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Preface

this edited collection has its origins in the royal Geographical society (with the 
institute of british Geographers) (rGs-ibG) annual international conference 2006, 
held at the society’s headquarters in Kensington Gore, london. at this conference 
the biogeography research Group and the Geography of leisure and tourism 
research Group of the rGs-ibG co-sponsored a session entitled ‘Ecotourism and 
Environmental sustainability’. We convened this session, with the intention of 
interrogating the complex interactions between ecotourism and a range of ‘natural’ 
environments, from polar to tropical and terrestrial to aquatic. notionally, ecotourism 
helps to conserve these environments, many of which could be construed as ‘fragile’, 
in addition to helping improve the welfare of local people (thus embodying the 
principles of inter- and intra-generational equity that lie at the heart of sustainable 
development); it can also engender more positive attitudes towards the environment 
and desirable behaviour in participants, both at the destination and following their 
return home. However, ecotourism has also attracted criticism, not least with regards 
to the environmental cost of air travel to popular destinations such as costa rica 
and Kenya, the ‘true’ motivations of ecotourists (which appear to have as much to 
do with sustaining the ego as the environment), and the potential for unwittingly 
disturbing ecosystems through co-presence.

With this in mind, we invited papers from either side of the natural–/social–
scientific divide that offered theoretical or practical insights into the complex 
interactions between ecotourism and the natural environment, from the local to 
the global scale. This book incorporates papers presented at the aforementioned 
rGs-ibG conference, together with contributions from selected academics and 
practitioners. the volume examines critically the ambivalence that lies behind the 
concept of ecotourism as synonymous with environmentally sustainable tourism; 
likewise, it resists a dominant trend to showcase best (or most sustainable) practice.

We would like to take this opportunity to thank all contributors for their 
timely return of draft and final manuscripts, and for their sustained engagement 
with a project of some length. We would also like to thank Paul Revell from the 
cartographic unit at the university of the West of England, bristol for production 
of many of the figures that appear in the book. Our final thanks are extended to our 
colleagues, students and loved ones who had to bear with us as we buried ourselves 
under proofreading, organization of content and synthesis of ideas, all of which 
distracted us from myriad other duties. their forbearance and understanding has 
ultimately allowed this book to come to print.

Jennifer Hill and tim Gale
2009
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chapter 1 

Ecotourism and Environmental 
sustainability: an introduction

tim Gale and Jennifer Hill

Ecotourism: Its Meaning and Significance

Thanks to the creation of previously inaccessible and undeveloped destinations, 
and a preference for independent and special interest holidays in non-resort 
locations, there is little left of the natural world that has not been exploited or 
commoditized for tourist consumption. the extension of the so-called ‘pleasure 
periphery’ (after turner and ash 1975; see figure 1.1) into ever more remote 
and exotic areas has been driven to a significant degree by various forms of 
nature-based tourism, especially ecotourism, which are manifest in a range of 
environments from polar to tropical and terrestrial to aquatic, and which exhibit 
a strong correlation with periphernortal and (predominantly public) protected 
areas. nature-based tourism in general is one of the fastest growing sectors within 
the global tourism industry (Buckley 2000, Ryan et al. 2000, Wight 2001, Kuo 
2002), it being defined as tourism ‘primarily concerned with the direct enjoyment 
of some relatively undisturbed phenomenon of nature’ (valentine 1992: 108). 
Market estimates are hard to come by, given the lack of consensus over the use 
of the term(s), but it was suggested in 2004 that eco-/nature tourism was growing 
three times faster globally than the tourism industry as a whole (Wto 2004, cited 
in tiEs 2006). reasons for this growth include demographic changes in source 
countries (such as older populations and, in turn, the growing number of more 
experienced travellers), ‘beach boredom’ as a symptom of a maturing market for 
3s (sun, sea, sand) holidays and increasing environmental awareness on the part of 
the general public (ayala 1996). it is also attributable to the rapid development of 
an industry comprised of specialized (for example ecolodges, ecotour operators, 
and suppliers of transport services and infrastructures within a given ecotourism 
destination) and non-specialized businesses (such as hotel chains, airline and 
cruise ship operations, and retail travel agents), ranging from small- and medium-
sized enterprises to transnational corporations (Weaver and lawton 2007).

under the broad banner of nature-based tourism, ecotourism has been 
suggested as a way in which increasing numbers of visitors seeking an intrinsically 
environmental tourism experience can be accommodated, whilst minimizing 
the costs and enhancing the benefits associated with natural area tourism (Boo 
1990, Cater and Lowman 1994). Many definitions and types of ecotourism 
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exist (orams 2001, donohoe and needham 2006) but, in its broadest sense, it 
concerns travel to a natural area; involving local people; feeding economic profit 
into local environmental protection; and contributing to the maintenance of the 
local environment and species diversity through minimizing visitor impact and 
promoting tourist education (valentine 1993, Western 1993, ceballos-lascuráin 
1998, diamantis 1999, fennell 2001, 2003). in this way, ecotourism (as a subset 
of alternative tourism) is being promoted by governments and the tourism industry 
as a sustainable alternative to mass tourism. However, critics have suggested that 
ecotourism can be damaging to the natural environment, not least with respect 
to the environmental cost of air travel to popular destinations and the potential 
for unwittingly disturbing soils and ecosystems through accommodation and 
activities on site (Wheeller 1991, 1993, Hjalager 1996, conservation international 
1999, Wearing and neil 1999, Kruger 2005). doubts have also been raised about 
the ‘true’ motivations of ecotourists, which appear to have as much to do with 
sustaining the ego as the environment (Wheeller 1993), and the sense in which 
ecotourism encourages increased use of natural areas and greater penetration into 
sensitive environments, thereby putting the very future of indigenous tourism 
industries at risk (Mihalic 2000). There is a tendency to overstate its significance, 
too, when in fact it constitutes only a small proportion of global tourism (estimated 
at between 2 per cent and 4 per cent; Wto 2002, cited in cater 2004).

Before we explain the aim, philosophy and structure of this book, it is perhaps 
useful to provide a brief introduction to definitions of ecotourism; ecotourist types 
and motivations; and ecotourism’s (environmental) sustainability credentials. 

figure 1.1 Location of the ‘pleasure periphery’, and of destinations and 
destination regions that feature as case studies in this book

Source: adapted from Weaver (1998: 48)
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With regards to the first consideration, Fennell’s (2001) content analysis of 
ecotourism definitions identifies no less than 85 of these in the literature available 
at that time which, for a term that only entered academic discourse in the late 
1980s, is quite remarkable (if not a little counter-productive). Definitions of 
ecotourism leave much to the interpretation of the reader, but they more or less 
cohere around three criteria, namely that ‘(1) attractions should be predominantly 
nature-based, (2) visitor interactions with those attractions should be focused on 
learning or education, and (3) experience and product management should follow 
principles and practices associated with ecological, socio-cultural and economic 
sustainability’ (Weaver and lawton 2007: 170). However, given the existence of 
something that approximates to an ecotourism experience in modified settings 
such as botanic gardens (see chapter 12), not to mention the ‘accidental ecotourist’ 
and the potential for behaviour associated with states of mindlessness as well as 
mindfulness (after moscardo 1996, 1999), plus an emerging critique of earlier 
work which problematizes ecotourism’s role in sustainable development and 
environmental conservation (for example Butcher 2005, Kruger 2005, Cusack and 
Dixon 2006, Southgate 2006), one has to accept that there is no definition available 
that satisfactorily explains this phenomenon of contemporary (postmodern) 
society. that said, the distinction may usefully be made here between positive (i.e. 
what is) and normative (i.e. what should be) ecotourism definitions; whereas a 
universal definition that everyone can subscribe to remains a distant prospect (and, 
arguably, a futile project), there is an emerging consensus over the inclusion of 
certain ‘value-based dimensions’ such as conservation, community involvement 

figure 1.2 relationship of ecotourism to other forms of tourism
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and social responsibility (Weaver and lawton, 2007: 1169). this is also apparent 
in Garrod’s (2003) delphi study, which indicates a preference amongst experts 
for prescriptive, rather than descriptive, definitions of ecotourism (as well as 
summarizing the reasons why they can be useful).

figure 1.2 illustrates the relationship between ecotourism and other forms of 
tourism. this follows the typology of newsome et al. (2002) in which ecotourism is 
seen entirely as a subset of natural area tourism, incorporating elements of wildlife 
and adventure tourism as acknowledged by a number of researchers (for example 
Page and dowling 2002, fennell 2003). it accommodates fennell’s (2003: 16) 
belief ‘that ecotourism is distinct from mass tourism and various other forms of 
AT [alternative tourism]’, whilst acknowledging the common ground between 
them (see Weaver 2005 on mass ecotourism, and Fennell 2003 on the difficulty 
of distinguishing between adventure tourism, cultural tourism and ecotourism in 
similar environmental settings). However, by its inclusion we are not asserting that 
this is the only way of seeing ecotourism in the context of other tourism types (see 
Weaver 2001 for alternative illustrations).

moving on to the second of the above-mentioned considerations, namely 
ecotourists and their motivations, empirical research has shown that those who 
have participated in some form of nature-based tourism (which qualifies them as 
‘ecotourists’ in a number of published studies) tend to be slightly older (between 
35 and 54 in particular), better educated and more affluent (and, therefore, 
prepared to pay more for their holidays) than those who do not participate (see 
Wilson and Garrod 2003 for a summary of demographic and other characteristics). 
Furthermore, they are likely to stay longer and be more tolerant of basic conditions 
than general travellers. Environmental awareness and respect for local customs and 
culture are also differentiating features, as is gender (at least for certain activities 
such as bird watching, which attracts more males than females). However, despite 
having much in common, there are many different types of eco-/nature tourist 
that are distinguishable by factors including level of organisation (such as do-
it-yourself ecotourists, ecotourists on tours and school or scientific groups, as 
identified by Kusler 1991) and dedication to nature (for example Lindberg’s 
1991 typology, comprising hard-core, dedicated, mainstream and casual nature 
tourists). Similarly, the degree of difficulty and level of engagement are used by 
laarman and durst (1987) in arguing for the distinction between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ 
ecotourism experiences.

The most common reasons offered by ecotourists for undertaking a given 
trip are a desire to enjoy scenery and nature, and to encounter new places and 
experiences (see chapters 9 and 11), with the imperative to ‘get away from it all’ 
of less importance to the ecotourist than, say, the adventure tourist. motivations 
can and do vary by market, however, as summarized by Wight (2001). Suffice to 
say, for an explanation as to what motivates the ecotourist, one sometimes has 
to look beyond the academic literature. For example, in the first quarter of 2003 
the british broadcasting corporation (bbc) conducted a survey of visitors to 
its website that attempted to establish the ‘50 things to do before you die’, the 
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results of which were subsequently broadcast on the bbc’s Holiday programme  
(table 1.1). not surprisingly, long-distance travel features in nearly all of these 
‘must-do’ activities. What is more pertinent, however, is that a large number 
correlate with a wildlife or adventure tourism experience, most likely with a 
significant ecotourism component. Examples include, but are not confined to: 
swimming with dolphins (1); going on safari (9); seeing elephants in the wild 
(22); exploring the Galapagos Islands (29); trekking through a rainforest (30); 
and watching mountain gorillas (44). crucially, these activities remind us of the 
potential for ecotourism (and related forms of tourism) to deliver what maslow, 
writing in the 1950s, described as a ‘peak experience’. In turn, they are able to 
address higher order human needs, especially self-actualization and transcendence 
(personal growth and fulfilment, and helping others to self-actualize). Indeed, 
opportunities to develop knowledge and understanding in beautiful surroundings 
(and, therefore, to satisfy cognitive and aesthetic needs as a pre-condition for self-
actualization) are present in most, if not all, ecotourism encounters. Hence, we 
can conclude that ecotourists are motivated by so-called ‘growth motivators’ (and 
not just ‘deficiency motivators’, such as physiological, security, belongingness/
love and esteem needs), and that ecotourism can help them to achieve their full 
potential (see maslow 1987 for an explanation of these terms).

finally, there is the issue of ecotourism and environmental sustainability (the 
latter being one of the components comprising the ‘triple-bottom-line’) (see figure 
1.3). Broadly speaking, ecotourism is linked to the emergence of ‘new tourism’ 
and associated production practices and consumption patterns (see Poon 1993); it 
is one of four key types identified by Shaw and Williams (2004: 119), the others 
being heritage/cultural tourism, adventure tourism, and visiting theme parks/
mega-shopping malls (see also mowforth and munt 2003: 93 for an extended 

figure 1.3 Elements of triple-bottom-line-sustainability (TBLS)
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typology/glossary of terms). although contested, it is suggested that some of these 
new forms of tourism are based around sustainable ideas (such as environmental 
stewardship, inter-generational and intra-generational equity). certainly, we are 
told that ecotourism is small in scale, non-consumptive, ethical/responsible, 
and of benefit to local people. It is also thought to encourage pro-environmental 
behaviours (both home and away), when accompanied by interpretation (see 
chapter 11).

This was the thinking behind the International Year of Ecotourism, in 2002 
(as proclaimed by the united nations). However, in the absence of an appropriate 
management regime, where ‘those who initiate and develop ecotourism … operate 
within the capacity of the environment to absorb the impacts’ (Wilson and Garrod 
2003: 4), ecotourism is unlikely to be sustainable ecologically by any relevant 
measure. there is also the possibility that ecotourists (however well intentioned) 
might disturb the feeding and breeding patterns of wildlife, transmit diseases 
and modify habitats, just by being present in environmentally sensitive areas. in 
addition, a great many tourism products labelled with the prefix ‘eco-’ have few, if 
any, of the above characteristics (see chapter 13), which suggests that ‘ecotourism 
is being used [primarily] to meet economic objectives by promoting the quality of 
the environment to attract international tourists’ (Holden 2005: 130), and not for the 
specific purpose of natural resource conservation (a minority of cases excepted). 
finally, given that most ecotourism destinations are geographically remote 
in relation to the markets they serve, there is the issue of carbon expenditures 
associated with long-distance travel and their contribution to climate change (see 
chapters 2 and 3). clearly, then, ecotourism is not (and can never be) synonymous 
with environmental sustainability, contrary to what some advocates would have 
us believe.

The Ecotourism Body of Knowledge

despite the title of this section, it is not our intention here to review comprehensively 
the literature on ecotourism, especially as some excellent reviews exist already (see 
Weaver and lawton 2007, referenced throughout this opening chapter). instead, 
we direct readers to the following:

The ever-expanding range of introductory textbooks, which deal at length 
with the origins and concepts of ecotourism; where it lies within broader 
tourism types; its economic, environmental/ecological and socio-cultural 
impacts; the planning and management of ecotourism businesses; and 
ecotourism organizations and policies (see, for example, Wearing and neil 
1999, Page and dowling 2002, fennell 2003, Weaver 2008).
more specialized publications that focus on certain aspects such as policy 
and planning (fennell and dowling 2003); underlying environmental 
ideologies linked to politics of north–south relations and social justice 

•

•
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(duffy 2002, butcher 2007); and economic and sustainable development 
in less developed countries (Weaver 1998, Honey 1999).
the 500-plus articles of relevance in refereed journals, accessible via 
academic databases and search engines using appropriate keywords such 
as ‘ecotourism’, ‘ecotourist’ and so on (including those published in the 
dedicated Journal of Ecotourism, established in 2002).

in their review of the ecotourism literature, Weaver and lawton (2007) identify 
three ‘macro-themes’ that may help contextualize the contents and approach of this 
book. Firstly, they note that the subject has been transformed over the past decade 
due to processes of de-differentiation (the blurring of the boundaries between 
ecotourism and other forms of tourism, as exemplified by upscale ecolodges and 
recreational hunting and fishing in protected areas) and segmentation (such as 
the emergence of whale watching and Antarctic tourism as sub-fields of enquiry). 
Secondly, they record ongoing efforts to make sense of ecotourism impacts, 
which follow three distinct research trajectories (four, in their original schema) 
addressing ecological, economic and ethical considerations (dubbed ‘the 3Es’ 
by Howie 2003). When arranged in this order, these form a continuum that at 
the one end is dominated by the natural sciences and their preferred methods of 
investigation, and at the other end the social sciences. finally, they identify a 
profound ‘north–south’ (or, alternatively, ‘West–rest’) division in both the sector 
and the literature. This is confirmed by the tendency for supply-side case studies 
(of venues, businesses, etc.) to be based in the developing world, in particular 
central america, sub-saharan africa and southeast asia (see Weaver 1998 for 
details), and for demand-side case studies (of markets, products, etc.) to be based 
in the developed world, from which much knowledge of ecotourism originates 
(the implications of which are explored in cater 2006).

organisation of the Book

With the contextual discussion complete, we now turn to the remainder of 
this book, which aims to offer conceptual and practical insights into the 
complex interactions between ecotourism and heterogeneous and dynamic 
natural environments (building on the foundation provided by the sum of the 
contributions to Buckley 2004). Although privileging environmental relationships 
(encompassing physical environment, flora and fauna), consideration is given 
to government policy, marketing by suppliers, consumer behaviour and visitor/
environmental management as factors that mediate tourist interactions with the 
natural environment. some of these factors correlate with ‘strategically important’ 
areas of ecotourism that have been neglected thus far in the literature (see Weaver 
and lawton 2007).

