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Abstract

Events constitute both an integral component of the tourism experience and a critical part of
human society. This paper discusses the relationship between events and sustainability in the
tourism context. Sustainability in the event tourism context refers to the sustainability of events
fundamentally grounded in the three pillars of sustainability — economic, socio-cultural, and en-
vironmental. Adopting a case study approach, this paper examines the Ekpe cultural festival to
understand its contribution to sustainable tourism development in the past, present, and future,
particularly in this 21st century where global and Western influences abound. While the event
can be holistically examined under the three pillars of sustainability — economic, socio-cultural,
and environmental — attention is paid to the socio-cultural impact. Findings revealed that the
past was filled with men and women who understood the importance of upholding cultures void
of Western influences, while the present has been challenged with global and Western interfer-
ences. As a result, the capability of sustaining the festival for the future has been questioned.
The paper, therefore, suggests that the sustainability of the event lies in awareness creation,
planning, and collaboration for future generations.
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Introduction

The concept of sustainability came from the definition of sustainable development, which was
described as ‘development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability
of future generations to meet their own needs’ (World Commission on Environment and Devel-
opment [WCED], 1987, p. 34). It has three distinct dimensions (Ugwuanyi & Dieke, 2025) — the
triple bottom line (Hede, 2007), of which the first is the generation of economic benefits to com-
munities. The second characteristic is the protection of communities from excessive intrusion
to meet their acceptable cultural standards. The third pillar encompasses an acknowledgement
of the capacity limitations of the local environment and how best to manage or mitigate any
potential environmental damage.

The purpose of this paper is to discuss the role of events in achieving the sustainability of a
tourist destination, with much attention on the socio-cultural aspect. For many writers (Getz,
2008; Higgins-Desbiolles, 2018; Ololo & Dieke, 2022; Raj et al., 2013), the need to focus on events
is self-evident. Events (e.g., festivals) are a useful tool for marketing destinations and establish-
ing relationships between host and guest. Haanpdi (2017) believes that events market places,
products and services and make them visitable. It is suggested that events are an important
source of sustained advantage in the globalised tourism industry and the wide range of elements
that constitute sustainable event tourism. Thus, Mair (2015) provided an insightful suggestion
that it can be challenging to keep visitor numbers at a level that is both economically acceptable
and does not surpass the local environment’s capacity or the community’s tolerance levels.

Using a case study approach, the purpose of this paper is to present and discuss the contri-
bution of an annually celebrated community festival — the Ekpe cultural festival - for sustainable
tourism in Abia State, Nigeria. Celebrating this unique festival varies among communities in
Abia State. While some communities celebrate the festival in March, others hold their celebra-
tions in December. The variations are significantly associated with the clan-specific customs,
masquerade designs, performance styles, timing, and masquerade types to reflect their unique-
ness culturally. This festival lasts for three days and is organised by the traditional rulers, with
participation from community members and visitors for purposes of social bonding, reaffirm-
ing communal ties, building relationships and providing entertainment.

The focus of the study is to examine and ascertain how the festival has contributed to sus-
tainable tourism development in the past, the present, and with much concern for the future,
particularly in this 21st century where global and Western influences abound. Therefore, this
paper addresses the emerging sustainability challenges that threaten the long-term viability of
the festival. To explore the topic, first, the paper will, in brief, review related literature to place
the study in a proper stance. This is followed by a presentation of the methodology section, the
research context, and then the findings and discussion. Finally, this paper discusses the implica-
tions for event tourism destinations in general and suggests parameters for a sustainable event
tourism sector.
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Literature review

Events are well established as being inseparable from human society; hence, many countries
around the globe have one event or the other to celebrate, be it festivals, weddings, religious
dates, or harvest, amongst many others. Thus, their sustainability is paramount to the past,
present and future societies. Hence, the fact remains that the impact of events on destinations
is usually discussed under the triple bottom line — economic, socio-cultural, and environmental
impacts - to ascertain their effectiveness. These impacts on event tourism will be explored, with
a greater focus on the socio-cultural aspect.

