green awareness among hotel operators.

Although SMHs have realised the benefits of implementing green practices, they   believe

that some criteria in the standards hinder the quality of  service; moreover, the standard of

Green Leaf Certification is too high to achieve. The GLF should be at the forefront, helping

SMHs minimise these problems as the GLF plays a major role in driving green initiatives for

the Thai tourism sector. The GLF should actively provide training courses and specialised

technical support for SMHs. Furthermore, they should organise forums in order to disseminate

knowledge and share experiences of  successful cases. In addition, the GLF may need to

provide a minimum level green leaf standard for SMHs, while a more extensive version

should be expected from large-sized hotel operators. However, further research is necessary

to determine the minimum standard for SMHs.

The Government

The findings of this study reveal that SMHs are facing budget limitations for green investment

projects. This is comparable with the findings of  studies by Hobson & Essex (2001) and

congruent with what Chan (2011) found in relation to inconsistent support from the

government. Moreover, this study has discovered more difficulties faced by  SMHs in Thailand.

These are the high cost of environmentally friendly products and limited number of green

suppliers.

The government should be directly involved in these issues. It should provide tax reduction

programmes, loans with low interest for green project investment and other incentive

programmes. For instance, Kasikorn Bank, a Thai commercial bank, has recently launched a

project which offers long term credit with special interest rates for hotel operators. This

scheme is aimed primarily at hotels on the Andaman Coast, Samui Island and Chang Island,

which are all committed to improving environmental management (Kasikorn Bank, 2013).

The government should co-operate with the private sector to provide  consistent support for

hotel operators. This could be an effective mechanism that motivates hotel operators to adopt

the green practices widely.  In addition to the continuous support for hotel operators, support

should be extended to other green businesses in Thailand. It would motivate green entrepreneurs

to develop and produce more environmentally friendly products for the market. If the green

and fair trade businesses in Thailand become a highly competitive market, green products and

services would be cheaper and of  higher quality.

Besides, the role of the government to incentivise green businesses, enforcement of

environmental law must be more stringent. A hotel which does not pass the Environmental

Impact Assessment (EIA) should not be given a hotel license. In addition, the government

should take Green Leaf Certification into consideration when extending a hotel license; this

would add more prestige to the Green Leaf Certification.

Mass Media

Although several previous studies indicate that customer expectation (Millar & Baloglu, 2011)

and requirements of  tour operators and agencies (Kenan Institute Asia, 2005; Ernst & Young,

2008; TUI Travel, 2011; Thomas Cook Group, 2013) are forces that drive hotels towards

becoming environmentally friendly, the low level of  environmental awareness among tourists
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and limitation of  market size are considered a difficult issue for Thai hotel operators. Due to

the fact that guests do not particularly look for the green certification when booking hotels,

hotel operators lack a sense of urgency to work on this certification.

Mass media could be a catalyst to create and raise environmental awareness for the public.

Extending media coverage about sustainable tourism and green accommodation concepts

would significantly increase public awareness. When the majority of  tourists change their travel

behaviour, pressure from stakeholders will force hotel operators to implement environmentally

friendly practices.

Tourism Organisations and Related Associations

As the low level of environmental awareness among tourists is one of the major barriers to

the implementation of  green practices in SMHs, the Tourism Authority of  Thailand (TAT)

should be actively involved in this matter. Towards this move, TAT recently launched a new

tourism campaign named “Seven Greens” which includes: Green Heart, Green Communities,

Green Destinations/Attractions, Green Activities, Green Logistics, Green Services, and Green

Plus+. It aims to raise tourists’ environmental awareness, promote corporate social responsibility

(CSR) among tourism operators and ensure long-term sustainability of  the tourism industry

(TAT, 2010). This campaign is envisaged to result in an increasing number of  green consumers

and hotel operators.

Related hotel and tourism associations, such as the Thai Hotel Association, Tourism Council

of Thailand, Thailand Convention and Exhibition Bureau etc., could take on the role of

leading agents in supporting SMHs to implement green practices. They could provide seminars

within the industry or training courses in corporation with the GLF in order to expand

environmental awareness and knowledge among tourism operators. In addition, tourism

associations should produce publications, brochures and pamphlets publicising the green hotel

concept as well as the green hotel directory. This would help strengthen recognition for Green

Leaf Certification.

Hotel Operators

Besides the aforementioned support from all involved sectors, hotel operators are the most

important agents in moving forward green practices. Nowadays, hotel operators not only

have to pay attention to business  profits, but also have to take on responsibility for company

actions. In fact, the principle of  socio-environmental responsibility can be applied to hotels of

any size. The hotels which commit to CSR management will obtain a positive reputation,

increase profits as well as lead the hotel business into more sustainable growth.

Due to the limited capacity of SMHs in adopting and incorporating green practices into

their operations, working closely with a SMHs network could help SMHs minimise limitations

of  resources, costs, expertise and other barriers. When SMHs have strong green practices in

place, it is very important to choose effective methods with which to communicate this to

their customers. Hotels should choose important messages concerning their green practices

and have them placed in the hotel website, brochures, sale kits and guest room directory. In

addition, hotels should supply tour operators information regarding their efforts in

implementing green practices and should place themselves in a green hotel directory (e.g. in

www.expedia.com, www.travelocity.com, www.environmentalfriendlyhotels.com and   www.greentravelfinder.com).
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These websites are able to easily reach their customers with environmental concerns (Kenan

Institute Asia, 2005). Besides using those communication channels, new social media such as

Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube should be considered, too, as powerful channels for hotel

publicity.

However, the major limitation of this study is the  small sample size; therefore the results

are not reflective of  the views and opinions of all SMHs in Thailand. Therefore, in order to

generate more comprehensive data in this specific area, further studies which incorporate a

variety of  different research methods such as a survey strategy, are required.

Conclusions

This study provides a clear picture of barriers to the implemention of the Green Leaf

Certification of  Thai SMHs. Some of  these barriers are: (1) the green leaf  criteria hinder hotel

service operations and the certification standards being too high for them to attain the

certification; (2) low environmental awareness among tourists; (3) no empirical evidence for

hotels to gain competitive advantages in the market; (4) high cost of environmental friendly

products and limited number of green suppliers; and (5) limited budget for investing in

greening projects and inconsistent support from the government.

Recommendations to all related agents are suggested in order to eliminate the hindrances.

The authors believe that social and environmental responsibility is not just one individual’s

responsibility; rather, it should be a serious concern which ignites the concerted effort of

tourists, hotel operators, national tourism organisations and associations, mass media,

government authorities and especially the Green Leaf  Foundation. If  all these actors work

together, Thailand can develop a sustainable tourism industry thus guaranteeing that future

generations will have a healthy society, a clean environment, and stable jobs.
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