The book is divided into three parts. The first part, comprising Chapters 1 
to 3, introduces ecotourism and tourism–environment relationships at the local 

•
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and global scales. the second part, comprising chapters 4 to 12, is devoted to a 
diverse series of case studies from around the world (see figure 1.1), incorporating 
analysis from a range of geographic scales and integrating natural– and social–
scientific knowledge, yet resisting a noticeable trend to showcase best practice 
(given that this is rarely transferable from one context to another). a variety of 
ecotourism activities, ecosystem types, ecosystem components and environmental 
responses are examined in these chapters. The final part, comprising Chapters 
13 and 14, draws together some of the lessons revealed by earlier chapters in a 
critical examination of eco-/nature tourism and its articulation with discourses of 
environmental sustainability, and includes an ‘agenda’ for future research in this 
area.

in chapter 2, andrew Holden considers the negative and positive impacts of 
tourism in general (not just ecotourism) on the natural environment, emphasizing 
the significance of human agency and of the values we attach to nature (which 
vary by cultural group and over time) in determining the net environmental impact 
of tourism. the roles of environmental economics and environmental ethics in 
promoting natural resource conservation are also discussed in this chapter. it 
provides a basis for subsequent chapters that explore the relationship of tourism 
with natural resources in theory and offer practical examples of resource conserving 
behaviour vis-à-vis resource destructive behaviour in eco- and related forms of 
tourism. then in chapter 3, colin Hunter uses Ecological footprint (Ef) analysis, 
which has the ability to compare impacts generated in transit with those at the 
destination, to assess the environmental sustainability of ecotourism relative to 
mass tourism. He makes the critical distinction between gross and net EF estimates 
(with the latter taking into account the footprint that would have been generated 
had the tourist stayed at home), in outlining the circumstances in which return trips 
from some of the world’s leading source countries/cities to recognized ecotourism 
destinations could be said to compare favourably with equivalent trips to mass 
market destinations (despite concerns about ecotourism’s frequent reliance upon 
aviation).

the next nine chapters provide case studies of particular sites and destinations. 
In Chapter 4, Alton Byers undertakes a comparative analysis of landscape change 
in the alpine zones of Sagarmatha (Mt. Everest) National Park, Khumbu, Nepal and 
the Huascarán National Park, Cordillera Blanca, Peru. He attributes the degradation 
of the alpine zone within each national park to poorly controlled adventure tourism 
and associated impacts, and reports on progress made with regards to conserving, 
protecting and restoring these fragile environments. tourism in protected areas 
also features in chapter 5, by Wenjun li. using a case study of Jiuzhaigou 
biosphere reserve, located within china’s sichuan Province, she underlines the 
importance of community involvement in tourism and in ensuring that residents 
benefit financially from it, here by means of a ‘joint-stock mechanism’. With 
such a mechanism in place, the likelihood of balancing resource conservation and 
economic development objectives through tourism is increased. then in chapter 
6, Emma stewart and dianne draper investigate the development of cruise tourism 
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in arctic canada and the environmental consequences thereof. they identify a 
package of measures aimed at ensuring a successful and sustainable future for 
the canadian arctic as a cruise tourism destination, from the perspective of the 
stakeholders involved (communities, operators and tourists), and they discuss the 
likely implications of climate change for the industry in this part of the world.

the focus switches to wildlife tourism and particular species in the four chapters 
that follow. in chapter 7, terry debruyn and tom smith explore some of the 
issues raised by the growing demand for brown bear-viewing on Alaska’s public 
lands, together with resource management interventions designed to minimize 
human impacts on bears and associated wilderness. this culminates in a series 
of guidelines for managing bear-viewing areas that prioritizes bear conservation, 
human safety and visitor satisfaction. then, in chapter 8, simon Evans critically 
examines the role of ecotourism in protecting the wild tiger populations of india. 
He voices concern over the widespread practice of encouraging tigers to visit a site 
habitually through baiting, with a view to guaranteeing sightings. this situation 
is compounded by marketing approaches that heighten tourists’ expectations of 
viewing and photographing tigers at close range (see dobson’s 2007 study of 
sharks for some interesting parallels) and, more seriously, declining tiger numbers 
as a consequence of large-scale poaching (which reduces the likelihood of a chance 
encounter). in contrast to the experience outlined in chapter 5 (see above), he notes 
a tendency for local populations to be excluded from ecotourism and conservation 
activities, leading to the formation of eco-enclaves (the tiger reserves and the 
hotels located outside reserve boundaries) which capture most of the financial 
benefits of tiger-related tourism. Following this, in Chapter 9 Leah Burns draws on 
the testimony of visitors and park rangers, in a study of tourism impacts and tourist 
aspirations in relation to the dingoes of fraser island, Queensland, australia. she 
evaluates hard (e.g. fences) and soft (e.g. visitor education) approaches to managing 
human–dingo interactions, in the wake of highly publicized incidents that resulted 
in people being harmed and dingoes being culled (and, like Simon Evans before 
her, draws attention to the problem of habituation in wildlife tourism).

the role and potential of interpretation provision in managing visitor behaviour 
and attitudes towards wildlife and ecosystem conservation is examined in the 
next two chapters. in chapter 10, davina stanford uses a large-sample survey 
of visitors (n=372) to the fur seal colony at Kaikoura Peninsula, New Zealand 
to evaluate the effectiveness of six different messages designed to encourage the 
visitor not to get too close to the seals (less than ten metres), which correspond to 
Kohlberg’s stages of moral development. the results indicate that stage four and 
five messages (emphasizing good citizenship, and the impacts and consequences 
of less than desirable behaviour) are the most influential. Then in Chapter 11, 
Jennifer Hill and Georgie Gough report the findings of a visitor survey conducted 
at crocodylus rainforest village in daintree, australia (n=267). this provides 
insights into interpretation provision as a tool for educating the travelling public 
about biodiversity, including pertinent threats and conservation issues, and 
suggests that it engenders (or at the very least consolidates) positive attitudes and 
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behavioural intentions towards ecosystem conservation specifically and to the 
environment more generally, as well as enhancing visitor satisfaction.

if the last two chapters (excluding the conclusion) have something in common, 
it is that they deconstruct the term ‘ecotourism’, firstly by extending it to encompass 
modified spaces and, secondly, by dismissing it as a mere marketing label (so-called 
‘greenwashing’). in chapter 12, lucy a. sutherland examines the potential role of 
botanic gardens in less developed countries (here represented by south africa and 
Cuba) in linking into important urban green space and wildlife corridor networks, 
and in alleviating pressure on adjacent protected areas by providing a substitute 
ecotourism experience. using a combination of questionnaires distributed to and 
semi-structured interviews with botanic garden visitors and inbound tour operators, 
she identifies the factors that, in combination, will determine whether or not 
these attractions can be incorporated within ecotourism programmes (as a more 
sustainable alternative to visiting fragile natural environments). this is followed 
by Ken simpson’s polemical essay, in chapter 13, on the theoretical foundations of 
ecotourism and the political, societal and ecological realities that militate against 
them. He challenges the notion that ‘if it’s ecotourism, it must be sustainable’ by 
arguing that the cost-benefits associated with any given form of tourism are the 
product of complex interactions between a destination with experiences to sell and 
a multi-faceted market with the resources to buy, rather than being fixed or given. 
indeed, it would seem that ‘ecotourism’ is in danger of becoming little more than 
a brand, due to its appropriation by tourism operators and destination marketers. 
To conclude, the key issues raised by the book are summarized in Chapter 14, and 
a number of directions for ecotourism (and environmental sustainability) research 
are proposed, informed by wider developments in tourism studies and the social 
sciences.
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chapter 2 

an introduction to  
tourism–Environment relationships

andrew Holden

introduction

in attempting to understand the relationship of tourism with the natural 
environment it is necessary to reflect that the tourism system incorporates a range 
of stakeholders, including governments, the private sector, non-governmental 
organisations (nGos), communities and tourists. the common denominator 
of these stakeholders is that they all involve human agency and behaviour. 
consequently, when analysing the relationship between tourism and the natural 
environment it is necessary to consider that the relationship is in fact an expression 
of human interaction with nature. subsequently, the values that we attach to nature, 
our cultural construction of what it is and our ethical relationship with it, will be 
influential for determining the impacts of tourism upon it. This chapter explores 
these issues, explaining how tourism has negative and positive consequences for 
the natural environment and, through a reciprocal relationship, how tourism itself 
can be threatened by human-induced changes in the environment. the chapter 
then progresses to an analysis of the ethical relationship between tourism and the 
natural environment.

impacts of Tourism on the natural Environment

to provide context for exploring the impacts of tourism on nature, it is useful 
to think of tourism as a system that links the environments of places that people 
come from, with the ones that they go to. although the focus of this chapter is 
not upon the influence that the home environment has on demand for tourism, it 
is evident that many tourists seek what are perceived to be ‘unspoilt’ or ‘natural’ 
environments in contrast to the urban environments they often come from. the 
mental construction of the ‘natural’ environments we desire to travel to is an 
essential component of tourism. The home and destination environments are linked 
by the transport component of tourism, of which there is an increasing focus upon 
its environmental impacts, notably the contribution of aviation to global warming. 
Within this system, the environmental impacts of tourism may subsequently be 
viewed as having varying spatial dimensions, from the local to the global. the 
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impacts may also be differentiated into two broad categories of ‘negative’ and 
‘positive’; that is determined as being harmful or beneficial to nature.

the evaluation of the balance of this relationship, between the positive and the 
negative, is reflective of the values attributed to nature. If nature is categorized 
as possessing primarily an instrumental value for the purpose of human benefit, 
then there is a propensity for its over-use. This likelihood is enhanced by the 
characteristics of some of the natural resources that tourism relies upon, which 
are representative of ‘common pool resources’ (cPrs). according to ostrom et al. 
(1999), the term cPr refers to resources with various types of property rights, but 
where exclusion of beneficiaries is impractical on the basis of cost, or is at least 
very costly, and the exploitation of the resource by one person reduces the benefit 
for another. 

a subsequent major threat to the well-being of cPrs exists from the mentality 
of ‘finders-keepers’, that is a rush to harvest and secure the benefits of the resource 
before someone else does (Hardin 1968). typical cPrs used for tourism may 
include the oceans, the atmosphere, beaches, coral reefs, wetlands, forests, wildlife 
and mountains. CPRs are vulnerable to over-use (what is taken from them) and 
also to pollution (what is put into them). 

conversely, if nature is considered to possess a range of values beyond the 
instrumental, then our interaction with it may be more benign. certainly, if the 
conservation of nature through tourism can be demonstrated to have an economic 
value, then from a development perspective the argument for its continued 
existence is stronger. the next section of the chapter considers the negative and 
positive environmental impacts of tourism.

Negative Impacts: Environmental Pollution, Ecosystem Degradation and 
Reduced Environmental Aesthetic 

as stated in the introduction, the spatial dimension of the environmental impacts of 
tourism range from the global to the local. at a global spatial scale, the contribution 
of air transport to pollution and global warming is an issue of debate and media 
attention. although the amount of co2

 emissions from aviation is relatively low 
compared to other sources: the international air transport association (iatathe international air transport association (iata 
2007) suggest it is 2 per cent, whilst Gössling and Peeters (2007) estimate it to 
be between 3.4 per cent to 6.8 per cent; it is the rapid growth in air transportit is the rapid growth in air transport 
and its increasing significance as a source of CO2 emissions that is of concern. 
indeed, several climatologists state that aviation is the fastest growing causal 
factor of climate change (Garman 2006) and, per passenger kilometre, aviation 
produces more co2 than any other form of transport (dubois and ceron 2006). 
the potential impacts of greenhouse gas emissions from aircraft are made more 
significant by the effects of ‘radiative forcing’, i.e. as they are emitted at altitude, 
aircraft emissions have a greater relative impact than they would at surface level. 
The IPCC (2007) estimates the net effect of these emissions, taking into account 
radiative forcing, to be 2.7 times the carbon consumed in fuel.
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concern over air transport is a consequence of its exponential growth since 
the 1950s, with the annual rate of passenger growth averaging 5 per cent to 6 per 
cent per annum over almost a 50-year period. this demand has more recently 
been ‘fuelled’ by a combination of rapid growth in the numbers of budget flights 
and rising demand for flights in countries with rapidly developing economies. 
for example, in the case of china, during the period of may 2006 to may 2007, 
domestic flights increased by 18 per cent, whilst international flights to and from 
the country increased by 17 per cent (mccarthy 2007). the extent to which 
technology can provide a solution to increasing co2 emissions is uncertain, as 
the exponential increase in demand for flying means that total aviation emissions 
continue to rise despite improvements in emission-reducing technology (iPcc 
2007, adams 2007). in the absence of major-step technological progress, such as 
hydrogen or biofuel powered commercially viable aircraft, aviation emissions will 
likely be a major contributor to greenhouse gas emissions in the future. Even if 
alternative fuel sources were available, their medium- to long-term environmental 
impacts are uncertain, and the removal of land from agricultural use for biofuel 
production is already having adverse economic effects leading to rising food prices 
and shortages. 

Whilst aviation, and other carbon-based modes of transport used for tourism 
and tourism infrastructure, generally makes a contribution to global warming, in a 
reciprocal relationship, global warming poses a threat to the future of tourism. the 
World tourism organisation (2003: 8) state: ‘in two environments that are vital 
for tourism activities and where tourism is an equally vital component in regional 
and local economies – coastal zones and mountain regions – climate change puts 
tourism at risk’. Thus, environmental change can threaten the very nature of the 
destinations that tourists seek to visit using air travel (Holden 2005).

alongside its global effects, tourism impacts upon the natural environment at 
a local level. tourism development can directly threaten and destroy ecological 
habitats, although the scale of transformation is difficult to estimate in the absence 
of comprehensive detailed research. there is, however, empirical evidence that 
tourism can impact upon the functioning of ecosystems, for example coral reefs, 
which are broadly comparable in terms of species diversity to tropical rain forests 
(Hill and Hill 2001). coral is threatened from its use for the construction of 
tourism facilities, inadequate sewage disposal from proximate tourism concerns 
and the operations of local tour enterprises. for example, coral is mined for 
building materials in Sri Lanka, India, the Maldives, east Africa, Tonga and Samoa 
(Mieczkowski 1995). In the Red Sea, sediment run-off as a by-product of tourism 
construction, combined with nourishment to enhance tourist beaches and poor 
quality sewage and rubbish disposal systems for tourism, threaten the well-being 
of an estimated 70 per cent of the reefs off the coast of Egypt (Goudie and viles 
1997). in turn, these changes challenge the viability of the area’s lucrative diving 
industry, which is dependent upon the attractive biodiversity of the reefs. 

Further problems associated with the use of coral reefs are linked to tourist 
behaviour, including tourists walking upon it, divers breaking it through accidental 
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contact or purposefully for souvenirs, tour operators dragging their boat anchors 
through it and local people breaking it to sell or make handicrafts with. These 
activities result in mechanical damage to reefs, altering coral cover and morphology, 
and impacting upon coral diversity and productivity (Palaganas 1991, Hawkins and 
roberts 1993, rouphael and inglis 1997, Jameson et al. 2007). although tourism 
may pose a notable threat to coral reefs in some areas, it is important to keep its 
impacts in perspective. at a global level, other factors, including global warming, 
tropical storms, increased sedimentation from deforestation, industrial pollution 
and over-fishing, also pose significant threats to reefs (Holden 2005). 

another example of the pressure that tourism can place on ecosystems includes 
the deforestation of mountainsides for ski development. Mountain areas harbour 
ecosystems that are sensitive to change, with forest removal not only potentially 
resulting in a loss of habitat for wildlife, but also leading to increased overland 
flow after rain and reduced soil cohesion. The combination of increased overland 
flow and reduced soil cohesion can heighten the propensity for landslides and in 
some cases lead to subsequent loss of life. the deaths, for example, of 60 people in 
northern italy and southern switzerland in 1987 were caused by landslides, which 
were attributed to deforestation for ski development (Simons 1988). 

coastal wetlands, an ecosystem that covers 6 per cent of the earth’s surface 
and is significant for its biodiversity, carbon storing qualities and flood control 
capabilities, may also be placed under pressure from tourism development (Holden 
2008). the restricted availability of land for tourism development in coastal and 
island areas, combined with the engineering capability to reclaim wetlands, means 
that they are increasingly being used for tourism development. for example, the 
sir donald sangster international airport in Jamaica and the french mediterranean 
resort of ‘la Grande motte’ were built on reclaimed wetlands (Holden 2008). the 
loss of wetland ecosystems not only leads to a loss of flora and fauna, but also 
decreases the ability of land areas to cope with flooding and reduces the capacity 
of the earth’s ‘carbon sink’.

alongside the problem of aircraft emissions already alluded to, other types 
of pollution related to tourism include water, noise and a reduced environmental 
aesthetic. Water pollution is a major problem in many tourist regions of the world. 
for instance, in the most visited tourist area of the world, the mediterranean, only 
30 per cent of over 700 towns and cities on the coastline treat sewage before 
discharging it into the sea (Jenner and smith 1992). in the caribbean basin, where 
tens of millions of tourists annually join the 170 million inhabitants, only 10 per 
cent of the sewage is treated before being discharged into the sea. although these 
figures for sewage treatment may appear low, compared to other areas of the world 
they are actually good. other regular international tourist destinations such as east 
Asia, east Africa and the islands of the South Pacific, with a few exceptions, have 
either no sewage treatment or treatment plants that are totally inadequate for the 
size of the population (Jenner and smith 1992). 

although nearly two decades after the writing of Jenner and smith (1992) it 
could be expected that these figures should have improved, it is suggested that 
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the extent of any improvement is likely to be irregular, dependent upon political 
will and economic resources to mitigate the effects of pollution. the problem of 
water contamination from human sewage is not caused exclusively by tourism, 
but is reflective of an inadequate infrastructure to meet the needs of both local 
populations and tourists. 

alongside the consequences it can have for human health, causing diseases 
ranging from mild stomach upsets to typhoid through the intake of water 
contaminated by faeces, human sewage also causes eutrophication (nutrient 
enrichment) of water. the consequence of a serious health scare for tourism 
demand was dramatically demonstrated in 1988 in spain, when the fear of a 
typhoid outbreak resulting from contaminated water led to a 70 per cent decline 
in tourist reservations the next year (Kirkby 1996). The process of eutrophication 
may also impact on tourism demand, as was the case on the romagna coast of 
Italy, where the total number of tourist bookings received by accommodation 
establishments in the area fell by 25 per cent in 1989 compared to 1988, owing 
to the eutrophication of the adriatic and the spread of algae on the surface of the 
water (becheri 1991). 

in addition to its contribution to air pollution, a further negative externality 
of air traffic is noise pollution (Mieczkowski 1995). Noise pollution is a 
particular problem for those residents who are juxtaposed to busy international 
and domestic airports, and the proposed development of airports may sometimes 
lead to opposition by local people and environmental protest groups, for example 
Narita Airport in Tokyo in the 1990s (Shaw 1993) and, more recently, Heathrow 
in london. noise pollution from tourism may be particularly noticeable in 
destinations where tourists are searching for quietness and peace. Air flights in 
remote areas where a lack of noise is expected, such as the Grand Canyon in the 
us and the Himalayas, can cause disruption to tourists and recreationists. noise 
pollution from the construction of tourism facilities can also be a problem for 
residents and tourists. briguglio and briguglio (1996) observe that intense noise is 
generated by the building of hotels and other construction activity in destinations. 
Moreover, night clubs open until the early morning and increased car traffic from 
tourism movements add to the noise pollution experienced by both residents and 
tourists in tourism destinations.