Environmental sustainability in events is one of the vital issues of concern when organising
events (Boggia et al., 2018; Breugel, 2013; Yuan, 2013). The reason is that the quality of the envi-
ronment is affected when organising events in various negative ways, such as increased noise,
air, and waste pollution, land erosion and destruction of the ecosystem (Allen et al., 2011; Mair,
2015). Within a sustainability framework, some studies have shown the need to inculcate envi-
ronmentally friendly practices, waste reduction, and reducing the ecological footprint during
events and tourism activities (Mair, 2015). The economic sustainability of events has received
significant attention (Mair & Whitford, 2013; Moscardo, 2007). These authors noted that eco-
nomic sustainability predominated the early research on impacts of events owing to its role in
event sustainability by attracting financial gains for the destination. This aspect of sustainability
focuses on the potential of the event in generating direct and indirect economic activity through
visitor spending and employment generation. The environmental and economic sustainability
of events examines ways to improve the positive impacts while reducing the negative ones. Mair
(2015) noted that little attention has been paid in studies on the contribution of events to the
long-term socio-cultural and environmental sustainability of a tourist destination; hence, this
current study’s focus on the socio-cultural event sustainability.

The socio-cultural sustainability of events in tourism means the impact of events on the
local community or destination. According to Sharpley and Stone (2020), ‘social and cultural
impacts may be defined respectively as the impacts of an event on the day-to-day life of people
associated directly or indirectly with that event and on the values, attitudes, beliefs and tradi-
tions that determine or guide that day-to-day life’ (p. 347). Studies have revealed that little atten-
tion has been paid to the socio-cultural impact of events (Bagiran & Kurgun, 2016; Maguire &
Hanrahan, 2017; Yao & Schwarz, 2018), however, some studies have explored the socio-cultural
aspect of event sustainability. Negrusa, Toader, Rus and Cosma (2016) through an exploratory
and descriptive approach, examined the socio-cultural, economic and environmental impact
of a festival with the aim of analysing the residents’ perceptions of the three areas of sustain-
ability. The results indicate that there is a positive socio-cultural impact because there was no
increase in the crime rate, rather there was an improvement in cultural life and education of the
community. On the economic aspect, the results indicated that the festival attracts investments,
and revenues, and sustains infrastructure. From the environmental point of view, there was no
deterioration of tourism resources and no traffic issues. Among all the areas of sustainability,
the one highly appreciated by the residents was the socio-cultural aspect (Negrusa et al., 2016).
We should prioritise the socio-cultural sustainability of events and festivals. This recommenda-

10 TUTKIMUS



Sustainable event tourism in Abia State, Nigeria: The past, the present, and the future

tion is in line with the call made by Mair and Smith (2021) on the need for research on events and
sustainability to focus more on social considerations.

Tamakloe (2011) examined the impact of tourism from a socio-cultural viewpoint. The find-
ings of the study show that although the socio-cultural impacts are mixed, however, tourism
impacts largely on the local community both positively and negatively. In addition to involving
the host community in decision-making, we should reinforce the positive impact as a means to
enhance the socio-cultural effect. Thus, involving the host community plays a major role in so-
cio-cultural sustainability and needs more attention in events and research. Volunteers are also
noted as a significant social and economic interest group in the creation of events and festivals.
Haanpii (2017) through an autoethnographic lens with over a decade of volunteer work at Finn-
ish festivals and events, explored the role of volunteers in event co-creation and identified how
volunteers actively contribute to events and festivals using embodied ‘knowing or knowledge of
the event.

Liu (2014) aimed to examine the socio-cultural impacts of the 2008 European Capital of Cul-
ture event. The findings point toward three major areas of socio-cultural impact which include
improvement in quality of life, participation and inclusion of residents in cultural activities,
and increase in local identity and sense of place. Ololo and Dieke (2022) on their part asserted
that the socio-cultural sustainability of festival practiced in a community was consistent in their
dressing, friendship, relationships, and communal songs and gathering. The authors also stated
that these practices could be passed from one generation to the next if only they can be preserved
(Ololo & Dieke, 2022). Preservation in this context indicates sustainability.

Ramgulam, Raghunandan-Mohammed, and Raghunandam (2012) explored business tour-
ism and socio-cultural sustainability in Trinidad. The findings revealed that business tourism
can be socio-culturally sustainable due to the various benefits in terms of improved facilities and
amenities which eventually improve the general standard of living of the people. However, the
study noted that business tourism has the potential to attract unwanted visitors whose lifestyles
and values contradict those of the locals. This implies that business tourism should be well man-
aged to increase the socio-cultural benefits and minimise the negative socio-cultural impacts.
Bagiran and Kurgun (2016), in their study, argued that socio-cultural impact may have a more
profound impact on the host community than economic impacts. This idea shows it is difficult
to investigate the socio-cultural effects of event tourism because of its intangible nature. Thus,
there is a recent call for more research that addresses social considerations in events and sus-
tainable development (Mair & Smith, 2021).

In another study conducted by Ensor, Robertson and Ali-Knight (2011) on festival organ-
isers and their perceptions as well as their attitude on festival sustainability, the authors view
sustainability as a matter of festival survival rather than an environmental issue. Therefore,
socio-cultural activities can increase the sustainability of events and festivals. Lee and Groves
(2013) argued that the sustainability of a Canadian American festival can be achieved by explor-
ing factors that help create positive long-term relationships between tourists and the event. This
relationship in turn contributes to the viability of the festival over a period of time. It can be
added here that the term ‘sustainability’ is focused on the ability to survive or be sustained for
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a longer period through the socio-cultural activities associated with a festival. These social-cul-
tural activities, according to Rogers and Anatssaiou (2011), build social cohesion, understanding,
unity and an enhanced local image. In another instance, Derrett (2003) asserted that festivals
and events bring about the creation and enhancement of a sense of place which contributes to
social identity. Having discussed and examined these literatures, this study is focused on the
socio-cultural perspective of sustainable development using the Ekpe festival in Abia State, Ni-
geria, as a case study.

Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative research method in order to properly address the research topic
(Roller & Lavrakas, 2015). Qualitative research is interpretive in that the researcher, the partic-
ipants and the public see the results from different perspectives (Thuah & Eaton, 2013). Hence,
there is no common view of understanding qualitative research. In other words, there is no ab-
solute truth in qualitative research, but rather savouring the nuances of the moment. As rightly
put by Roller and Lavrakas (2015, p. 2), this type of research is to ‘celebrate the moment’ — the
in-depth interview, the group discussion, the observation, and all that the moment present-
ed. Hence, the design was very useful throughout this study. This is simply because the design
adopted works with the constructivism paradigm that argues there is no single reality, rather
reality is socially constructed (see Gergen, 1984). Therefore, it is expected that participants will
share their views about the past and the present as well as the future of the event.

The study took a case study approach to data collection. Yin (2009, p. 18) sees a case study as
an ‘empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context
especially when the boundaries between the phenomenon and context are not evident.’ In this
study, a case study approach was adopted. This is to enable researchers to learn and understand
their way of life, events, or other activities within a given period while answering questions of
how, why, and what for the study (Yin, 2009). On the other hand, ethnography, one of the ap-
proaches of qualitative research, is a strategy of inquiry used in studying a cultural group in a
natural domain for a longer period, in order to observe, and describe the beliefs, values, and
customs of others via interview (Creswell, 2009; Roller & Lavrakas, 2015). Therefore, we worked
as a research team of four males and one female to avoid individual bias due to our position as
being indigenous to the study area. Consequently, we were neither insiders nor outsiders whilst
in the field as researchers, thereby giving each community a voice to speak.

Knowledgeable participants who understand the research topic were selected using a pur-
posive sampling technique. The reason was to include all those who were quite familiar with
the past and current state of the event. These people are the organizers of the Ekpe masquerade
festival in Umunkpeyi and Isingwu communities respectively. The selected participants were
people who played active roles in event-related activities in the communities. Some members of
staff of the Ministry of Tourism, Arts and Culture (MoTAC) in the state whose role is to coordi-
nate cultural events in the state, were also interviewed. Altogether, 30 people were interviewed
from November 2023 to May 2024 in English language to understand their views about the sus-
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tainability of this unique event in the past, and the present, and what the future holds for the
Ekpe cultural festival. Table 1 shows the breakdown of the people interviewed.

Table 1. Summary of the number of informants interviewed

PLACE INFORMANTS (30)
Umunkpeyi 20
Isingwu 5
Ministry of Tourism, Arts and Culture (MoTAC) 5
Total 30

To seek the informed consent of the research participants, the researchers formerly wrote to
the participants and informed them of the main aim and objective of the paper, the issue of
confidentiality and anonymity, including the awareness of community benefits and their right
to withdraw from participation.