Although possibly more subjective than necessarily scientific, a further category 
of pollution is ‘aesthetic pollution’. commenting on the development of tourism 
in the Guadeloupe and martinique islands in the lesser antilles, burac (1996: 71) 
observes: ‘the most worrying problem now prevalent in the islands relates to the 
anarchic urbanisation of the coasts ... also, the built-up areas by the seaside are 
often not aesthetically attractive due to the diversity of architectural styles, the 
disappearance of traditional creole homes and the disorderly way in which public 
posters are displayed’. similarly, four decades ago mishan (1969: 141) wrote: 
‘once serene and lovely towns such as andorra and biarritz are smothered with 
new hotels and the dust and roar of motorised traffic’. 
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Whilst it would be unrealistic to assume that tourism may develop without 
involving the transformation of nature, it is misleading to portray tourism as 
having a purely negative effect upon the natural environment. similar to most other 
types of economic activity, tourism involves some degree of trade-off between the 
realization of human benefits and environmental costs. The demand for tourism 
can play a vital role in giving an economic value to a natural resource to remain in 
a conserved state. Tourism may also play a significant role in raising awareness to 
support the establishment of protected areas to conserve nature. this chapter now 
turns its attention to exemplifying such issues. 

Positive Impacts: The Case for Tourism as an Agent of Conservation 

Whilst nature has been a key component of recreational tourism since the epoch of 
romanticism, the emergence of recent terminology, including ecotourism, nature 
tourism, sustainable and responsible tourism underlines the central role of nature 
to tourism. although controversy exists over what these terms actually mean and 
how they should be practised, they are nevertheless significant to the context of 
thinking of tourism as an agent for conservation.

In contrast to other kinds of economic land-use, such as agriculture, forestry 
and mining, which typically require the modification or destruction of natural 
resources to realize their utility, user-benefits may be achieved through tourism 
from experiencing nature in a largely conserved state. the fact that tourists are 
willing to pay to travel to, and to use accommodation and other services to view 
what is held to be ‘nature’, brings varying degrees of economic benefits at a national 
and local level to a destination. consequently, an economic value may be given 
to natural resources to remain in a conserved state, the link to sustainable tourism 
development being axiomatic, as suggested more generally by Pearce (1993: 15):

if, on the other hand, conservation and the sustainable use of resources can be 
shown to be of economic value, then the dialogue of developer and conservationist 
may be viewed differently, not as one of necessary opposites, but of potential 
complements.

Whilst comparative estimates of the economic value of natural resources in a 
conserved state that can be realized through tourism are limited, research in the 
Amboseli National Park in Kenya in the late 1980s found the economic value of a 
lion to be us$27,000 per annum, measured against the tourists’ willingness to pay 
to see it in its natural habitat (boo 1990). in terms of relative economic use, the 
park’s net earnings from tourism were found to be 50 times higher than the most 
optimistic projection for agricultural use. 

the potential economic value of ecotourism vis-à-vis other development 
options was also emphasized in the case of the mabira forest reserve in uganda. 
recognized for its biodiversity, the forest was under threat of removal for sugar 
cane plantation to produce ethanol. However, an economic analysis of the value 
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of ecotourism and carbon capture calculated an annual value of us$316 million 
compared to us$20 million for ethanol production (smith 2007).

although the revenues that can be obtained through tourism can help to protect 
the environment from other more environmentally destructive development 
alternatives, an important caveat of this argument is that if natural habitats or 
wildlife are judged not to have sufficient economic value in comparison to other 
development options, then a pretext is established for their removal. 

Shackley (1996) highlights a further danger of the economic valuation process 
for the conservation of wildlife. there are many species of wildlife which are 
not attractive to tourists in the dramatic sense that elephants and lions may be, 
but they have an essential role to play in the functioning of the ecological system 
of the area. invertebrates, for example, perform essential ecosystem functions, 
yet they are largely overlooked in terms of ecotourism planning (Huntly et al. 
2005). because such species are not on the tourists’ itinerary of animals to view, 
their value will be undermined in economic terms, placing their continued survival 
under threat.

Where tourism takes place in spatially defined boundaries, such as national 
parks or other types of protected areas that possess entry points and an evident 
management structure, the application of economic methodology to assess the 
value of wildlife that can be realized through tourism will be easier to implement 
than in areas which are less well defined. The use that revenues from tourism 
can have in protected areas is varied, including the conservation of natural 
resources, funding for infrastructure, employment opportunities, supplementary 
livelihood opportunities and human development opportunities. in the annapurna 
conservation area of nepal, for example, tourism revenues have enhanced 
economic development, whilst also being used to aid conservation programmes 
(Holden and Ewen 2004).

the vulnerability of tourism demand to external forces, however, means 
that basing protected area policy upon revenues from tourism is an unstable and 
potentially risky option. External factors that influence the demand for tourism to 
protected areas include security concerns, competition from other national parks 
and destination areas, and changing market fashions (Font et al. 2005). 

alongside methodology aimed at calculating the value of the environment, 
policy instruments can also be adopted to help give recognition to the value of 
conserving environments. one way of aiding the conservation of natural resources 
in developing countries is through ‘debt-for-nature swaps’. the basis of this 
approach is that a conservation-based, non-governmental organisation (nGo) 
buys off an amount of a country’s national debt, in return for guarantees that the 
indebted country will support and manage the conservation of a designated area, 
such as a national park. This will usually involve the development of appropriate 
management plans for the park. In effect, the NGO is purchasing the ‘development 
rights’ or, alternatively, the ‘no-use’ rights to a particular area of a country. as 
Pearce (1993) points out, debt-for-nature swaps are the only way in which estimates 
of the ‘existence’ (that is non-use) value of nature have been established.
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according to stone (1993), the concept of the debt-for-nature swap is an 
extension of the proposal made by Jomo Kenyatta, the founder of modern Kenya, 
at a conference in 1961. He intimated at the time that if african wildlife was a world 
possession, then ‘the world could pay for it’. the process is based upon the buying 
of national debts on the world’s money market at a fraction of their face value; for 
example, an NGO may pay a bank 25 cents for every dollar of a government debt. 
Banks are willing to discount the value of the loan and debt because of the risk that 
an indebted country may default upon its payment completely. as a consequence, 
debt-for-nature swaps usually involve the co-operation of national government, 
international and local NGOs and banks. In essence, a government is giving up 
part-sovereignty of a designated area of its country to an nGo. 

Environmental Ethics

Debt-for-nature swaps are reflective of a philosophy that recognizes values in nature 
that transcend purely the instrumental and economic. a theme of this chapter is 
that as tourism is a phenomenon of human agency, how the tourism–environment 
relationship manifests itself will be reflective of how stakeholders value nature. 
the values that are held about nature extend beyond the economic, to incorporate 
the recreational and aesthetic; values that are especially significant in the case 
of tourism. Holmes rolston iii (1988) recognizes a range of other values that 
are held by nature, including the scientific, genetic, historical, cultural–symbolic 
and character-building. at a time when changes in the surrounding environment 
are forcing us to reconsider our position relative to nature, tourism as a sub-
system of society will also adjust correspondingly to reflect new environmental 
considerations, priorities and ethics. 

the relevance of environmental ethics to the relationship between tourism and 
nature can be illustrated through the following question: ‘should safaris be based 
upon the “shooting” of wildlife, as they predominantly were at the beginning of the 
twentieth century, or the “observing” of wildlife, as they are now?’ in attempting 
to answer this question it is necessary to consider our relative position to nature 
and our consequential ‘duty’ towards it.

Reflections on the human position relative to nature were expressed by the 
influential western philosopher René Descartes in the seventeenth century. Arguing 
that unlike humans, animals possessed no souls and minds, he believed animals to be 
irrational and insensible making them incapable of suffering. This separation of the 
human and non-human worlds is dualistic, creating a pretext for the use of nature to 
satisfy human desires and aspirations. descartes encouraged the belief that humans 
are the masters of nature. the dualism inherent to cartesian philosophy was also 
advocated by another seminal thinker of western thought, Immanuel Kant (Ponting 
1991). the basis of Kantian philosophy was to treat nature as non-divine, giving 
humanity a spiritual freedom and domination over it. 
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The application of Cartesian philosophy to practice implies that nature lacks 
an intrinsic value, possessing only an instrumental one, thus logically humans 
have no obligation of duty towards how nature is used. a dramatic example of this 
philosophy applied to the context of tourism is General franco’s policy for tourism 
development in spain in 1959. Entitled the Plan Nacional de Estabilization, it 
possessed an inherent creed of ‘crecimiento al cualquier precio’ or ‘growth at any 
price’. similarly, the development of cancun in mexico from a village housing 
12 maya families in the 1970s to a resort receiving over 2.5 million visitors per 
annum, resulting in the destruction of rainforests and mangroves, the filling of 
lagoons and the levelling of sand dunes (lynas 2003), is representative of the 
application of this ethic in tourism. 

Whilst Descartes and Kant can be seen to have been influential to attitudes 
towards nature, not all philosophers subscribed to such a dualistic narrative. 
Expressing a view of a spiritual connectedness between humans and other 
species, benedict spinoza believed in ‘animism’ or ‘organicism’, that a single and 
continuous force permeated all beings and things, a manifestation of God-created 
substance. Likewise, Henry Moore, an important philosopher of the seventeenth 
century, believed that the spirit of God or anima mundi was present in every part 
of nature (Holden 2008).

in more contemporary times, although concerns for the effects of industrial 
development were expressed by the romantic movement in nineteenth century 
Europe, and the effects of capitalism by Henry thoreau and John muir during the 
same century in america, it was aldo leopold who overtly expressed the human–
nature relationship as an ethical issue in his seminal A Sand County Almanac 
(1949). in his call for a ‘land ethic’, he observes: ‘in short, a land ethic changes 
the role of Homo sapiens from conqueror of the land-community to plain member 
and citizen of it. it implies respect for his fellow-members, and also respect for 
the community as such’ (1949: 219). leopold was suspicious of recreation and 
tourism, viewing it as having a negative effect on wildlife, whilst he perceived the 
travel trade as encouraging access to nature in bulk and reducing opportunities for 
solitude.

concerns over the natural environment and the moral standing of nature have 
led to a large array of views on environmental ethics that cannot be categorized 
easily (booth 1998). based upon the ‘rights’ of nature to an existence, simmons 
(1993) deduced two broad meanings of the application of ethics to the environment. 
these are an ethic for the ‘use of the environment’, which may be summarized as 
adopting an anthropocentric viewpoint of how we decide to use the resources of 
the earth, and an ethic ‘of the environment’, in which all non-human beings are 
given the same moral standing as that of the human species. 

The first of these interpretations is probably the one most people, including 
decision-makers, would relate to and base their judgements upon. For example, 
the emphasis of sustainable development and sustainable tourism is very much 
upon environmental conservation for the well-being of future generations of 
humans (cater 2006, saarinen 2006), rather than concerns of the intrinsic right of 
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nature to an existence. the implication of simmons’ (1993) second position is that 
if other sentient and non-sentient beings have the same moral standing as humans, 
they should also have equal rights to those of the human world. applied to law, 
this would mean, for example, that a hotel owner could be sued on behalf of the 
species occupying a coral reef if sewage emissions from the hotel were harming it. 
If the coral reef species won, the hotel would have to find another means of sewage 
disposal, as the rights to existence would be paramount.

There is evidence that an ethical viewpoint is influencing the action of tourism 
stakeholders on the basis that some existing patterns of behaviour can harm 
the environment. notably, codes of conduct have been developed by various 
organisations in the private and public sectors to help guide appropriate tourist 
behaviour (Holden 2005). Garrod and fennell (2004), for example, comment 
that there has been the development of a plethora of codes of conduct for whale-
watching over recent years. the private sector seems to be placing emphasis upon 
demonstrating corporate social responsibility and assessing the performance of 
companies according to the ‘triple bottom line’ (Elkington 1998), considering 
their social, environmental and economic impacts.

the extent that an environmental ethic has or has not permeated into the 
consumer market for tourism is debatable. Given the growth of green and 
responsible consumerism it would seem logical to expect evidence of this trend 
within the tourism market. Certainly, the advent of prefixes such as eco-, sustainable 
and responsible tourism over the last twenty years would seem to be indicative of 
such a trend. However, the extent of the willingness of consumers to take adaptive 
measures to mitigate the negative environmental impacts of tourism, for example 
by paying higher prices to support environmental conservation schemes or flying 
less, will only become evident with time and the monitoring of environmental 
trends within the market.

Conclusion

the relationship that exists between tourism and the environment is a complex 
one to evaluate because of the range of ethics, meanings and spatial dimensions 
that are inherent to it. the emphasis of much of what has been written about this 
relationship, both in academia and the media, tends to assume that any damage 
to nature as a consequence of tourism activity should be regarded as harmful. 
conversely, any use of tourism to ensure nature conservation should be regarded 
as positive and beneficial. Yet, this dichotomy of the interaction of tourism with 
nature is in many cases a false one, as the balance of this interaction is not a simple 
case of good or bad. for example, for tourism to act as an agent of conservation 
and to alleviate poverty in developing countries, usually necessitates the movement 
of tourists from developed countries by means of air travel, with the consequent 
contribution of aircraft emissions to the process of global warming. similarly, the 
establishment of protected areas for wildlife conservation, which tourists may 



An Introduction to Tourism–Environment Relationships 27

choose to visit, may entail the forceful separation of indigenous peoples from their 
land and natural resources essential to their livelihoods, as with the case of the 
maasai in Kenya (Holden 2008). 

in a global system that encompasses different cultural and ethical perspectives, 
it is unsurprising that there will be a range of different viewpoints on the benefits or 
costs of the interaction between tourism and nature. these differences incorporate 
the construction of the meaning of ‘environment’, at its most dualistic ranging 
from an external reality that can be scientifically theorized or measured, to an 
entity possessing spiritual connections with other sentient and non-sentient beings, 
connected to our past and future.

Our cultural constructions of nature will subsequently influence the range 
of values and sense of duty we attach to nature, determining our perceptions of 
the levels of acceptable change in the environment for the purpose of tourism 
development. for example, in emphasizing a spiritual connection with the 
environment, the first concern of the First Haudenosaunee chiefs in North America 
when making decisions about the use of nature is to respect the needs of the ‘seventh 
generation’ (Holden 2008). this refers to the seventh generation of the past, who 
sacrificed their own needs to ensure that natural resources were available for the 
present generation, alongside the seventh generation of the future. consequently, 
the first Haudenosaunee may hold different views about tourism development 
than the non-Haudenosaunee person. similarly, the traditions of mayan culture 
believe that every human has an animal counterpart and vice-versa, thus to harm 
one is to harm the other. 

Our views on the meaning and significance of the environment are not likely 
to remain static, however, changing with time. our existing preconceptions may 
be challenged by several factors, including: scientific discovery, such as global 
warming; philosophical reflection and debate, such as other sentient beings 
possessing emotions and consequently having ‘rights’; or through new spiritual 
awakenings, such as the re-discovery of pagan belief systems of nature. Such 
paradigm shifts are likely to result in a re-evaluation of our ethical relationship with 
nature. at present, there exists no universal agreement about the environmental 
ethic of tourism’s interaction with nature. Holidays, for example, are advertised 
that encourage tourists to participate in seal-culling, the killing of baby seals by 
club or bullet, in newfoundland and norway (Jowit and soldal 2004). from an 
ethical perspective, it may be argued that whilst the individual right of the seals to 
exist is being violated, the killing of seals is justified in an eco-holistic framework 
to maintain fish stocks and the viability of the ecosystem. Of course, how the seals 
are killed, the enjoyment individuals may attain from it and the financial profits 
that are attributed from it, add additional complications to this argument. 

However, the evaluation of the balance of the interaction of tourism with nature, 
as either positive or negative, will influence tourism policy and the dynamics of the 
market. Presently, the dominant paradigm of tourism development is sustainability, 
supported by a conservation ethic, derived from a realisation that our future well-
being and survival is dependent upon the surrounding natural environment. this 
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is a significant shift from the instrumental use of nature that characterised tourism 
development for most of the twentieth century. the next environmental paradigm 
shift may be centred upon a spiritual connection to our surroundings, leading to 
recognition of the rights of nature, and having legal and economic implications 
for tourism development. subsequently, the relationship of tourism with nature 
may be viewed as one of transition, reflecting the changing environmental values 
of society.
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chapter 3 

Thinking Globally about Ecotourism  
impact: the contribution of Ecological 

footprint analysis
colin Hunter

introduction

Using Ecological Footprint analysis of simplified ecotourism scenarios, this 
chapter addresses the need to look beyond the immediate destination area 
when considering the environmental impact and sustainability of ecotourism, 
highlighting international air travel as an area worthy of particular focus. the 
chapter draws heavily on Hunter and shaw (2006, 2007), and the reader is referred 
to these sources for more detailed explanation of Ecological footprint analysis 
procedures and the ecotourism scenarios adopted. 

Ecotourism is now apparently one of the fastest growing segments of the global 
tourism industry (Watkin 2003, Nyaupayne and Thapa 2004), and the popularity 
of ecotourism holidays has fuelled research interest in ecotourism, generating a 
substantial body of academic and policy literature (fennell 2002a). claims that 
ecotourism is pioneering the sustainable development of the tourism industry 
(for example de villiers 2003) have thus come under growing scrutiny. although 
environmental conservation is widely accepted as a key goal of ecotourism 
activity (for example Ross and Wall 1999, Buckley 2003a), some recent critiques 
of ecotourism (Mowforth and Munt 2002, Simmons and Becken 2004) have built 
upon earlier concerns about its frequent reliance on long-haul air travel (Wall 
1997). 

the global climate change potential of aviation is certainly regarded as a major 
concern. current and projected growth rates in air transport, and the uniquely large 
potential impact of greenhouse gases other than carbon dioxide emitted by aircraft 
engines into the upper atmosphere, recently led chapman (2007), for example, 
to conclude that aviation is currently the most unsustainable mode of transport 
available. Recent work by Peeters et al. (2007) on tourism transport by EU citizens 
found that tourism provides the main motive for air transport, with long-haul 
flights causing a disproportionately high impact in terms of volume of greenhouse 
gas emissions. Indeed, Simmons and Becken (2004) estimated the carbon dioxide 
emissions of even a relatively short one-way international flight between Australia 
and New Zealand to be approximately equivalent to the total transport-related 
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carbon dioxide emissions of a hypothetical 20 day self-drive ecotour in new 
Zealand. 

it may be, therefore, that even if there exists a strong environmental conservation 
ethic locally at many (even most) individual ecotourism destinations, and that this 
manifests itself in genuinely low impact ecotourism products, the environmental 
costs of getting to these destinations is such that the ecotourism sector exerts a 
significant impact on natural resource use and environmental change at the global 
scale. in order to test this hypothesis, an environmental impact indicator or metric 
is required that can express different types of impact generated at different stages 
in the life-cycle of a tourism product (specifically comparing transit-related 
with destination-related impact) in the same unit. the Ecological footprint (Ef) 
provides such an indicator. 

Ecological footprint analysis and Sustainable Tourism

First described in the early to mid 1990s (Rees 1992, Wackernagel and Rees 
1996), the Ef is a measure of demands upon the biological productivity and 
assimilative capacity of the biosphere imposed by a given human population over 
a certain time period (usually a year). the unique attribute of Ef analysis is the 
expression of demand for all impact components as an equivalent land/sea area 
(in global hectares, or gha), thereby (it is claimed) facilitating comprehension of 
environmental impact and providing a powerful educational tool (for example 
Chambers et al. 2000, Wackernagel and Yount 2000). The EF itself does not exist 
in real space, but rather can be viewed as the aggregation of myriad actual land 
and sea areas around the world appropriated by a given population relying on 
the global movement of raw materials and products. detailed descriptions of the 
procedures involved in EF analysis are found elsewhere (for example Wackernagel 
et al. 1999, chambers et al. 2000). typically, calculations account for and combine 
the use of energy (direct and embodied), foodstuffs, raw materials and water, and 
also capture transport-related impacts, the production of wastes (including carbon 
dioxide from the burning of fossil fuels), and the loss of productive land associated 
with buildings, roads and other aspects of the built environment. a much used 
benchmark for comparison in EF studies is the so-called ‘fair earthshare’ value; 
that is the global average area of productive land/sea space available annually on 
a per capita basis. one recent estimate of this, which excludes land set aside for 
non-human species, is 1.8 gha per year (World Wildlife fund et al. 2004). other 
cited values are slightly higher (chambers et al. 2000, 2004), with around 2 gha 
per year regarded as a reasonable estimate (venetoulis et al. 2004). it is important 
to appreciate that most advocates of the Ef technique stress that Ef calculations 
provide conservative estimates of global environmental impact (excluding, for 
example, the effects of toxic substances), and the tradition in Ef analysis is to 
consciously err on the side of caution when making estimates of resource use and 
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waste production for use in calculations (for example Wackernagel and Rees 1996, 
Nijkamp et al. 2004). 

the potential contribution of Ef analysis as an indicator of sustainable tourism 
has been recognized (Hunter 2002). to date, however, tourism application of Ef 
analysis has been very limited and largely focused on mass tourism. cole and 
sinclair (2002) used Ef analysis to assess the sustainability implications of the 
advent of mass tourism to manali in the Western Himalayas of india in the 1980s. 
they found that the Ef of manali increased by over 450 per cent between 1971 
and 1995, with the tourism centre becoming increasingly dependent on ecosystem 
services external to the immediate area. This finding occurred despite international 
air travel by tourists not apparently being included specifically in the calculation. 
Gössling et al. (2002) estimated a leisure tourism Ef for the seychelles and found 
the per-tourist Ef to be some 1.9 gha per year, with an average holiday in the 
seychelles corresponding to between 17 per cent and 37 per cent of the annual 
Ef of a citizen of an industrialized country. Well over 90 per cent of the total Ef 
was found to be due to air travel to and from the destination. Work by the World 
Wildlife Fund UK (2002) presented EF analyses of two typical, two-week UK 
package holiday products from London to the popular Mediterranean destinations 
of majorca and cyprus. for majorca, the total Ef per tourist was found to be 
0.37 gha, while the corresponding value for cyprus was 0.93 gha. accounting for 
approximately 50 per cent of the total Ef in both cases, air travel was by far the 
largest single component of the holiday Ef (albeit a much smaller proportion than 
that reported by Gössling et al. (2002), given the relatively short flights involved to 
the mediterranean area). more recently, Peeters and schouten (2006) estimated the 
Ef associated with inbound tourism to amsterdam for 2001. transport components 
were found to dominate the overall Ef estimate, accounting for some 70 per cent 
of the total, with air transport responsible for 87 per cent of the transport Ef sub-
total. the authors concluded that large reductions in the overall Ef of inbound 
tourism to Amsterdam could be achieved by switching marketing effort from long-
haul markets to short-haul markets, given the greater potential for modal shift 
away from air travel associated with the latter. 

These examples illustrate the potential benefit of adopting the EF as a key 
environmental indicator of sustainable tourism: the Ef provides a means of 
identifying and understanding globally-expressed demands on the biosphere 
brought about by tourism activity. as the studies demonstrate, this attribute of Ef 
analysis may be particularly pertinent in accounting for the impact of tourism-
related air travel to and from the destination. However, it would appear that in 
these studies the calculated tourism Ef was interpreted as a wholly additional 
‘burden’ on the global biosphere. in reality, whilst on holiday (and as recognized 
by the World Wildlife fund uK in their study), the tourist is clearly not producing 
at home the footprint that would normally be created over the same period. the 
key indicator for any tourism product should therefore be the net, rather than the 
gross, EF generated, not least because the net estimate is more in keeping with the 
tradition in Ef analysis of consciously erring on the side of caution when estimating 
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the magnitude of a particular activity or group (for example Wackernagel and Rees 
1996, Monfreda et al. 2004, Nijkamp et al. 2004). The distinction between gross 
and net Ef estimates may appear rather obvious, and in some scenarios the Ef that 
would have been generated at home will be small compared to the gross holiday 
EF, meaning that the difference between gross and net EF values is insignificant. 
yet, this will not always be so. in the case of ecotourism holiday products it may 
be particularly important to distinguish between net and gross Ef estimates in 
assessing their apparent sustainability. 

Ecotourists generally originate from developed countries where the average 
per capita Ef is high, but frequently holiday in less developed countries (Gössling 
1999) with considerably lower average per capita Efs (World Wildlife fund et 
al. 2004). theoretically, therefore, the potential exists for some international 
ecotourism holiday products to reduce, in net terms, the per capita Ef of an 
individual whilst on holiday compared with the normal Ef that would have been 
generated at home. the need to consider the Ef of an international ecotourist in the 
context of the Ef generated by her or him at home has been recognized by fennell 
(2002b). of course, the potential for a net Ef reduction assumes that the tourist 
generates an Ef whilst on holiday similar to the average per capita Ef of the host 
population. clearly, ecotourism activities may be relatively luxurious and resource 
intensive at the destination (Page and dowling 2002). However, and in contrast to 
other types of tourism, products designed to be low impact at the destination occur 
frequently in the ecotourism sector (for example World tourism organization 
2003). thus, with ecotourism holidays in particular, there is at least the potential 
that net Ef estimates will be substantially lower than gross Ef estimates, as the rate 
of demand on natural resources at the destination compares favourably with that at 
home (as indicated by a large difference between home and destination Ef values). 
Potentially, this difference may be large enough to outweigh the Ef generated in 
transit (even by flying) between home and destination, giving an overall saving on 
natural resource demand associated with the ecotourism holiday. 

methodological approach

Ef analyses using primary data collected on tourist consumption of natural 
resources represents a very daunting challenge (Hunter 2002), and hundreds of 
Ef analyses may be required in order to establish a range of Efs for ecotourism 
products. Using conservative and simplified hypothetical ecotourism scenarios, 
however, it is possible to establish an indicative range of estimates for the 
potential minimum net Ef of ecotourism, thereby allowing tentative conclusions 
to be drawn about the likely global impact of ecotourism on natural resources. 
The findings reported below are not based on real ecotourism products. Rather, 
using conservative assumptions, the aim was to better understand the potential 
impact of ecotourism in global terms using hypothetical scenarios of relevance 
to the ecotourism sector. the ecotourism scenarios adopted paired leading source 
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countries involved in generating international tourists with geographically 
widespread host countries, ensuring variety in net Ef estimates. Potential net Ef 
estimates were made using readily accessible secondary data sources and an easily 
adopted calculation procedure as key attributes of a suitable indicator (Chambers 
et al. 2000, bell and morse 2003). 

five source countries were chosen, these being the leading spending nations 
on international tourism (usa, Germany, uK, Japan and france) according to the 
World tourism organization (2004). for the usa, two departure cities/airports  

Country Ecological 
footprint 
(gha)

Tourist arrivals (2004)

Source countries
france 5.8 -
Germany 4.8 -
Japan 4.3 -
united Kingdom 5.4 -
united states 9.5 -

Host countries
botswana 1.3 1,268,600
brazil 2.2 3,797,200
bulgaria 2.7 3,807,000
costa rica 2.1 1,237,000
Jordan 1.9 1,796,000
Kenya 0.9 874,800
mexico 2.5 20,237,400
mongolia 0.6 198,400
morocco 0.9 4,929,000
nepal 1.9 207,600
Peru 0.9 927,400
Phillipines 1.2 1,686,000
senegal 1.2 457,400
thailand 1.6 12,432,600

Table 3.1 average per capita Ecological footprints of source and host 
countries (2001), and international tourist arrivals for host 
countries

Source: Hunter and shaw (2006)
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were chosen (New York and Los Angeles) to reflect the size of the country 
and provide additional geographical diversity to Ef estimates. fourteen host 
countries were chosen: botswana, brazil, bulgaria, costa rica, Jordan, Kenya, 
mexico, mongolia, morocco, nepal, Peru, Philippines, senegal and thailand. 
unfortunately, no global initiative exists for the gathering of ecotourism data 
(The International Ecotourism Society 2000). Given the consequent lack of 
information on international ecotourist arrivals around the world, host countries 
were chosen on the following basis: they represent a geographically diverse group 
of destinations (at least one from each of the World tourism organization’s world 
regions); and, all either provided the World tourism organization with information 
on ecotourism activities during the un international year of Ecotourism in 
2002, are known to have established authorities to oversee ecotourism activities  

Transit zone

1. Determine the total, round trip, flight distance (km).

2. Obtain energy use per tourist (megaJoules, MJ) by multiplying flight distance by 
an energy intensity conversion factor of 2.0 MJ/pkm.

3. obtain the equivalent land area (ha of forest) per tourist (per year) required to 
sequester carbon dioxide production by dividing energy use per tourist by 73 GJ/ha 
(73,000 mJ/ha) (the number of gigaJoules that 1 ha of forest land will sequester, in 
carbon dioxide equivalent, per year when liquid fossil fuel is combusted) (World 
Wildlife fund et al. 2000).

4. allow for the additional radiative forcing of aircraft emissions other than carbon 
dioxide emitted at altitude (schumann 1994) by multiplying by a factor of 2.7 
(international Panel on climate change 1999), giving a new estimate of required 
forest land (ha).

5. multiply by the appropriate ‘equivalence factor’ (in 2001 this was 1.38) to correct 
for forest land being more productive than average world space (chambers et al. 
2004), giving a final estimate of the transit zone per tourist footprint in gha per 
year.

Destination area

6. use the host country average per capita Ef as a proxy for the destination area Ef 
of the tourist, reduced pro rata from an annualized value according to the length of 
stay.

net Ef

7. use the average per capita Ef of the source country and the length of stay away 
from home to calculate the per-tourist Ef that would have been generated at 
home for the period away (again reduced pro rata from an annualized value), and 
subtract this from the gross per-tourist Ef (the sum of steps 1 to 6).

Table 3.3 Procedure for calculating potential net Ecological footprint 
estimates (gha per tourist per year)
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(United Nations General Assembly 2003), or are well known as ecotourism 
destinations through case study material (for example Buckley 2003b). Selected 
host countries also offered some variety in terms of per capita Ef characteristics. 
Per capita Ef estimates for the source and host nations chosen are given in table 
3.1, along with international tourist arrivals for 2004, while flight distances are 
provided in Table 3.2. Distances were for direct flights where these were available, 
or assumed reasonably direct connections. 

the gross tourism Ef can be seen as having two broad components: that 
generated in the transit zone and that at the destination area. the net tourism Ef 
is simply the sum of the transit and destination area components, less the source 
country Ef for the period away from home. Potentially, there is the complication 
that a very small footprint will actually be generated by a tourist in the source 
country even when the tourist is away from home; for example, by leaving on 
some home heating or security lighting. the normal, major footprint components 
associated with energy use, transportation, food consumption and the consumption 
of other raw materials will be absent, however, so it would appear reasonable to 
assume the home-based footprint to be negligible during the international tourist 
trip. 

The overall procedure for calculating a first order estimate of the potential 
annual equivalent net per capita (tourist) Ef for international ecotourism involving 
air travel is summarized in table 3.3. more detailed explanation of aspects of the 
procedure and the assumptions involved can be found in Hunter and shaw (2007). 
the conservative nature of assumptions made implies that estimates should be 
regarded as potential minima. 

results

using the above procedure it is possible to estimate the Ef of hypothetical 
ecotourism scenarios using many hundreds of combinations of source and host 
countries. By way of illustration, the combination of the six source cities (in five 
countries) and fourteen destination countries chosen (table 3.1), resulted in 84 
net Ef estimates being made for a particular length of stay period. three lengths 
of stay were used (7 days, 14 days and 21 days) to provide added variety to the 
chosen source/host country combinations. the 21 day scenario may be particularly 
long for most ecotourism holidays (for example Page and dowling 2002), but a 
long stay increases the likelihood of obtaining small potential net EF values, and 
it is important to allow for this theoretical possibility. (the reader is reminded that 
decreasing net Ef estimates with increasing length of stay rests on the assumption 
that the Ef generated by the tourist at the destination area is lower than that 
normally generated by her or him at home). 

The US (Los Angeles/Mexico) scenario involved the shortest flight (some 
1,349 km, one-way), with the longest one-way flight (at over 21,000 km) between 
Japan and brazil (table 3.2). transit zone Ef estimates (table 3.4) ranged between 
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0.28 gha (los angeles/mexico) and 4.34 gha (Japan/brazil). minimum potential 
net Ef estimates were obviously lower (table 3.5). for a 7 day holiday these 
ranged between 0.15 gha (los angeles/mexico) and 4.30 gha (Japan/brazil); the 
latter value being equivalent to the average annual per capita Ef of a Japanese 
citizen (table 3.1). for a 14 day holiday, estimates ranged between 0.02 gha  
(los angeles/mexico) and 4.26 gha (Japan/brazil). in the former scenario, the 
holiday potentially accounted for only some 0.21 per cent of the average annual per 
capita Ef of a us citizen. With the longer holiday period of 21 days, one scenario 
(Los Angeles/Mexico) actually produced a potentially negative net EF finding  
(-0.13 gha), suggesting the possibility of an overall reduction in demand on global 
renewable resources in this particular case. this was an isolated result, however, 
and over one-third (some 36 per cent) of the 14 day holiday scenarios, for example, 
produced potential net Ef values greater than the (annual) ‘fair earthshare’ value 
of approximately 2 gha (table 3.5). in only 20 per cent of 14 day scenarios did 
the holiday product potentially account for less than the annual average per capita 
footprint in low-income countries (0.8 gha according to World Wildlife fund et al. 
2004). overall mean potential net Ef estimates for the 7 day, 14 day and 21 day 
scenarios were 1.76 gha, 1.66 gha and 1.56 gha, respectively, giving a maximum 
difference of some 11 per cent. The size of the transit component (flight distance) 
was generally very important in determining the magnitude of potential net Ef 

Table 3.4 Transit zone Ecological footprint estimates (gha per tourist 
per year) between source and host countries

france Germany Japan united 
Kingdom

united 
States 
(ny)

united 
States 
(La)

Botswana 
Brazil 
Bulgaria
Costa rica 
Jordan
Kenya 
mexico
mongolia 
morocco
nepal 
Peru 
Philippines
Senegal 
Thailand

1.84
2.30
0.36
1.87
0.69
1.31
1.88
1.91
0.43
1.51
2.37
2.19
0.86
1.92

1.83
2.37
0.29
2.03
0.62
1.32
1.93
2.00
0.53
1.52
2.45
2.10
0.93
1.83

3.80
4.34
2.20
2.69
1.86
3.26
2.30
0.62
2.41
1.37
3.22
0.62
2.82
0.95

1.91
2.24
0.42
1.82
0.75
1.40
1.82
1.90
0.47
1.54
2.31
2.23
0.93
1.95

3.04
1.15
1.55
0.73
1.88
2.53
0.69
3.03
1.60
2.67
1.20
2.90
1.25
3.03

3.70
1.56
2.20
1.00
2.53
3.18
0.28
2.38
2.26
3.33
1.38
2.61
2.06
2.71

Source: Hunter and shaw (2006)
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Table 3.5 Potential net Ecological footprint estimates (gha per tourist 
per year) for source/host country combinations

france Germany Japan united 
Kingdom

united States 
(ny)

united States 
(La)