The research context

Nigeria is a country located in West Africa that comprises 36 states and the Federal Capital Ter-
ritory in Abuja. Nigeria is a nation known for its rich cultural diversity as well as a home for
over 250 ethnic groups. South-Eastern Nigeria is inhabited by the Igbo-speaking tribe of the
Kwa linguistic group (Nwoye, 2011). This group comprises five major states — Abia, Anambra,
Ebonyi, Enugu and Imo. The people of Abia State are known for their hospitability, generosity,
and their indigenous industry and artistry. They are also warriors, excellent farmers, traders and
civil servants. Abia State has a rich cultural heritage that reflects the people’s cultural activities
(such as the Ekpe cultural festival, Ugwu Abia Carnival, Enyimba Carnival, Okonko and New
Yam Festival) (Ololo & Dieke, 2022).

Umunkpeyi and Isingwu clans are both in Abia State and are known for their unique interest
in celebrating the Ekpe cultural festival annually for entertainment and to uphold and retain the
cultural values of the people. Whilst the Umunkpeyi community is in the Isiala Ngwa South Lo-
cal Government Area (L.G.A) of Abia State, Isingwu is an autonomous community in the Ohuhu
clan of Umuahia North L.G.A of Abia State, Nigeria (Figure 1). The Ekpe festival is said to have
originated from Ibibio - the Annang people, who are known presently as the Calabar people in
the Cross River State, Nigeria. The word 'Ekpe’ is not an Igbo name but rather a name of a festi-
val which originally belongs to the Cross River people of Nigeria. It was originally a secret cult
for men and was later modified to be celebrated annually for fun to uphold the tradition of the
people and as a local agency that possesses judicial and legislative control (see Mathias, 2014).
The cultural event is celebrated at the community arena located outside the market square after
Christmas Day annually. Although the Annang people adopted this festival, it has been passed
down through generations as a long-standing tradition. Given the nature of the Ekpe cultural
festival and the strong cultural values attached to it by the people of Abia State, it is celebrated
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in three phases: the eve (igba ota ekpe/nchichi ekpe), the celebration day (igba ekpe) and the azu
ekpe (final or concluding day).

The involvement of community members in the planning of the Ekpe cultural festival is
viewed as compulsory. Participation in the festival is segmented, and exquisite preparations are
solely for men and for women who are active members directly involved in the festival. These
include the traditional rulers — such as the Ndi Eze, (His Royal Highnesses) chiefs and other el-
derly men and the village heads. The meeting of these men is to moderate and discuss important
matters that affect the success of the festival. Members make decisions and share duties during
such meetings to ensure the festival’s success. Whilst another decision made is to determine the
person that will mask it, the artistic talents of dressing and masking the Ekpe are limited to men
who are directly involved in the beautification of the masquerade.

Isiukwuato

Africa & Mag

Legend
[Jumuahia North

Tl — — * Bounding State
egen * StudyTown
State Boundary 0 2 4 o River
* Bounding State e S—re— — Major Roads

\*/ Study LGAs — Other Roads

Figure 1: Sketched map of Abia state, Nigeria (on the left) and sketched map of Umuahia north show-
ing Isingwu, the study area, both in Abia state, Nigeria (on the right)

Findings and Discussion

This section is discussed by looking at the socio-cultural impact of the Ekpe cultural festival
and its contribution to sustainable tourism development in Abia State, Nigeria. This is done by
considering how the event has contributed to sustainable tourism in the past, if it is contribut-
ing to sustainable tourism in the present and the sustainability of the event in the future in the
face of 21st-century Westernisation, globalisation, and cultural influences. Whilst making these
connections from one facet of life to another, the considerations will help us understand the
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complexities of human beings and the changing reality of human existence (Roller & Lavrakas,
2015). More so, these findings should not be generalised as they are peculiar to the study area.

Ekpe Cultural Festival and its contribution to sustainable tourism in the past

The socio-cultural importance of the Ekpe cultural festival in Abia State in the past was to cele-
brate the culture of the people and raise awareness of their heritage among the public. Hence,
the local people’s interest in celebrating the Ekpe cultural festival is partly due to its long history.
This was narrated by community members who were actively involved in planning the festival.
Therefore, there were diverse views, opinions, and different mythologies shared by community
members regarding the history of the Ekpe cultural festival, as well as a number of other re-
spondents who admitted their oblivion on the origin. The quotes below capture some comments
from the respondents concerning the origin of the Ekpe festival:

Our community has been celebrating Ekpe festival from the days of our forefathers to the present.
We grew up and met our people celebrating the festival and most items we use during the celebration
are local. They are not purchased from another state or outside, but right here in our community.
That is why we strongly believe the festival started with our forefathers (Respondent 3, Isingwui
community).