Botswana 1.75
1.67
1.58

1.76
1.70
1.62

3.74
3.69
3.62

1.83
1.75
1.67

2.88
2.73
2.56

 3.54
 3.39
 3.22

Brazil 2.22
2.16
2.10

2.32
2.27
2.22

4.30
4.26
4.22

2.18
2.11
2.06

1.01
0.87
0.73

 1.42
 1.28
 1.14

Bulgaria 0.30
0.24
0.19

0.24
0.21
0.17

2.16
2.14
2.11

0.37
0.31
0.27

1.41
1.29
1.16

 2.07
 1.94
 1.81

Costa rica 1.80
1.73
1.66

1.98
1.93
1.87

2.65
2.61
2.56

1.76
1.69
1.63

0.59
0.45
0.30

 0.86
 0.72
 0.57

Jordan 0.62
0.54
0.47

0.57
0.51
0.45

1.82
1.77
1.72

0.69
0.61
0.55

1.74
1.59
1.44

 2.39
 2.24
 2.09

Kenya 1.21
1.12
1.03

1.25
1.17
1.09

3.20
3.13
3.06

1.31
1.22
1.14

2.36
2.20
2.03

 3.02
 2.85
 2.68

mexico 1.82
1.76
1.69

1.89
1.85
1.79

2.26
2.24
2.19

1.76
1.71
1.65

0.56
0.43
0.28

 0.15
 0.02
-0.13

mongolia 1.81
1.76
1.69

1.92
1.89
1.83

0.55
0.53
0.48

1.81
1.76
1.70

2.86
2.74
2.59

 2.21
 2.09
 1.94

morocco 0.34
0.24
0.15

0.46
0.38
0.30

2.35
2.28
2.21

0.39
0.29
0.21

1.44
1.27
1.10

 2.09
 1.93
 1.76

nepal 1.43
1.31
1.21

1.47
1.36
1.27

1.33
1.23
1.15

1.48
1.35
1.26

2.53
2.34
2.15

 3.18
 2.99
 2.81

Peru 2.28
2.18
2.09

2.38
2.30
2.22

3.15
3.09
3.02

2.23
2.13
2.05

1.04
0.87
0.70

 1.21
 1.05
 0.88

Philippines 2.10
2.02
1.93

2.03
1.97
1.89

0.56
0.51
0.44

2.15
2.07
1.99

2.73
2.59
2.42

 2.45
 2.30
 2.13

Senegal 0.77
0.69
0.60

0.86
0.80
0.72

2.76
2.71
2.64

0.85
0.77
0.69

1.09
0.94
0.77

 1.90
 1.75
 1.58

Thailand 1.84
1.76
1.68

1.77
1.71
1.64

0.90
0.85
0.79

1.88
1.80
1.73

2.93
2.73
2.57

 2.56
 2.41
 2.25

Source: Hunter and shaw (2006)
Notes: upper value = 7 day holiday, middle value = 14 day holiday, lower value = 21 day 
holiday; values greater than a ‘fair earthshare’ of 2 gha shown in italics.
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estimates. This is clear by comparing the findings in Tables 3.2 and 3.4 with 
potential net Ef estimates in table 3.5. for example, and based on the particular 
scenarios adopted, the overall mean one-way flight distance to host countries was 
11,356 km for Japan, 10,906 km for Los Angeles and 9,544 km for New York. 
these three source locations were associated with the largest number of scenarios 
where the potential net Ef estimate exceeded a ‘fair earthshare’ value of 2 gha; 
27 scenarios for Japan, 22 for Los Angeles and 18 for New York (Table 3.5). For 
the other source countries involved (france, Germany and the uK), overall mean 
one-way flight distance to host countries ranged between 7,496 km (France) and 
7,606 km (Germany). For these countries, the number of scenarios where the ‘fair 
earthshare’ value was exceeded was much smaller; only seven or eight in each 
case (table 3.5). 

Discussion

although these scenario-based estimates must be regarded as indicative at this 
stage, they do support anecdotal concern (for example Wall 1997) about the 
possible environmental impacts of flying, and flight distance, associated with 
increasing ecotourism activity. They also support the findings of previous relevant 
tourism Ef applications in this regard, albeit based upon the use of net, rather 
than gross, Ef estimates and using a variety of scenarios. Even for the 21 day 
scenarios (table 3.5), the potential effect of differences between source and host 
country EF characteristics appeared small in reducing the influence of the transit 
Ef component to overall net Ef values. by considering net Ef values and by using 
substantial lengths of stay for scenarios deemed to be relatively low impact at the 
destination, conservative estimates of relevance to the ecotourism sector have been 
calculated. other assumptions in the estimation procedure also generally favoured 
the generation of conservative estimates, such that the values presented (table 
3.5) may be regarded as potential minima. Despite this, the findings suggest that 
ecotourism holidays involving air travel are likely to produce an absolute demand 
on global natural renewable resources. the magnitude of this demand may be very 
substantial: for a 14 day holiday involving return flight distances of 20,000 km 
or over, the potential net Ef approaches, and then may greatly exceed, 2 gha (an 
approximation of the annual per capita ‘fair earthshare’ value). 

Furthermore, findings assume that resource use by the ecotourist at the 
destination is relatively conservative, reflecting that of the host country. Yet, 
ecotourism activities may occur in much more up-market, resource-demanding 
contexts with tourists living much more luxurious lifestyles than locals (see, for 
example, Kontogeorgopoulos 2004). it could be argued, therefore, that in many 
circumstances, particularly involving popular or ‘soft’ forms of ecotourism (Page 
and dowling 2002), it would be more appropriate to adopt the average per capita Ef 
of the source country as a proxy for the Ef generated at the destination (Gössling 
et al. 2002). thus, the source country per capita Ef would be used in both steps 
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6 and 7 of the calculation (table 3.3), and the potential net tourism Ef becomes 
the same as the transit zone Ef provided by steps 1 through 5, irrespective of the 
length of stay. consequently, the net Ef can never be negative, and is simply a 
function of distance travelled by air. changing the assumption about the nature 
of resource demand by ecotourists at the destination in this way produces higher 
potential net Ef estimates, although increases are generally small. comparing the 
14 day findings, for example, in Table 3.5 with those in Table 3.4, mean values 
(1.66 gha and 1.86 gha, respectively) differ by only some 11 per cent (0.2 gha). 
Again, this reflects the general dominance of the transit component to overall 
potential net Ef values in the scenarios. thus, a higher Ef at the destination area 
merely reinforces the key conclusion suggested by these findings: that ecotourism 
experiences involving international air travel will normally exert an absolute (and 
substantial) net demand on global natural resources. 

Great caution is required, however, in drawing definitive conclusions on the 
sustainability of ecotourism from the estimates in tables 3.4 and 3.5. the reader 
is reminded that findings are not based on real ecotourism products or the use of 
primary data on tourist natural resource demand, and Ef analysis itself carries 
its own set of assumptions and simplifications (Nijkamp et al. 2004), adding to 
those made in the rudimentary estimation procedure for the net tourism Ef given 
above. also, our understanding of the radiative forcing effect of aircraft emissions 
at altitude remains incomplete (sausen et al. 2005), and it is not clear how any 
additional radiative forcing effect should be incorporated into Ef calculations. 
furthermore, given that ecotourism emerged as an alternative to mass tourism, and 
much of the debate surrounding ecotourism has been driven by comparison with 
traditional mass tourism (for example cater and lowman 1994), one might base a 
judgement on the sustainability of ecotourism by comparing this sector with mass 
tourism. The key question now becomes, is ecotourism more or less demanding of 
natural resources, in Ef terms, than mass tourism? at this stage, without detailed 
EF analysis for different product types, it is very difficult to provide a concrete 
answer, particularly as interpretations of ecotourism and ecotourism products 
may still differ widely (for example Simmons and Becken 2004). But because the 
ecotourism scenarios (supported by evidence from other studies) suggest a general 
dominance of the flight-related EF component to net EF estimates, it would only 
be logical to infer ecotourism as having a greater impact than mass tourism if, at 
a global scale, ecotourism products generate more air passenger kilometres than 
mass tourism products. 

unfortunately, there is a dearth of basic information on global ecotourism 
activity. according to the World tourism organisation, in the late 1990s all 
nature-related forms of tourism may have accounted for some 20 per cent of 
total international travel (the international Ecotourism society 2000), but the 
contribution of ecotourism to this is unknown. It does seem clear, though, that 
long-haul air travel will increase: worldwide, it is predicted to grow faster, at 5.4 
per cent per year over the period 1995 to 2020, than intraregional travel, at 3.8 per 
cent per year. consequently, the ratio between intraregional and long-haul air travel 
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may shift from around 82:18 in 1995, to close to 76:24 by 2020 (World tourism 
Organization 2004). Should it occur, this increase appears as likely to arise from 
mass market, package holiday products offered by the large, mainstream operators 
as from specialized ecotourism products provided by niche operators (for example 
meyer 2003). traditional beach holiday products to long-haul, exotic destinations, 
for example, are now offered routinely to uK residents (amongst the most frequent 
long-haul air travellers in the world) by mainstream operators and are increasing 
in popularity (meyer 2003). the indirect evidence, therefore, suggests that now 
and in the near future ecotourism is very unlikely to generate more air passenger 
kilometres than conventional mass tourism. 

arguably, it is the apparently inexorable growth in international tourism 
involving air travel that is the fundamental problem, not the growth in one 
segment of this market. Although the findings presented in this paper suggest that 
the concerns expressed about ecotourism by some academic researchers may well 
be warranted on the grounds of transit zone environmental impact, the deeper 
lesson may be the need for more attention to be paid to transit zone impacts in 
general, irrespective of the associated product label. it should also be remembered, 
of course, that genuine ecotourism products carry a commitment at least to the 
protection of local ecosystems and other desirable actions. as yet, mass tourism 
products generally do not. 

this said, there may be a worrying irony to be found in the assumed relationships 
between tourism activity, air travel and global climate change that is particularly 
striking in the case of the ecotourism sector. A focus on the non-consumptive use 
of local wildlife resources so embedded in principles of ecotourism and wildlife 
tourism may, even if fully adhered to, miss a larger point and fail to protect 
local ecosystems from the effects of climate change; effects in part derived from 
ecotourism-generated air travel itself. by way of illustration, cetacean (whale and 
dolphin) watching around scotland’s coastal waters has increased in importance 
in recent years and is ripe for further expansion (maclellan 1999). Whales and 
dolphins are scotland’s leading wildlife attraction, providing up to 12 per cent of 
local income to some remote rural areas (Woods-ballard et al. 2003). although 
tempered with calls for strong local and national protection of cetacean species 
from the (localized) impacts of tourism activity, a lack of focused marketing effort 
and low foreign tourist numbers have been seen as important impediments to 
the more sustainable development of cetacean watching in scotland. maclellan 
(1999), for example, reports work which identified Germany and the USA as 
particularly noteworthy potential markets, while Woods-Ballard et al. (2003) even 
suggest manipulating the price structure of tourist trips to incentivize participation 
by those who travel a long distance. the irony, of course, is that evidence is 
already emerging of relatively rapid changes to the composition of local cetacean 
communities, around the north-west of scotland at least, associated with climate 
change in the form of ocean warming, such that certain cetaceans may move out 
of areas of tourist significance, including areas specifically designated for marine 
conservation (macleod et al. 2005). 
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Conclusions

Ef analysis permits a global perspective on tourism-generated natural resource 
demand using a consistent unit (gha) of evaluation, and it would appear to have 
much to offer in advancing our understanding of tourism environmental impact. 
Based on the simplified EF estimates presented above, it can be concluded that 
any tourism product or activity that relies on air travel, and particularly long-haul 
air travel, is likely to exert a substantial net demand on natural resource use and 
contribute to global climate change. This is likely to be the case even where, as 
with some ecotourism products, the rate of natural resource consumption by the 
tourist at the destination is markedly less than would be generated by her or him at 
home. clearly, however, much remains to be accomplished in the application of Ef 
analysis to tourism, and there is considerable scope for debate over the scenario-
based assumptions and findings reported above in the context of ecotourism. 

the use of proxy measures, and associated assumptions, is clearly an inherent 
weakness in the procedure reported in this chapter. Although difficult and time 
consuming, it is only through the collection and analysis of primary data for real 
ecotourism products that assumptions can be tested. these data need to include: 
the consumption of energy (including travel mode and distances), food/beverages, 
and water; other purchases (for example clothing, gifts); waste products of various 
kinds; and tourism-related buildings and other forms of infrastructure (Hunter 
2002). Approaches to data collection might involve the keeping of diaries by 
tourists, questionnaire surveys of tourists, and information gathered from hotels, 
restaurants, bars, and the providers of excursions (Hunter 2002). 

of course, in order to accurately estimate the net Ef of any given tourist/
holiday, it would also be desirable to gather primary data to determine the normal, 
household Ef of the tourist whilst at home, rather than relying on national average 
per capita data as a proxy. Household-level Ef analysis is, however, in its infancy, 
although detailed household Ef calculators do exist (Hunter et al. 2006), and these 
might also be adapted to transform resource consumption data from hotels and 
other tourist businesses into actual per-tourist Ef estimates for the destination. 
as a partial alternative to intensive primary data gathering, one or both of the 
source and destination country per-tourist Ef values could be estimated using 
more refined secondary data sources. A promising avenue for future research 
may be to utilize an input–output macroeconomic framework to redistribute and 
disaggregate national Ef information down to the household and tourist economy 
levels using expenditure data (Wiedmann et al. 2005). incorporating sensitivity 
analyses to this type of approach would allow a firmer basis for an understanding 
of (eco)tourism’s natural resource demands, whilst avoiding the difficulties of 
gathering and utilizing primary data and selecting representative ecotourism 
products for analysis. rather than relying wholly on primary data approaches, 
these might then be more focused on checking and/or calibrating estimates made 
using secondary data sources. Either way, however, a more concrete and detailed 
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understanding of the Ef of (eco)tourism products does require the development of 
primary data approaches. 

although the ecotourism Ef scenarios reported in this chapter suggest that 
most ecotourism products will exert a net demand on natural resource use and 
contribute to climate change globally, the ecotourism sector, given its current size, 
does not in all probability generate a total Ef or demand on global natural resources 
as substantial as traditional forms of mass tourism. However, if ecotourism really 
is to act as a positive exemplar for the rest of the tourism industry, then there is a 
particular onus on those engaged in planning, delivering and promoting ecotourism 
products to consider the impact of these in more global terms and account for air 
travel natural resource demands in assessing their sustainability. more prosaically, 
natural ecosystems cannot be immune from the pressures exerted locally by global 
climate change, and therefore ecotourism products around the world must be 
regarded as at risk from climate change; change brought about in part by travel, 
particularly air travel, to the ecotourism destination. 
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chapter 4 

a comparative study of tourism impacts on 
alpine Ecosystems in the sagarmatha  

(Mt. Everest) National Park, Nepal  
and the Huascarán National Park, Peru

alton byers 

introduction

this chapter presents two case studies of contemporary landscape change in 
the alpine zones of Sagarmatha (Mt. Everest) National Park, Khumbu, Nepal 
and the Huascarán National Park, Cordillera Blanca, Peru. Research methods 
employed here include systematic belted line transects, random plot sampling, 
repeat photography and oral testimony of local residents. results suggest that the 
comparatively neglected alpine zones within both parks have been significantly 
degraded during the past 25 to 40 years as a result of poorly controlled adventure 
tourism. impacts within the alpine zone include the over-harvesting of fragile alpine 
shrubs and plants to provide fuel for expeditions and tourist lodges, overgrazing, 
accelerated hillslope erosion, uncontrolled lodge building, health hazards related 
to poor sanitary practices, and improper garbage disposal. the chapter stresses 
the importance of integrated, applied research to the clarification of problems, 
remedial project design and monitoring of project impacts; it also provides a 
short account of how information generated by the research led to the ongoing 
implementation of an international programme, designed to conserve, protect and 
restore fragile alpine environments throughout the mountain world.

Case Study 1: Sagarmatha (mt. Everest) national Park, nepal

Physical Context

The Sagarmatha National Park, officially created in 1976, is located in northeastern 
Nepal in the Solu Khumbu District of the Sagarmatha Zone (Figure 4.1). This 
1,113 km² park is roughly triangular in shape and virtually enclosed by mountain 
peaks in excess of 6,000 m. The park’s northern boundary forms the international 
frontier with the Tibet Autonomous Region of China over a distance of 40 km. 
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It includes the world’s highest mountain, Mt. Everest (8,848 m), also known 
to Tibetan speakers by the centuries-old name of Chomolangma and to Nepali 
speakers as Sagarmatha.

much of the regional physiography is composed of south- and north-facing 
slopes. southern aspects at the lower elevations (3,600 m to 4,030 m) are generally 
characterized by dry, terracetted shrub/grasslands of Rhododendron lepidotum, 
Cotoneaster microphyllus, Juniperus recurva/indica and Berberis sp. shrubs, 
with a diverse variety of herbs, forbs and grasses. the more moist and less 
accessible northern aspects contain large areas of mixed fir (Abies spectabilis), 
silver birch (Betula utilis) and rhododendron (R. campanulatum, R. arboreum, 
R. campylocarpum, R. hodgsonii), with locally important associations of maple 
(Acer caudatum), mountain ash (Sorbus microphyllus), willow (Salix eriostachya, 
Salix daltoniana), bamboo (Arundinara sp.) and juniper (Juniperus recurva). the 
alpine zone (4,100m to 5,500 m) is divided into a lower belt dominated by moist 
alpine scrub of dwarf rhododendrons (Rhododendron setosum, nivale, lepidotum 
and anthropogon) and prostrate junipers (Juniperus recurva or indica), and an 
upper belt dominated by Kobresia pygmaea mats and cushion plants such as 

figure 4.1 The Sagarmatha national Park, Khumbu, nepal, highlighting 
key villages and peaks mentioned in the text
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Arenaria byophylla, Anaphalis cavei and Leontopodium monocephalum (meihe 
1987, 1989).

despite the fact that alpine ecosystems are one of the most biologically diverse 
habitats in the world per unit area (Körner 1999), plant growth cycles are slow and 
even modest disturbance can impact upon ecosystem structure and composition 
for decades after their occurrence.

Geographically, the Khumbu region lies within the subtropical asian monsoon 
zone, which is characterized by pronounced summer rainfall maxima, with more 
than 80 per cent of the annual precipitation falling during a period of approximately 
four months between June and september (mani 1981, barry and chorley 2003). 
topographic barriers to the full force of the monsoon are imposed by a series 
of mountain ranges along the park’s southern borders that include the Numbur, 
Konge Ri, Tramserku and Kang Taiga Himal. The average annual precipitation 
decreases with elevational gain; for example, it is 1,148 mm/yr in namche bazaar 
(3,440 m) and 518 mm/yr in dingboche (4,412 m) (byers 1987a). Winters are 
normally dry, although occasional mid-latitude cyclones, driven by the subtropical 
jet stream that takes its winter position just south of the Himalayan ridge, can 
cause heavy snowfall events (Zimmermann et al. 1986). Permanent snowline is 
situated at approximately 6,000 m on south-facing slopes and 5,700 m on north-
facing slopes (Haffner 1972).