Ekpe festival originated from Ibibio — the Annang people who are known as the Calabar people. The
word Ekpe is not an Igho ethnic group name but rather a name and festival which originally belongs
to the Cross-River State, Nigeria people. There is the Ekpe society which is a secret cult known as the
‘Okonko’ and then the Ekpe festival which is the one we celebrate in our community presently. The
Ekpe Masquerade festival which was adopted from the Annang people and later modified is celebrat-
ed annually for fun and to uphold the cultural values of our people at every Nkwo-ebe market after
the 25th of December of each year (Respondent 4, Umunkpeyi community).

Given the nature of the Ekpe cultural festival and the strong cultural values attached to it by the
people, respondent 12 had a different and interesting view of the history. This view explains why
Isingwu people exert a lot of influence among other communities within the Umuahia area in
Abia State, Nigeria, because it was said to be the first community to celebrate the Ekpe cultural
festival. The view of the respondent is captured thus:

Ekpe festival is borrowed from Cross-River. However, the festival was introduced into our community
by a woman said to have had a velationship with a lover from Cross-River State. She collected the
mask (Ishi ekpe) which at that time was later brought to her father’s house for safety rather than
taking it to her husband’s house in a place called Ogbodi (secret room) (Respondent 12, Isingwu
community).

In the past, the socio-cultural aspect of the Ekpe cultural festival during its celebration was seen
in the accompaniment of other masquerades called Ekpo, which were practised by the different
hamlets that made up the Isingwu community (Respondents 9-13, Isingwu). The Ekpo masquer-
ades, according to the respondents, usually danced out from their various hamlets to the arena
where spectators and other members of the community, including visitors, await the arrival of
the Oke Ishi Ekpe (the Head of the Ekpe). The Oke Ishi Ekpe in Isingwu community is regarded
as sacred. Respondents from this community explained that the sacredness of the Ekpe festival
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was/is affirmed in such a way that not everyone can mask the head of Ekpe — the Oke Ishi Ekpe
(Respondents 9-13, Isingwu). A respondent explained thus:

During the olden days, the Oke Ishi Ekpe was masked by anyone from the different hamlets in the
community whom the Oracle had chosen. The Oracle was usually consulted to know who was sup-
posed to mask the Ekpe for the festival. This was because making the mask of the masquerade was not
done from any particular hamlet in the community because of its sacred significance to the people.
Hence, the one selected will continue to mask the Oke Ishi Ekpe until the person dies or becomes too
old to continue with the obligation. The task is usually handed over to his male child as a tradition

(Respondent 12, Isingwu community).

Furthermore, the socio-cultural values of the Ekpe cultural festival are seen beyond how the fes-
tival is celebrated to the way the people of Umunkpeyi and Isingwu live their lives. The festival is
connected to their social and cultural way of life both during and after the event. This is because
the festival is a time of reunion for families, friends, and well-wishers. The cultural event also
showcases the people’s hospitality. In this sense, the festival had several positive socio-cultural
impacts which dealt with the dynamism of cultural experiences in the past, such as their dress-
ing, communal songs, friendship, finding new relationships and communal gathering, which
helped to integrate and build their social cohesion in the study area. Such cohesion built un-
derstanding among the people and enhanced the local image through the activities that go on
during the festival. For instance, the respondent from Umunkpeyi community explained that:

Linking up with relatives from other villages and establishing marriage connections are part of the
socio-cultural activities that go on during the festival. It is customary to cook food, provide drinks
and entertain both immediate and extended family members, friends and strangers during the fes-
tival. This offers opportunities for cultural experience (Respondent 2, Umunkpeyi community).

In the past, the socio-cultural impacts of the Ekpe cultural festival also extended to communal
gathering and merriment amongst the local people. Respondents explained that the eve of the
event was characterised by many activities such as running, dancing and making merry with
one another. These activities served as an indication that the festival would be held the next
day. A respondent from the Isingwu community explained that there was a lot of cooking done
by women while the men prepared meats from cows, goats and chicken. Also, there were ntutu
(cannon) shots at intervals indicating that the celebration was about to start. The ntutu starts at
4.00 pm and continued till the next day which is the day of the event (Respondent 13, Isingwu
community).

Although there is no global literature to support the contribution of the festival for sustaina-
bility in the past, however, the socio-cultural activities which existed amongst the people such as
communal and cultural consistency, uniqueness of the festival, and the cultural values practiced
till date could be associated with its sustainability. Other evidence of the socio-cultural impact
of the festival practiced in the past was their consistency in their dress pattern, friendship, shar-
ing relationships, communal songs and gatherings (Ololo & Dieke, 2022). As averred by Rog-
ers and Anatsaiou (2011), these socio-cultural activities built social cohesion, understanding,
unity and an enhanced local image. The practices of several Ekpo masquerades accompanying
the bigger one — Oke Ishi Ekpe — from each hamlet during the celebration of the Ekpe festival
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in Isingwu community, representing tradition, were among the socio-cultural activities in the
past. The artistic costumes, the Ikoro (wooden drum) and the raffia-constructed house used in
the two communities depicted the entertainment, cultural values and image that made the fes-
tival unique for the people of Abia State.

The practices in the pastindicated that in the olden days, the people revered and held firm to
their traditions and cultural values, hence, aimed at sustaining the festival from one generation
to another. This sustenance was paramount to the people, as exhibited during the celebration as
noted by the respondents. Also, relating the history, which was indeed immersed in myths and
legends, leading to diverse views, to the socio-cultural contribution of the event to sustainable
tourism, could be an indication also that the people understood the importance of sustainability
at that time compared to the present and probably the future generations, owing to their negli-
gence to cultural values and traditions. For instance, it was observed that the respondents who
are knowledgeable concerning the history of the Ekpe cultural festival were mainly title holders
and few members of the community who have close ties with them. Others who are not tradi-
tional title holders simply quipped that the event has been in existence from time immemorial,
thus indicating its importance from generation to generation. Regardless of the local people’s
view on the history of the Ekpe festival, one thing that was certain was the enthusiasm in shar-
ing the history and other interesting moments that are associated with the Ekpe cultural festi-
val. Evidence of that was the unity and harmony shared amongst the people, which determined
the success of the festival in the past, indicating their eagerness for sustainability. The question
is whether there is continuity in these practices.

Ekpe cultural festival and its contribution to sustainable tourism in the present

The socio-cultural impacts of the festival are gradually phasing out presently; however, it is not-
ed to stimulate development and improve the quality of life of the local people because of the
socio-cultural benefits that accrue from the festival. These benefits include communal songs,
dressing, friendship, finding new relationships and communal gathering which help to inte-
grate and build social cohesion. As indicated by Respondent 1 from Umunkpeyi community, the
celebration of the festival could be likened to what happens in the football stadium. In this sense,
the number of spectators that attend the festival is huge. The festival is also committed to fos-
tering cultural literacy and creating awareness about the people of Abia’s cultural values during
the festival (Respondent 2, Umunkpeyi community). This knowledge also creates a platform for
cross-cultural rapport and understanding between visitors, thereby stimulating the passion for
a repeat visit. Another respondent from Isingwu community noted that the socio-cultural sus-
tainability of the Ekpe cultural festival is evident in the involvement of both older and younger
members of the community in the celebration of the festival, which is good for cultural continu-
ity; enhancement of communal unity and awareness creation about the unique features of the
Ekpe cultural festival to our community and visitors.

Responses from the respondents revealed that before the arrival of the colonial masters,
celebrating the Ekpe cultural festival was an ancient tradition for affirming and re-affirming
community relationships and community values. They noted that the festival is unique to the
various towns in Abia State. This uniqueness is reflected through the people’s mode of dressing

TUTKIMUS 17



Ololo et al.

which mostly comprises a wrapper called 'george’ during the festival. Other unique aspects of
the Ekpe festival include the locally made instruments - the drums, Ikoro, as well as songs that
are mostly sung in a traditional and natural tone void of foreign undertone. Most respondents

from Umunkpeyi and Isingwu communities explained that

Figure 2. The Ekpe masquerade (on the left) and men involved in beating the local drum at Ekpe festival

Ekpe festival celebration is unique and has some cultural values. For instance, the attive (that is
called george) signifies respect and willingness to uphold the traditions of our people. The attire is
also worn by strangers or visitors who usually tie the george wrapper around their waist. However,
owing to modern-day Christianity, this is gradually disappearing among the young ones. Another
major significance of our Ekpe celebration is the visit made by our Oke Ishi Ekpe to the eight villag-
es in Isingwu and the Ekpo masquerades that parade during the festival. The young people are no
longer interested in masking, owing to Christianity and Western education (Respondents 9-13,
Isingwu community). (See Figures 2-4).

arena in Isingwu community (on the right). From fieldwork conducted between November, 2023 and
May, 2024 by Nneoma Grace Ololo and Okechukwu O. Anozie.