Tourism Context

Tourism to the region, largely for adventure trekking and mountaineering, has 
grown significantly since the early 1960s, from 20 visitors in 1964 (Naylor 
1970) to 18,200 during the 1997 to 1998 season (nepal 2000, nepal et al. 2002). 
reportedly, more than 27,000 visitors arrived in 2001 (sherpa, n.W. 2001, pers. 
comm.). Most trek to the Tengboche monastery (3,857 m) or Everest base camp 
region (5,364 m), staying in lodges, teahouses or tented camps of organized 
treks. Unprecedented international attention was focused on the Khumbu in 
May of 1996, when a freak snowstorm killed 12 climbers on Everest (Boukreev 
and DeWalt 1997, Krakauer 1997). Surprisingly, requests for Everest climbing 
permits increased in the year following the tragedy, as did the number of trekkers 
who visited the base camp region. The popularity of films such as the 1996 large 
format imaX movie Everest, and books (for example Coburn 1997), attests to the 
enduring fascination that much of the world holds for the Khumbu, Everest and its 
sherpa inhabitants. the discovery of George mallory’s body on the tibetan side 
of Everest in 1999 (Hemmleb et al. 1999) resulted in additional global interest in 
the region.

following more than 25 years of dramatic tourism and infrastructure growth 
(see nepal 2001 and nepal et al. 2002 for case studies of structural change within 
namche bazar between 1955 and 1997), new lodges continued to be constructed 
in nearly every village and seasonal settlement between Lukla and the Everest 
basecamp throughout the monsoon season of 2001, presumably in anticipation of 
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even greater tourist numbers during the 2001/02 season. unfortunately, escalating 
civil unrest within Nepal, combined with the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 
in the united states, resulted in the cancellation of all climbing and approximately 
half of the trekking activity in the Khumbu during the 2001 season. Prior to that 
time, tourists had outnumbered the local sherpa populations as early as the late 
1970s, bringing with them a variety of positive influences (additional income, 
international exposure and cross-cultural exchange) and negative influences 
(inflation, the modification of traditional values, changes in the local workforce 
and loss of life among high altitude Sherpa climbers) (see Coppock 1978, Fürer-
Haimendorf 1984, fisher 1990, stevens 1993, lachapelle 1998, ortner 1999, 
nepal 2000, 2001). because the Khumbu region was relatively unaffected by the 
maoist insurgency and its impacts on tourism in nepal, these numbers began to 
climb back to their previous levels by 2003 (Sagarmatha National Park 2008).

Contemporary Landscape Change

Five separate research expeditions to the Sagarmatha National Park between 1984 
and 2001 provided the opportunity to examine contemporary landscape change 
within the region. the collective results of these expeditions suggest that most 
subalpine shrub/grassland and forest landscapes below 4,000 m are relatively 
stable and that the extent of subalpine forest remains essentially unchanged from 
the 1950s, in spite of a large body of literature stating otherwise (see byers 2005: 
113–117). in contrast, much of the upper imja Khola alpine zone above 4,000 m 
is highly disturbed, particularly those regions that have experienced heavy tourist 
traffic during the past 25 years.

In the Khumbu, I have suggested that the bulk of contemporary alpine 
degradation has been directly linked to the recent and significant growth of 
unregulated adventure tourism, where the alpine zone is either a destination 
in itself (for trekking groups) or passed through en-route to the higher base 
camps (by climbing expeditions) (see stevens 2003, byers 2005). this position 
challenges popular, conventional and sometimes donor-driven hypotheses stating 
that ‘[increased] income generation from small-scale commercial resource-based 
enterprises will lead to conservation success’ (Margoluis and Salafsky 1998: 107). 
Rather, the evidence suggests that the significant economic benefits enjoyed in 
recent years by many Sherpa people, lodge owners and trekking/mountaineering 
companies utilizing the alpine zone have not been matched by concurrent levels 
of high altitude land stewardship (byers 2002, 2005). the relative contributions 
of disaggregated ‘impact groups’ – lodges, porters, yak herders, packstock (yak/
cattle crossbreed) and expeditions – have yet to be determined. lodge owners 
and mountaineering expeditions, however, have most likely been responsible for 
the bulk of juniper shrub and Arenaria harvesting during the past 20 years. using 
repeat landscape photographs and systematic belted groundcover transects, i was 
able to determine that between 40 per cent and 50 per cent of shrub juniper ground 
cover was lost on dingboche hillslopes between 1961 and 1995 (byers 1996, 
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1997, 2005). further, alpine soil study plots installed near dingboche (4,412 m) in 
1984 returned high seasonal soil losses of between 20 and 40 tonnes per hectare 
over the March to November season (Byers 1987a, b). This was linked partly 
to the harvesting of shrub juniper for fuelwood (servicing high altitude tourist 
lodges), resultant disruption of the ‘geomorphic glue’ supplied by the shrubs 
to the hillslope soil, loss of protective groundcover, and alpine turf removal for 
lodge and wall construction and grazing. Additionally, key informant interviews 
with lodge owners, yak herders and park personnel in 2001 (Byers 2005) linked 
shrub juniper harvesting and hillslope degradation with tourism lodges and traffic 
throughout the Dingboche Valley over the last three decades. Stacks of cut juniper 
were a common sight observed near tourist lodges and yak herder camps in 2001 
(see also stevens 1993, 2003, byers 2005). Porters, left to fend for themselves 
at the end of a day’s trek, were found to be responsible for a large proportion of 
juniper denudation in order to stay warm at night in whatever shelters they could 
find, utilizing cut juniper for heating and cooking purposes. In spite of a sound 
knowledge of grazing systems (March 1977, Alirol 1979, Bjönness 1980, Bishop 
1989; brower 1991, stevens 1993), it was found that the impacts of traditional 
yak herders on the Khumbu alpine ecosystem, specifically in terms of fuelwood 
requirements and other impacts, were not well documented and in need of further 
study. Likewise, tourist packstock numbers continue to increase with each year 
and are likely to be responsible for a corridor of trail,1 hillslope, infrastructure 
and ecosystem impacts that some consider to be far greater than those imposed 
by porters (for example, grass to feed the packstock must be imported from the 
lower altitudes during the tourist season, instead of being purchased locally as in 
previous decades; and profits from the sale of grass now exceed those of selling 
potatoes (sherpa, a.r. 2004, pers. comm.)). notable infrastructure growth has also 
occurred in the Khumbu during the past 20 years. this is particularly evident within 
those villages situated along the main tourist/expedition trails and intersections, for 
example, namche (see nepal 2000, nepal et al. 2002), those located conveniently 
between daily destinations (such as tengboche), or those exhibiting economically 
‘progressive’ attitudes toward growth and tourism (brower 1991).

similar alpine degradation scenarios have been documented anecdotally 
elsewhere in the vicinity of the Everest massif, such as the Makalu basecamp 
to the east (Byers and Banskota 1992, Carpenter 1993, Cox 1999). In the Mera 
Peak region southeast of the park, a popular trekking and climbing destination 
since the mid 1990s, cox (1999) reported that since 1996 ‘the dwarf juniper [has 
been] devastated by trekking groups and local lodges. At each lodge huge piles 
of firewood are burned in the stove, [and] porters can be seen out daily chopping 
away at the juniper’. in 2007, i was able not only to verify cox’s observation 
but, through interviews, belted transects, and direct measurement of cut juniper 

1 interestingly, a 2007 reconnaissance of Kilimanjaro showed that the condition of 
trails along the popular Marangu route to the summit was very good, and most likely related 
to the fact that only porters, and not pack animals, are permitted to carry loads. 
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fuelwood, was also able to estimate that more than 406,350 kg of shrub juniper 
per year is harvested by lodges and herders, and that more that 50 per cent of the 
juniper groundcover has been removed during the past two decades (byers 2007a). 
A similar scenario on the north (Chinese) side of Mt. Everest is reportedly taking 
place. although tourists have only visited the region since 1980, concern about 
drastic change in land cover was expressed as early as 1989 by Qomolangma 
Nature Preserve officials (Management Bureau 1989, Sherpa, L.N. 2001, pers. 
comm.). dramatic increases in mountaineering expeditions, the over-harvesting of 
shrub juniper for fuelwood, years of garbage accumulations, and other processes 
similar to those found on the Nepal Sagarmatha National Park side, were 
reportedly taking place in upper Rongbuk Valley (Taylor-Ide 2002, pers. comm.), 
prompting Chinese officials to recently consider the possibility of limiting the 
numbers of climbers to the region (ang 2008). While the focus of their planned 
2009 expedition is again concerned with cleaning garbage accumulated over 50 
years, i continue to maintain that garbage is still largely cosmetic, and that ‘one of 
the tougher challenges is preventing people from ripping the local shrub juniper’, 
which can cause irreparable damage to the fragile alpine ecosystems (byers, 
quoted in ang 2008).

fortunately, by 2003, the problems of the Khumbu alpine zone began to receive 
increased acknowledgement in the literature and media, partly as a result of the 
research reported here (see Klatzel and Byers 2001, Nepal et al. 2002, Chepesuik 
2003, deegan 2003, national Geographic society 2003, stevens 2003), and partly 
from subsequent publications and internet links (for example Byers 2005, Byers 
2007b). On 28 May 2003, during the celebrations of the fiftieth anniversary of the 
climbing of Mt. Everest, the American Alpine Club announced its financial support 
for a pilot scale ‘community-based alpine conservation and restoration project’ 
in the Khumbu (uiaa 2003, aac 2004), which was subsequently matched by 
grants from the national Geographic society’s conservation trust, us agency for 
international development, united nations development Programme, and private 
donations. the project, entitled the ‘Khumbu alpine conservation and restoration 
Project’, is based on the recommendations of local people interviewed during the 
course of the 2001 field work (Byers 2003) and other long-term studies (Brower 
1991, stevens 1993, 2003) that isolated a desire for participatory approaches, 
partnerships with local nGos, project management training opportunities and the 
development of educational materials targeted at lodge owners, trekking agencies, 
national park visitors and local schools. The Khumbu Alpine Conservation 
Committee (KACC), the first of its kind in Nepal, was formed by local people in 
May 2004 (Sherpa, A.R. 2003, 2004) with technical and financial support from 
the mountain institute and the american alpine club. it has since banned the use 
of juniper for fuelwood, as incense for puja (worship) ceremonies performed by 
expeditions in the Everest basecamp region, and as cover for potato pits (saving 
an estimated 100,000 kg of shrub juniper per year); renovated a lodge in Chukung 
that provides porters with a warm place to sleep; established a kerosene depot 
and Kacc headquarters in dingboche; and published visitor information and 



A Comparative Study of Tourism Impacts on Alpine Ecosystems 57

environmental brochures. other activities include the continued training and 
capacity building of local people, the development of alpine-specific educational 
materials, the construction of a cattle-proof exclosure designed to demonstrate 
high altitude hillslope restoration, and training in the production of alternative 
income generating activities, such as the production of juice for sale to trekkers 
and climbers from local seabuckthorn berries (Sherpa, A.R. 2008). In 2007, the 
argosy foundation and Patagonia inc. provided generous support toward the 
establishment of a unique collaboration between the mountain institute and the 
american alpine club, dubbed the alpine conservation Partnership, that has 
since replicated the successful models first developed in the Everest region in the 
Hinku Valley of Makalu-Barun National Park, Nepal; Ishinca Valley of Huascarán 
National Park, Cordillera Blanca, Peru; Los Glaciares National Park, Patagonia; 
and conducted a detailed reconnaissance for Kilimanjaro (byers 2007c). PhasePhase 
ii (2009-2015) could expand the project even further, with prospective sites 
including the Wind River Range, Wyoming; Aconcagua National Park, Argentina; 
Kilimanjaro National Park, Tanzania; Mt. Kenya National Park, Kenya; and 
Karakoram National Park, Pakistan. In 2007 and 2008, the Khumbu project also 
made notable contributions to our understanding of contemporary climate change 
impacts on glaciers using repeat photography (byers 2007d) that was featured in 
a special photographic exhibit during the fall/winter of 2008 in selected cities of 
Europe, south asia, and north america (see: http://www.changing–landscapes.
com/).

Case Study 2: Huascarán national Park, ancash Department, Peru

Physical and Human Context

Set high in the Ancash Department of the Peruvian Andes, the 3,400 km2 Huascarán 
National Park (HNP) is one of the world’s premier mountain protected areas 
(Figure 4.2). Designated a national park in 1975, a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve 
in 1977 and a World Heritage site in 1985, HnP encompasses nearly all of the 
cordillera blanca, the highest glaciated mountain range within the tropical zone. 
41 glacial valleys (quebradas) transect the cordillera blanca from both the east and 
west. between 3,000 m and 4,800 m, the terrain is characterized by high altitude 
grasslands (puna) with the higher, steeper slopes and ravines containing remnant 
forests of queñual (Polylepis sp.) that harbour much of the park’s diverse flora and 
fauna (fjeldså and Kessler 1996, tohan 2000). 799 plant, 112 bird and 10 mammal 
species have been reported (Smith 1988, Brako and Zarucchi 1993, Parkswatch 
2005). other landscape and vegetation features include: remnant Puya raimondi 
stands; bofedales, or high altitude wetlands; matorrales shublands of Gynoxis 
and Baccharis sp.; dense, matt-like formations of Oreoboluys and Calamagrostis 
sp.; hundreds of high altitude lakes; and a high Andean alpine vegetation zone of  
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low-growing plants adapted to the cold and harsh high altitude climate (Parkswatch 
2005).

The park’s lower reaches make up much of its 5,710 km2 buffer zone. this 
buffer zone is home to an estimated 480,173 residents (inEi 2002), many of 
whom live in small rural villages under traditional andean subsistence conditions. 
livelihoods in the region have historically revolved around agriculture and 
livestock, and local residents have long made use of resources within the HNP 
that include fresh water, pastures for livestock, medicinal plants and fuel wood. 
Since the formal establishment of the park in 1975, limits have been placed on 
these resource uses, although communal grazing within park boundaries continues 
with little or no park input. Each valley entrance is gated and locked, with access 
controlled carefully by local communities. the obvious presence of cattle and 
cattle impacts, from the lower sites of interest to the highest basecamps, is of 
initial surprise to most visitors expecting a more ‘pristine’ wilderness setting. 

figure 4.2 The Huascarán national Park, ancash Department, Peru, 
highlighting the park boundary and the locations of the 
ishinca and Pisco valleys
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during the past decade, HnP has nevertheless attracted rapid growth in both 
conventional (sightseeing) and adventure (mountaineering, trekking, mountain 
biking, bungee jumping) tourism. Based on data collected from the Llanganuco 
and Carpa control posts, close to 100,000 tourists have visited the park each 
year since the demise of the Sendero Luminoso (shining Path) insurgency in 
the early 1990s (Byers 2000). In 2004, 76,342 tourists visited the park via these 
two-entrance stations, 62,725 of whom were Peruvian and 13,617 of whom were 
foreign (Parkswatch 2005). Because visitors can enter the park through dozens of 
valleys with no control posts, these totals are most likely underestimates. However, 
an overall levelling-off of numbers is believed to be occurring (dourjeanni 2006, 
pers. comm.). 

the communities bordering HnP, especially those on the western side of the 
range, serve as the primary access points to the national park, and local residents 
often work seasonally as muleteers, porters, cooks and camp guardians. Providing 
these auxiliary services to tourists has become the most important source of cash 
income for many residents, and with this has come increased competition for jobs. 
In some cases, inter- and intra-community competition and conflict for the benefits 
from tourism has increased (recharte, J. 2006, pers. comm.).

the most pressing environmental challenges currently facing HnP, similar 
to those reported almost a decade ago (see byers 2000), include the slow but 
insidious reduction of remaining queñual (Polylepis sp.) forests; high populations 
of cattle and overgrazing of alpine and subalpine pastures; garbage and sanitation 
problems in high altitude basecamp areas; changing and uncertain park policies 
regarding access to climbing areas; uncertain land titles and park boundaries; 
conflicts with communities over land ownership and tourism fees; government 
policies supportive of resource extraction within park boundaries; and subsequent 
external pressures to develop mining, hydroelectric and new tourism infrastructure 
(byers 2000, bartle 2004).

recently, the impacts of climate change and global warming within the HnP 
have received global attention. unEsco was recently petitioned ‘to … list the 
Huascarán National Park as World Heritage in Danger due to the serious and 
specific, ascertained and potential dangers from the combined effects of global 
climate change’ (foro Ecológico del Perú 2006: 2). other anticipated, although 
poorly understood, impacts include changes in agricultural patterns (byers 2007e); 
the depletion of glacier-fed water supplies for power, agriculture, and drinking 
water (Bury 2007); increases in conflicts over diminishing water supplies for 
irrigation (rhoades et al. 2006); and negative impacts on mountain tourism (see 
Price and barry 1997). despite the accelerated interest in climate change issues, 
however, little systematic and empirically-grounded work has been done towards 
better understanding what the actual impacts of climate change are, and will be, 
on people’s lives and livelihoods in the cordillera blanca region and elsewhere in 
the mountain world (see rhoades et al. 2006). 

concerns regarding contemporary tourism impacts within the region have 
been focused primarily on litter and the poor sanitary conditions of many base 
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camp and high camp regions (inrEna 1996, 2003). less attention has been given 
to the other potential impacts of tourism on high altitude ecosystems (which have 
been documented elsewhere; see byers 2005), including the use of alpine shrubs 
for fuel in the absence of easily obtainable fuelwood by lodges, porters, trekking 
and climbing groups; an increase in traffic from pack animals carrying tourist 
loads, thus increasing grazing and soil compaction problems; trail erosion and 
‘impact corridors’ created by increased numbers of tourists, porters and packstock; 
removal of protective alpine turf for building materials (such as walls and patio 
floors of lodges); poaching and overharvesting of medicinal and aromatic plants; 
and burning of alpine shrubs and hillslopes to expand the grazing area.