Whilst noting the comments from the two communities on the current celebration status of the
festival in this 21st century, a member of staff in a tourism parastatal in Abia state has this to say:

18

Ekpe cultural festival is not only seen as having tourism potential but as a paraphernalia of culture.
For instance, the story of the festival is ‘an old story that came from somewhere and is going some-
where. This is because the festival is part of our culture. However, modernity and some religious be-
liefs have affected the dress pattern and other traditions associated with the festival. In fact, thereis a
need for collaboration with the local communities, and sensitisation for proper planning and hosting

to incorporate all there is to celebrate this unique festival (Respondent 16, MoTAC).
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Figure 3. Ekpe in Umunkpeyi and the men assistants wearing george materials (on the left) and he
chiefs and traditional men involved in Ekpe cultural festival (on the right). From fieldwork conducted
between November, 2023 and May, 2024 by Nneoma Grace Ololo and Okechukwu O. Anozie.

The cultural practices exhibited during the Ekpe cultural festival were significant for under-
standing the cultural importance of the festival. The festival was an ancient tradition that has
become part of what the people inherited from their forefathers, which can be passed down to
future generations if properly preserved (Ololo & Dieke, 2022). The authors also averred that the
ethics and values projected in the Ekpe festival are presently challenged by recent developments
that could be attributed to 21st-century globalisation and Western influences. As an event that
is celebrated annually, the Ekpe cultural festival, if properly managed, gets other stakeholders
involved, and, well-planned, could contribute to sustainable tourism. As noted by one of the
respondents, there is a need for collaboration with the local communities, as well as sensitisa-
tion for proper planning activities because of the increase in the number of tourists and visitors
participating in the festival presently.
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Figure 4. Crowd cheering the Ekpe masquerade at Umunkpeyi community. From fieldwork conducted
between November, 2023 and May, 2024 by Nneoma Grace Ololo and Okechukwu O. Anozie.

Ekpe cultural festival and its contribution to sustainable tourism in the future
Most respondents from all groups noted that to improve the success of harnessing the Ekpe fes-
tival in the future, there should be strict rules such as dress code (native), no use of hard drugs,
ban on excessive alcoholic drinks, and indiscriminate use of fireworks (banger and knockout)
during the event, especially between the participants and the spectators. A respondent from
the Umunkpeyi community averred that it will give them enough time to express themselves
through dancing, dressing for the festival, drumming, and communal gathering, as well as oth-
er important practices associated with the festival. He added that there is also the need for col-
laboration, sensitisation, organisation and management to take the festival to a better level. His
view was supported by respondents from Isingwu community, who explained that collaboration
and awareness creation will help the people understand the importance of what they have (Re-
spondents 10 and 13, Isingwu community).

Another respondent from Isingwu community argued that it might take some time for the
people to truly understand the importance of collaborating with the government for the success
of the festival. He commented that:

The festival is an ancient tradition of the people and over time we have had a way of planning itin our
own local way and have recorded at least some success in the end. However, if the tourism organisers
and the government will be able to organise a meeting where we would be sensitised, then we will
allow for collaboration (Respondent 11, Isingwu community).

Other respondents noted that practices associated with the Ekpe cultural festival have changed
because of nonchalant attitudes from the youths. Many have withdrawn from the practices dis-
played during the festival. This is because these days young people abandon the culture of the
people to adopt foreign cultures. Respondents emphasised the changes, noting that the past was
abound with communal contributions for the success of the festival as well as funds contributed
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by community members. They commented that people were eager to support every part of the
event and participate from the beginning till the end. However, the current impact of the surge
in Christianity and the 21st-century cultural influences are becoming more pronounced, as most
people are now unwilling to support the event financially.

Additionally, responses from the respondents also indicated that funding is necessary for
the sustainability of the festival in the future. Both the communities and the members of staff
acknowledged the need for funding to sustain the festival in the future. Whilst Respondent 13
from Isingwu community averred that there is a need for the government to fund the festival
due to the fact that visitors are drawn from various communities and towns such as Obowo
in Imo State, Ngwa people as well as their sons and daughters in the diaspora during the cel-
ebration of the Ekpe cultural festival. He added that several years back, international tourists
attended the festival because of how big the event was, hence, funding the festival is necessary.