Table 4.1 Variables measured in field sampling plots in the Ishinca and 
Pisco valleys, Huascarán national Park

altitude
slope
aspect
bare Ground
Stipa sp. groundcover
Ichu sp. groundcover
Stipa/Ichu sp. groundcover
Calamagrosis sp. groundcover
moss/cushion Plant cover
detritus groundcover
Herbaceous groundcover
Rock groundcover
Baccharis/Lupine groundcover
Aster sp. groundcover
Berberis sp. groundcover
Valeria sp. groundcover
Tola sp. groundcover
total shrub groundcover
terracettes
terracette cover
cattle impacts
turf harvesting
burning
turf exfoliation
dead branches
mass wasting
Overland flow
cut stems

3500–5000
0–100
0–360
0–100
0–100
0–100
0–100
0–100
0–100
0–100
0–100
0–100
0–100
0–100
0–100
0–100
0–100
0–100
0–20
0–3
0–3
0–3
0–3
0–3
0–3
0–3
0–3
0–100

m
per cent
degrees
per cent
per cent
per cent
per cent
per cent
per cent
per cent
per cent
per cent
per cent
per cent
per cent
per cent
per cent
per cent
number
rank
rank
rank
rank
rank
number
rank
rank
number
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the fundamental objectives of the research reported here were:

to ascertain the existence and/or respective magnitudes of each of 
the anticipated impacts on the condition of alpine/high grassland 
groundcover. 
to examine the preventative, restorative and management solutions 
available to help minimize unsustainable land use processes within the 
HnP’s alpine ecosystems. 

the research focused, in particular, on the ishinca and Pisco valleys within the 
HnP. the easy access of the ishinca valley from Huaraz, its variety of climbing 
objectives and its tourism support infrastructure make it one of the most popular 
adventure tourism destinations in the cordillera blanca. the valley is located on 
the western flank of the Cordillera Blanca, 20 km north-east of Huaraz (Figure 
4.2). The numbers of climbers visiting the valley each year is unknown, but is 
probably in the order of several thousand. Likewise, an unknown number of 
burros, transporting the loads of tourists, are present during the peak trekking 
and climbing months of June to september. the Pisco valley is also located on 
the western flank of the Cordillera Blanca, approximately 75 km north of Huaraz 
(Figure 4.2). Between 3,000 and 5,000 trekkers and climbers visit the valley each 
year, along with an estimated several thousand burros left to range freely once the 
tourist loads are deposited.

the ishinca and Pisco valleys were chosen as study sites because of their 
popularity among climbers and trekkers; long histories of grazing activity; 
ongoing, complementary research being conducted by other researchers (for 
example lipton 2002, tovar and oscanoa 2002); anecdotal evidence suggesting 
that cattle and human impacts within the valleys were high (tohan 2000, french 
2003); and potential as future community development/conservation project sites 
for the mountain institute’s (tmi) andean Programmes based in Huaraz.

Field Methods

Field work in the Ishinca Valley was conducted between 26 May and 4 June 2002, 
and in the Pisco valley between 4 and 16 June 2002. Each valley was revisited in 
august 2007 as part of a reconnaissance sponsored by the alpine conservation 
Partnership project, which had been established in the interim (see previous 
section). research methods included systematic belted line transects, random plot 
sampling and oral testimony of local residents. systematic belted line transects 
were selected because of their ability to sample evenly across environmental and 
species gradients. Transects commenced at the valley floor (4,200 m) and ended in 
the upper alpine zone (4,800 m). three 25 m2 sampling quadrats were randomly 
established at every 50 m altitudinal interval along the ascending transect line 
(with a total of 207 sampling plots within the two valleys). data for 40 variables 
were collected from each 25 m2 plot, which included cover percentages of bare 

1.

2.
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ground, herb, rock, detritus, shrubs, burning, cut shrubs, presence and condition of 
cattle terracettes and other attributes (Table 4.1). Each stratification also included 
one 400 m2 quadrat for detailed plant inventories (with a total of 75 quadrats). Plot 
positions were recorded with a Garmin summit GPs. interviews were conducted 
with local people, refugio staff, arrieros, national park officials, trekkers and 
climbers in an effort to better understand contemporary issues and opportunities 
from the point of view of the stakeholders in question. 

similar to the Everest region, the andean alpine has been curiously neglected 
in the conservation and development literature in spite of its high biological, 
hydrological, economic and cultural importance (byers 2005). in the cordillera 
blanca, alpine and subalpine vegetation represent an extremely important source 
of medicinal plants, fresh water and grazing land. culturally, these high elevations 
areas are the gateways to the homes of the apu, or mountain gods. they are also 
the sites of the many climbing and trekking routes and basecamps that generate 
substantial revenue, which has become a permanent and vital component of local 
livelihoods. 

Table 4.2 ranges and mean values of selected variables from the ishinca 
and Pisco valleys, Huascarán national Park

variable unit ishinca (n=143) Pisco (n=63)
range mean range mean

Topography
altitude
slope
aspect
Groundcover
moss
bare ground
Grass
detritus
Herbaceous
Rock
shrub
Disturbance
terracettes
terracette cover
cattle disturbance
turf harvesting
cut shrubs
mass wasting
Overland flow

 

m
per cent
degrees

per cent
per cent
per cent
per cent
per cent
per cent
per cent

number
rank
rank
rank
rank
rank
rank

4235–4775
20–75
8–375

0–3.3
0–73
0–80
0–5
2–54
0–54
0–22

0–5
0–3
0–3
0–3
0–3
0–3
0–3

4484
57
207

0
24
32
0
16
26
3

2
2
2.2
0.1
0
1.7
1.6

4489–4802
12–75
1–357

0–12
8–73
1–80
0–20
0–54
10–53
0–22

1–5
1–3
1–3
1–3
0–1
0–3
0–3

4704
51
92

2
41
26
1
1
25
4

3
2
2.4
0
0
2.3
2.2
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Contemporary Landscape Change

table 4.2 shows averaged values for selected variables from the ishinca and Pisco 
valleys. of immediate interest are the unusually high percentages of bare ground 
found in both valleys at a time when a more continuous groundcover would 
have been expected (at the close of the rainy season). additionally, the average 
percentage of bare ground per plot found in the Pisco valley (41 per cent) is not 
only extremely high, but is nearly twice that found in the ishinca valley (24 per 
cent). High values for other variables such as rock cover, mass wasting, number 
of terracettes per plot and overall cattle disturbance suggest that cattle are the 
primary source of surficial impacts in the high altitude landscape. Collectively, 
the findings also support the observations of Tohan (2000) and French (2003) 
regarding the apparently heavier grazing pressures in Pisco. average values for 
numbers of terracettes, cattle disturbance, mass wasting and overland flow per plot 
were also found to be higher in Pisco than in ishinca. 

The incidence of alpine turf removal (for tourist lodge floor and wall 
construction), shrub harvesting (for tourist lodge fuelwood) and seasonal burning 
for grass improvement was negligible in both valleys. these were found to be 
serious problems in the Everest region and were therefore investigated under the 
assumption that the same could hold true for the HnP alpine zone. the comparative 
lack of surficial disturbance related to shrub extraction is most likely related to the 
fact that bottled gas is brought in and used by nearly all tourist groups; alpine turf 
is not used for construction purposes (at least to the extent found in the Everest 
alpine region); and the practice of annually burning the pastures began to diminish 
some time ago (tohan 2000, french 2003). the information was nevertheless 
useful in clarifying that while the overall impact was the same in both cases (that 
is, a highly disturbed alpine ecosystem), place-specific factors were the likely root 
causes of other forms of disturbance found.

These findings suggest that the overall condition of the alpine/high grassland 
ecosystems was worse than expected. The key disturbance factors contributing 
to groundcover change appear to be: (a) overgrazing; exacerbated by (b) 
unregulated adventure tourism, which has grown steadily since the 1960s. as 
mentioned previously, the dynamics of high altitude energy supply in the HnP 
differ substantially from conditions found in the Everest region, since propane 
or camp stoves are widely used in the HNP for cooking. Likewise, camp fires are 
rare and impacts on the local Polylepis forests appear to be minimal.2 similarities 
between the Everest and HnP regions, however, include degraded hillslope 
conditions related to overgrazing and the increased use of tourist-related pack 

2 However, french (2000) reports that the refugios burn Polylepis on occasion, 
although the vast majority of wood observed by this study was Eucalyptus species. author/
climber Rick Ridgeway reports that during the 1960s, climbing expeditions burned large 
amounts of Polylepis in the basecamp regions (ridgeway 2006, pers. comm.), a practice 
prohibited with the establishment of the national park in 1977.
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animals (primarily donkeys); poor sanitary practices and conditions linked to the 
absence of toilet facilities; improper garbage disposal practices in both lower and 
upper basecamp regions; and a lack of awareness among all stakeholders (local 
communities, climbers, park officials) concerning the fragility, as well as economic 
importance, of the high alpine ecosystem. 

Preventative and restorative solutions to these problems will revolve around a 
four-phase process that involves:

Understanding the site- or region-specific problems through applied, field-
based research.
reducing the threats.
achieving the desired ecosystem and social/behavioural response.
Ensuring that long-term conservation mechanisms (for example memoranda 
of understanding, easements, official protection) are in place.3 

the need for reliable biophysical and social data in the diverse and challenging 
mountain environment, and for the fullest understanding of problems prior to the 
prescription of solutions, has been covered in detail elsewhere (ives and messerli 
1989, ives 2004, byers 2005). the second factor (above), namely the reduction 
of threats while achieving the desired results, will depend largely on the provision 
of viable alternatives to current grazing, landuse, sanitation and garbage practices, 
concurrent with educational campaigns designed to increase awareness and to 
change behaviour. This is a difficult task, but progress has been made on several 
fronts since the field work was conducted. Grazing pressures, for example, have 
been significantly reduced in the Ishinca alpine zone thanks to a TMI pasture 
improvement programme in the lower altitude village of collón. starting in 1998, 
five hectares of grazing land were enclosed, protected and improved near Collón, 
with the objectives of improving grazing practices, livestock health, productivity 
and income generation, and building local capacity to develop and manage better 
grazing systems. Eight years later, in 2006, the number of hectares protected by 
local communities has increased to 35, this land being used for both community 
cattle grazing as well as renting to arrieros for the grazing of their donkeys, 
llamas and horses used in the tourist trade. in 2007, an additional 15 hectares were 
protected in collaboration with local communities and with financial support from 
the Alpine Conservation Partnership. Livestock populations have been reduced 
significantly within the Ishinca Valley as a result of these interventions, and the 
high pastures and alpine zones of ishinca are now allowed to rest during the rainy 

3 i am indebted to mr rodney bartgis, director of the nature conservancy/Westi am indebted to mr rodney bartgis, director of the nature conservancy/West 
virginia chapter, for his suggestion of this monitoring model during the implementation of 
our joint project between 1999–2002: ‘the blister swamp conservation and restoration 
Project, Pocahontas county, West virginia’.

1.

2.
3.
4.
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season when all livestock are grazed in the lower elevation exclosures.4 only the 
chucaros (feral cattle) remain within the core zone of the park. Demonstration 
exclosures within the alpine zone, however, could still assist in the restoration of 
alpine hillslopes, especially in the Pisco Valley, with the added benefit of relaying 
strong conservation and educational messages to local people as well as visitors.

another model in need of further testing within the context of the alpine zone 
involves the use of ‘conservation contracts’. For example, in the Ackya region 
due east of HnP, tmi assists community members to improve the quality of their 
pastures, and thus the quality and volume of milk production, in exchange for their 
active involvement in the restoration of biodiversity-rich Polylepis forests in the 
upper valley. in april 2006, more than 5,000 Polylepis seedlings had been grown 
and planted (this had risen to 10,000 seedlings planted per year in 2007 and 2008), 
and the level of participation and satisfaction among local campesinos appeared 
to be especially high. Experiences will differ community by community, but both 
projects are excellent examples of incorporating the actual linkages between 
livelihood improvements and on-the-ground conservation impacts within the 
project’s overall design, effectively linking improved economics with improved 
conservation, and thus the long-term maintenance of various ecosystem services 
(such as water, hillslope stability, the cooling effect of continuous vegetation and 
forest canopies).

Basecamp and trekking camp sanitation is a problem that seems to grow worse 
with each passing year throughout the mountain world (Hillary, P. 2007, pers. 
comm.) and solutions remain evasive in spite of considerable efforts devoted to 
the development of simple, cost-effective backcountry toilets and high altitude 
sanitation strategies (see mcconnell 1996, lachapelle et al. 1997, french 
2006a, byers 2007f). the american alpine club, however, recently supported 
a pilot project to install a composting toilet in the ishinca basecamp region in 
collaboration with the communities of Pashpa and collón (french 2006b). in 
2007, it was observed that the toilet was being utilized frequently by climbers 
in the region, but that its maintenance was problematic due to the lack of a full-
time project overseer. nevertheless, the initiative represents progress, especially 
when compared with the concrete and stone pit toilets installed throughout the 
HNP that become filled, dysfunctional and abandoned after a short period of time 
(french 2003, byers 2007f). similar experiences with high altitude outhouses are 
common throughout the developing mountain world, and i argue for accelerated 
research and continued trials that can develop safe and effective waste disposal 
mechanisms tailored to the high mountain environment. 

4 during my august 2007 visit to the ishinca valley, i noted a much more continuousduring my august 2007 visit to the ishinca valley, i noted a much more continuous 
groundcover of grass and herbaceous species upon the alpine hillslopes, although the 2002 
transects would have to be re-sampled to verify this impression. 
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Conclusions

alpine environments worldwide are being heavily impacted upon, especially in 
regions experiencing high volumes of adventure tourism. Whilst oceans, deserts, 
rainforests and other ecosystems have strong(er) followings and conservation 
programmes, alpine ecosystems remain comparatively neglected in spite of 
their importance for global water supply, local economies and tourism. more 
interdisciplinary and applied research is essential for the better understanding 
of differing threats to alpine integrity, remedial interventions, capacity building 
mechanisms for local user groups and high altitude sanitation and waste 
management methods, and more attention needs to be focused on the large-scale 
conservation and restoration of many alpine ecosystems. increasing the awareness 
of international alpine clubs, travel agencies and trekking companies for these 
problems will represent an essential first step in reducing user impacts. Building 
global awareness for the critically important ecosystem services that alpine and 
other mountain ecosystems provide, and the need for their better conservation 
and stewardship, also needs to be strengthened among conservationists, donor 
agencies and local communities alike.

reducing threats, and achieving a positive ecosystem response, will depend 
largely on the provision to local people of viable alternatives to current grazing 
and landuse practices. the most promising ‘long-term conservation mechanisms’ 
required to protect alpine resources will also involve the building of local 
stakeholder capacity in project design, project management, financial management, 
fundraising, project monitoring and reporting. Education and awareness-building 
among all stakeholders (climbers, trekkers, indigenous people, governments and 
clubs) will be key to changing decades of detrimental trends in behaviour. The 
Alpine Conservation Partnership project represents the first global initiative to 
actively protect and restore alpine ecosystems while building the management 
capacities of the people who live there, with promising beginnings in the 
Himalayan and Andes mountains. Much work remains to be done, however, if the 
project’s objectives are to be achieved in the hundreds of heavily impacted alpine 
ecosystems that remain throughout the high altitude mountain world.
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chapter 5 

tourism, local community and natural 
resources: tourism impact assessment 

and tourism management analysis in the 
Jiuzhaigou biosphere reserve, china

Wenjun li

introduction

tourism development may result in a range of negative impacts on the environment, 
emanating from unsustainable resource use and mismanagement (Lukashina et 
al. 1996, collins 1998, ross and Wall 1999, Kousis 2000, nepal 2000, van der, collins 1998, ross and Wall 1999, Kousis 2000, nepal 2000, van dercollins 1998, ross and Wall 1999, Kousis 2000, nepal 2000, van der 
duim and caalders 2002, laiolo 2003, mbaiwa 2003, Kuvan 2005). nevertheless, Kuvan 2005). nevertheless,Kuvan 2005). nevertheless, 
the development of tourism may also bring positive influences by offering an 
alternative livelihood to preceding unsustainable natural resource utilization such 
as farming, hunting and mining. tourism has the potential to contribute to both 
conservation and development (ross and Wall 1999) and it involves the creation 
of positive synergetic relationships between tourism, biodiversity and local 
people through the application of appropriate management strategies. Examining 
tourism development and its relationship to natural capital, collins (1998) lists, collins (1998) listscollins (1998) lists 
a substantial body of research relating to the notion of sustainable tourism 
development (see references therein). burger (2000) explored three examples of the 
interactions between humans and ecosystem integrity at the landscape scale, and 
concluded that tourism/recreation can theoretically play a major role in preserving 
biodiversity. nevertheless, there are few practical examples that demonstrate the 
positive environmental impacts caused by tourism. in other words, it appears that 
sustainable tourism theory has rarely been put into practice successfully (ross and 
Wall 1999).

Given that tourism presents a ‘double-edged sword’ for natural resource 
conservation, clarifying its positive and negative effects would prove helpful in 
gaining a more comprehensive understanding of the relationship between the 
industry, local communities and natural resources, and it would also provide a 
valuable guide in natural resource management.

In this chapter, taking Jiuzhaigou Biosphere Reserve (JBR) as a case study 
area and employing on-site questionnaire surveys, field interviews, and remotely 
sensed satellite image interpretation, a positive case study is presented whereby 
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the environment is not widely degraded as tourism develops and the indigenousthe indigenous 
community and local region benefit from the industry. The development andand local region benefit from the industry. The development andbenefit from the industry. The development and the development and 
operation of a joint-stock company to manage tourism, established between local 
community households and reserve administrators, is analysed in order to identify 
the foundation to this particular story.

field Site and methods

Case Study Area

The JBR is located within China’s Sichuan Province (between 103°46′E and 
104°05′E and 32°55′N and 33°16′N). The reserve adopts the form of a Y-shaped 
valley, with a length of 40 km and a total area of 720 km2. its elevation ranges from 
2,000 m to 4,764 m. resources for tourism are abundant in Jiuzhaigou county and 
the reserve consequently attracts many visitors each year. numerous snow-topped 
peaks, including modern glaciers, are distributed along the valley. The geology of 
the reserve is comprised of dissolvable carbonate layers that are famous for their 
travertine phenomena. Denuded sediments adhere to the beds of lakes and rivers, 

figure 5.1 Distribution of administrative (and case study) villages within 
Jiuzahigou Biosphere reserve
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resulting in colourful vistas, and scenic spots include imposing emerald lakes, 
waterfalls and forests. The area is rich in floral and faunal biological diversity, 
containing, for example, over 4,000 plant species and 123 vertebrate species. 

in addition to the natural scenic beauty and biodiversity, traditional culture 
is also an attraction for tourists. three administrative villages comprise the local 
community of the JBR, namely Heyezhai, Shuzheng and Zaru (Figure 5.1). Of the 
total population of 1,097, distributed in 269 households within the reserve in 2004, 
tibetans account for over 80 per cent.