Respondent 4 from the Umunkpeyi community supported the idea of funding the festival in
the future for sustainability. He noted that because the festival is a cultural entertainment, there
is no restriction on attendance, as those living abroad are also present during the event because
it is a big event that promotes our culture and therefore should be sustained for future genera-
tions. On the other hand, the members of staff from the tourism parastatals have this to say on
funding the festival for the sustainability of the festival in future:

If both the government and private sectors will support tourism, the sector will thrive because the
State boasts of both natural and cultural resources. The Ministry had organised some cultural events
in the State in the past such as Ugwu Abia Carnival and Enyimba Carnival held in 2016. But there
is no continuity in the celebration of these events in the State. Thus, tourism development is affected
in the State because of lack of motivation, funding and continuity (Respondent 14, MoTAC).

He further explained that tourism is a money-spinning industry, with the capacity to make pos-
itive contributions in an area and can be promoted for development and economic sustainability
in Abia State. The Ministry of Tourism, Arts and Culture and the Abia Tourism Board comment-
ed thus:

Government should also play an important role by making funds available for tourism to thrive in
the State. Because to promote tourism through the rich cultural and diverse events in the State, there
must be ethical orientation and re-orientation of the citizens (especially the youths) to participate in
our culture. This will help to diversify the economy and place Abia State on the path of sustainable
economic growth and development, create jobs and reduce poverty (Respondent 16, MOTAC).

Going by these recent developments in the 21st-century global community on globalisation,
Westernisation, and cultural interferences, it was observed that even the local communities are
losing focus on the importance of their festival and all the practices in the past. This indicates a
loss of identity and sense of place in the near future. This supports what Derrett (2003) asserted
that festivals and events bring the creation and enhancement of sense of place that contributes
to social identity. With this current development, Ololo and Dieke (2022) were right to question
what the future holds for the next generation regarding the sustainable development of the Ekpe
festival. This question is worrisome because the present generation, particularly the youths, are
nonchalant, refer to those who get involved in the festival as fetish, devilish, and idol worship-
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pers (Ololo & Dieke, 2022). Hence, there is a need to sensitise the youth (future generations), the
community members, and the public on the importance of sustaining our cultural and other
related festivals. The awareness will make them see the festivals as their identity. This confirms
the statement of Rogers and Anastasiadou (2011) that festivals are committed to showcasing the
local performers and their artistic values and bringing cultures together, celebrating diversity,
and sharing social values.

Additionally, collaboration and volunteers from tourism parastatals must participate as
co-creators of events to engage future generations. This notion is supported by Haanpii (2017),
who suggested that the role of volunteers in event co-creation contributes actively to events and
festivals. This suggests how collaboration and the role of volunteers will aid in sustaining the
festival in the future - and allow the future generation to understand that sustaining this unique
festival is crucial.

Conclusion

The discussion in this paper shows that the Ekpe cultural festival can boost event tourism and
contribute to sustainable tourism in Abia State if properly managed. Therefore, it was necessary
to discuss the phases of the Ekpe cultural festival — the past, the present and the future - in or-
der to understand the connections between these phases in terms of their cultural practices and
contributions to sustainability. It makes sense to argue in this paper that, although the people
in the past knew little about sustainable development, their efforts in upholding the festival’s
cultural practices for the next generation were commendable. On the other hand, the present
generation is faced with challenges such as changes in some cultural practices and the tradi-
tions associated with the hosting and celebrating the festival, as well as the attitude of the youth
towards the festival. Consequently, the future of the festival for the next generation, therefore,
has become worrisome owing to Western and 21st-century globalisation and cultural influences
evident in the attitude of the youth during the hosting and celebration of this unique festival.

Whilst these findings are peculiar in the study area and may not be generalised to other
regions, it is important, therefore, to create awareness by sensitising the youth in particular, the
local communities, the general public, and the government on the need to uphold and celebrate
the festival which contributes to social identity and social values. Additionally, researchers in
other parts of Abia State and in Nigeria, should be encouraged to conduct a study on the impact
of events on sustainable development to understand their feasibility in the near future. The gov-
ernment, event tourism planners and managers, along with local communities should collabo-
rate to achieve desired sustainability goals for the future generations.
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