Questionnaire Surveys and Interviews

a series of questionnaire surveys were conducted with the residents of the Jbr 
during the years 2000 to 2005. The first survey, conducted in July 2000, was 
designed to evaluate economic, social and environmental aspects of tourism 
development. the economic indicators included the number of people involved in 
and receiving benefits from tourism, the nature of their involvement, and how much 
of their income was derived from tourism. the social assessment was conducted 
by asking residents to rank their perceptions about interference from tourism 
development (including noise, personal safety, cultural change and commodity 
prices). Respondents were asked to check one answer in the questionnaire from a 
choice of four possible statements: 1) no interference; 2) slight interference; 3) 
strong interference; and 4) Extreme interference. the environmental assessment 
was conducted by ranking the perceptions of respondents in terms of environmental 
change since tourism developed (including impacts on wildlife, landscape, water 
and atmosphere). there were four choices for selection in the questionnaire: 1) 
no degradation; 2) slight degradation; 3) strong degradation; and 4) Extreme 
degradation. as the local populace has inhabited the region for generations, it is 
likely that they are sensitive to environmental change.

the questionnaire was designed and executed in chinese because most of the 
Tibetan residents in the JBR can understand and speak this language. The surveys 
were conducted face to face, and all questionnaires were filled out by the researchers 
as questions were answered by the local residents. this method was adopted as 
some of the residents were illiterate and many felt nervous about completing the 
questionnaire directly. the surveys were conducted in a conversational style, so 
the residents were relaxed and willing to speak freely about pertinent issues. Most 
of the questionnaires were answered by the head of household, whether the wife or 
husband. surveyed households were sampled randomly at a 20 per cent intensitysurveyed households were sampled randomly at a 20 per cent intensity 
in the three villages.

in the summers of 2001 and 2002, open-ended interviews were conducted 
with senior managers of the Jbr to understand the policies implemented for 
encouraging local community involvement in tourism and the measures taken for 
sustainable tourism management.

after the above surveys, it was clear that the managers of the Jbr were using an 
innovative joint-stock system to ensure that benefit accrued to the local community. 
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as a consequence, a second questionnaire survey and further interviews were second questionnaire survey and further interviews were 
designed and conducted from november 2004 to august 2005. these collected 
information related to the mechanism established to organize tourism between the 
reserve managers and the local residents. the questionnaire survey was conducted 
at households within the reserve, and it was designed to elucidate the history of 
local resident participation in tourism, the origin and development of the joint-

figure 5.2 Comparison of annual net income per household among the 
three case study villages in Jiuzhaigou Biosphere reserve

Source: author household surveys.

figure 5.3 Proportions of different incomes in the Jiuzhaigou Biosphere 
reserve community in 2004

Source: author household surveys.
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stock system, its effectiveness, its impact on the income of local households, and 
any pervading problems. as in the year 2000, the same sample intensity of 20 
per cent of households was adopted. open-ended interviews were simultaneously 
conducted with the Jbr managers as well as with the directors of the joint-
stock company. Finally, selected officials at different levels of government were 
interviewed to collect their opinions and attitudes on the joint-stock system, 
including ZhangZha Township governments, Jiuzhaigou County governments, 
and aba Prefecture governments.

in addition to the on-site surveys, the following secondary data were collected the on-site surveys, the following secondary data were collected 
from the Jbr management and local government: tourism revenue and contribution 
to the income of local people, economic structural change, employment structural 
change, and other relevant policy documents.relevant policy documents..

Remote Sensing Image Interpretation

remotely sensed satellite images were analysed to quantify environmental change 
over space and time in Jiuzhaigou county. in order to identify whether the pressures in Jiuzhaigou county. in order to identify whether the pressures. in order to identify whether the pressuresin order to identify whether the pressures 
from local residents who live directly on natural resources have been transferred 
from inside to outside of the Jbr, three years of landsat thematic mapper (tm) 
images were selected for spatio-temporal analysis: July 1987, september 1997 and 
september 2003. this time series was used to identify land cover changes in the 
county. the image from 1987 indicated the land cover situation at the beginning of 
tourism development; that of 1997 marked the transition point from which visitor 
number increased dramatically and prevailing land cover was determined from the 
2003 image.

considering the geological, physiognomic and biological characteristics of 
Jiuzhaigou county, tm bands 5, 4, and 3 were selected to compose a false colour 
image and this was used in the interpretation. First, a non-supervised classification 
was undertaken to obtain an initial interpretation image. This included seven classes 
covering forest, shrub land, grassland, bare land, water, farmland and residential 
land. An on-site field validation was conducted in July 2003 and a total of 121 
sites covering the above seven classes were located using a global positioning 
system. Using these on-site field training samples, a maximum likelihood method 
of supervised classification was applied to further improve the accuracy of the 
image and resultant interpretation.

results

The Economic Contribution of Tourism to Local Residents

the tourism history of the Jbr can be divided into four periods according to 
different stages of development. The years preceding 1984 can be defined as the 
pre-tourism period, during which there were few tourists and no substantial tourism 
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services provided in the natural reserve. the period from 1985 to 1992 represented 
the initial stage of tourism development. during this period, the number of tourists 
increased to 139,000 per year and many households in shuzheng and Heyezhai 
villages operated individually-owned family hotels that became their main source 
of income. The years between 1993 and 2001 marked a period of rapid tourism 
development, during which the number of tourists increased to 1.2 million per 
year and a joint-stock company was established between reserve managers and 
local households to operate family hotels and restaurants. finally, the time between 
2002 and 2004 represented a period of maturity in tourism development, with the 
number of tourists stabilizing at around 1.8 million per year and the joint-stock 
company operating just one concern, nuorilang restaurant, after all family-run 
hotels were closed in 2001.

Before tourism was developed, the local community lived a self-sufficient 
but impoverished life, dominated by agriculture and grazing. the annual perthe annual per 
capita income was around us$23 in 1978. the community had limited sources ofthe community had limited sources of 
income, and it depended strongly on direct exploitation of natural resources via 
farming, woodcutting, hunting and so on. after tourism was developed in 1984, 
local income increased dramatically (figure 5.2). compared with 1978, the percompared with 1978, the per 
capita income in 1988 was increased by 188 per cent (after 10 years), and by 
477 per cent in 1999 (after 20 years). this great increase in community income this great increase in community income 
was closely linked with the vigorous development of tourism. At present, most 
community incomes are comprised of monies from tourism development, derived 
both directly and indirectly. As shown in Figure 5.3, the first and most important 
income is ‘subsistence security’, a share of money allocated from entrance fees 

figure 5.4 Changes in GDP in different economic sectors from 1990 to 
2002 in Jiuzhaigou County

Source: redrawn from fig. 5, li et al. (2006) tourism’s impacts on natural resources: a 
positive case from china. Environmental Management, 38, 577.
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to the reserve to assure local subsistence. this will be described in detail later in 
the chapter. subsistence security accounts for 38 per cent of the total incomes of 
local residents. the second most important income source is the salary paid by 
JBR managers to workers in the reserve (19 per cent), followed by earning from 
dividends of the joint-stock company, which account for a further 14 per cent of 
the total. income from selling souvenirs and renting costumes for photographs 
comprises 10 per cent of the incomes of local residents.

the questionnaire survey results showed that 99 per cent of the households 
selected ‘no interference’ in terms of perceived impacts of tourism on the local 
socio-economic and physical environments. this result indicated that the local 
residents had a high tolerance for the impacts of tourism, possibly reflecting an 
active involvement in the industry and the receipt of expected benefits.

The Contribution of Tourism to the Regional Economy

rapid tourism development in the Jbr has dramatically driven the economicapid tourism development in the Jbr has dramatically driven the economic 
development of Jiuzhaigou county and caused notable changes in both the economic 
sector structure and employment structure. the Gross domestic Product (GdP) 
from the tourism service sector increased from 28 per cent in 1990 to 68 per cent 
in 2002 (figure 5.4). over the same period, the agricultural GdP decreased from 
28 per cent to 11 per cent. the local labour employed in the tourism service sector 
doubled from 15 per cent in 1982 to 32 per cent in 2002. With the local economic 
structure changes, the percentage of non-agricultural population increased from 

figure 5.5 Proportion of the population living on non-agricultural 
activities 

Source: redrawn from fig. 6, li et al. (2006) tourism’s impacts on natural resources: a 
positive case from china. Environmental Management, 38, 577.
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18 per cent in 1987 to 37 per cent in 2002 (figure 5.5). as livelihoods shift from 
the agricultural to the tourism sector, pre-existing pressures on natural resource 
conservation from within and from peripheral areas of the Jbr might possibly be 
mitigated. this is examined in the following environmental assessment.

Natural Environmental Impacts

from the questionnaire survey with local residents, 90 per cent of interviewees 
selected the option of ‘no degradation’ in terms of perceived environmental 
changes within the Jbr. some respondents even indicated that the natural 
landscape had improved in their view since the 1990s, coinciding with villagers 
ceasing their agricultural activities due to receipt of viable income from tourism. 
as the environment has shown signs of recovery, the number of wild animals 
seems to have increased. A forest ranger, who worked in Jiuzhaigou County for 
a state lumber sector in the 1970s and who has been working in a protection role 
since reserve status was approved in 1979, commented via the questionnaire 
survey that ‘the chance we meet wildlife when we patrol in the core area in recent 
years is obviously more than in the 1970s when we conducted clearing cutting 
there’. this result coincides with the report of the sichuan Provincial academy ofsichuan Provincial academy of 
forestry sciences (sPafs) (2004). this organization conducted a comprehensive (sPafs) (2004). this organization conducted a comprehensive 
scientific survey in the JBR between 2002 and 2003, and reported: ‘Currently, the 
forest, shrub land and meadow are [following] the normal and natural dynamic 
evolution process’.

the results from the satellite image analysis for the years 1987, 1997 and 2003 
are shown in table 5.1. it can be seen from this table that forest area decreased by 
8 per cent between 1987 and 1997, whereas it increased by 2 per cent thereafter. 
the area of shrub land increased continuously from 1987 to 2003, though its 
rate of recovery slowed after 1997; grassland increased in area by 22 per cent 
between 1987 and 1997 and remained stable thereafter. Generally, it appears 
that the vegetation (forest, shrub land and grassland) is experiencing a recovery 
from previous disturbance. there is evidence that the mid stages of vegetation 
succession have experienced the greatest increase in area and this may bode well 
for future successional development to forest. additionally, the area of bare land 
decreased, although an increase was recorded initially from 1987 to 1997. this 
natural regeneration of vegetation must, however, be weighed against the increase 
in residential land. Residential land area first decreased between 1987 and 1997, 
and then increased dramatically due to the large-scale in-migration of indigenous 
people in 1992 from high elevations, where they traditionally lived, to lowland areas 
near popular scenic spots where family hotels could be operated with relative ease. 
When the indigenous population inhabited the highlands, their houses were widely 
dispersed. After migration to the lowland, to take part in the tourism industry, the 
local population was required by the Jbr administration (Jbra) to adopt a more 
nucleated pattern of settlement to ensure minimal influence on sightseeing. As a 
final comment on Table 5.1, the dramatic increase in water area might be explained 
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by varying annual rainfall. because the acquisition dates of the three images are all 
during the peak rainfall period (May to October), the substantial spatial changes in 
water recorded in the images might result from the differences between the three 
annual rainfall totals. unfortunately, the relevant regional rainfall data were not 
available to test this assumption.

Policies and Mechanisms Ensuring Indigenous Resident Benefits

Policies encouraging residents to participate in tourism from the interviews 
with Jbr managers, it was noted that many policies and mechanisms had been put 
into practice to encourage local residents to participate in tourism. these measures 
enabled the local residents to derive enough economic benefit from tourism to 
abandon direct exploitation of natural resources for subsistence. one policy at 
the beginning of tourism development was to organize local residents to operate 
family hotels to host visitors. The first family hotel operator told us: ‘It was the 
Jbr administration and local governors who encouraged and helped me to borrow 
money from the bank, so I could be the first person to decorate my house and host 
visitors in 1984’. He also said excitedly: ‘at the beginning, nobody in the village 
believed there would be visitors who liked to live in my house. Yes, they didn’t 
believe I could make money from tourism, but after one year every household 
wanted to operate a family hotel because i suddenly became a rich man through 
the family hotel business’. for those residents who lived further away from scenic 
spots (and so could not make money through family hotels), the JBRA gave them 
priority to apply for tourism service jobs. the administration also paid every 
household 450 rmb/month (us$54) from the reserve entry fee for the purpose of 

Table 5.1 Percentage changes in land cover from 1987 to 2003 in 
Jiuzhaigou County

Source: table 1, li et al. (2006) tourism’s impacts on natural resources: a positive case 
from china. Environmental Management, 38, 578.

1987–1997 1997–2003

forest -8 +2
shrubland +131 +11

Grassland +22 0
Water +33 +229
farm land -26 -61
residential land -28 +119
bare land +5 -15
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protecting forests.

Origin and development of the joint-stock system the development of the joint-
stock company can be divided into two periods; the family hotel period (1993 to 
2001) and the nuorilang restaurant period (post-2001).

at the beginning of tourism development, in the early 1980s, the majority of 
households in Jiuzhaigou wanted to develop a family hotel after the first such hotel 
proved successful (li 2006), and the number of beds increased rapidly without 
consideration of the total quantity of tourists. This lack of market management 
resulted in almost all the local hotel-owners standing daily at the reserve entry gates 
during the peak season, contending for tourists to accommodate in their family 
hotels, and sometimes adopting unreasonable price discounting. this situation was 
viewed negatively by the tourists and it impeded tourism development. conscious 
of this situation, in 1990 ten family hotels in shuzheng village combined together 
and set up a joint company to consolidate their family hotels and home restaurant 
operations. The company unified service price and quality, thereby avoiding in the 
village the intense competition for tourists that still existed amongst the different 
villages. With this success in mind, in 1992 the Jbra organized and combined 
all the family hotels and household restaurants operating in the reserve with the 
restaurant operated by the Jbra itself to establish a Jiuzhaigou tourism Joint-
Stock Company (renamed as the Joint Operating Company, or JOC, in 1999). The 
family hotels were appraised as capital stock to join the company, and residents 
shared most of the stock (77 per cent). The remaining 23 per cent of the stock 
was held by the Jbra itself, the income being used for management of the nature 
reserve. In order to keep tourist numbers below carrying capacity, each family hotel 
was not allowed to exceed 45 beds. Excluding a small number of families that did 
not have enough capital to offer that number, almost all the family hotels did offer 
45 beds. instead of the previous intense competition, tourists who needed lodging 
were appointed to family hotels by the Jbra. tourists paid accommodation fees 
directly to the Joc, instead of to the owners as had been done in the past. at the 
end of each year, accommodation fees were allocated by the Jbra to each family 
that operated a hotel. 

With the growth of tourism in the valley, the number of family hotels 
increased greatly and this resulted in environmental pollution. in 1996, the 
sichuan Environmental monitoring centre discovered that the water quality in the 
Jiuzhaigou natural reserve was lower than in 1986, and the river sections where 
water quality was worse were all near the family hotels and home restaurants 
(sPafs 2004). in order to prevent any further environmental pollution, in 1997 
the Jbra forbade local families to build any new hotels. furthermore, on 30 
april 2001, all the family hotels were closed as dictated by the administration. 
as the family hotel was the major source of income for the residents, the Jbra 
has paid subsistence security fees annually to residents living within the reserve 
since that date. this has amounted to approximately 7.2 thousand rmb per person 
annually. 
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although family hotels were closed, the Joc continued to distribute revenue 
from the restaurants. The restaurants’ benefits decreased dramatically, however, 
once tourists remained in the valley only during the daytime due to there being no 
accommodation after the closure of the family hotels. as a consequence, the Joc 
decided to keep only one restaurant, at the Nuorilang scenic site, open (instead of the 
original five), and the Nuorilang Restaurant was rebuilt and enlarged (Figure 5.1). 
Once again, the new Nuorilang Restaurant was established in joint-stock mode. 
The JBRA encouraged local residents to join this company by purchasing stock at 
a cost of 2,000 rmb per share, with each family allowed to own a maximum of 10 
shares. The JBRA retained 51 per cent of the stock, whilst local residents obtained 
the remaining 49 per cent. Profits were distributed according to the percentage 
of shares owned by stockholders, which resulted in the JBRA receiving 51 per 
cent of the profits and individual stockholders together receiving 49 per cent. The 
JBRA then passed 28 per cent to the resident management office, the unit in charge 
of managing residents’ issues, to build and improve infrastructure for the local 
community. Consequently, the final allocation of profits was 23 per cent to the 
Jbra and 77 per cent to the local communities. 

Benefits of the joint-stock mechanism As described above, JOC shared the stocks 
with local residents and thus created a mechanism to ensure their economic benefit. 
as shown in figure 5.2, the annual net income per household of shuzheng and 
Heyezhai villages increased dramatically after tourism development, especially 
post-1992, when Joc was established to unify the operation. according to the 
questionnaire data, approximately 86 per cent of shuzheng village residents and 
91 per cent of Heyezhai village residents are currently living on tourism.

In addition to increased income, the joint-stock mechanism effectively 
reduced the income gap between villages. Zaru Village could not get involved 
in the tourism operation because it was located too far from the most attractive 
scenic spots (figure 5.1). the main income resource of residents has remained 
with crop farming and their income has been much lower than the residents of 
Shuzheng and Heyezhai. In 2001, Zaru residents were encouraged to join stock 
in nuorilang restaurant under the coordination of the Jbra and, as a result, their 
overall income increased rapidly. figure 5.2 shows that the income gap in 2004 
was much smaller than the period from 1992 to 2001. Questionnaire responses in 
Zaru Village showed that an average household’s profit from the JOC, together 
with gift selling, accounts for 30 per cent of their total income.

As described in the development history of the joint-stock mechanism, the 
JBRA unified the tourism operations in the natural reserve, eliminated the 
intense competition between households and maintained the Jiuzhaigou market 
image. furthermore, under the current imperfect institutional arrangements for 
conservation (such as the lack of nature reserve law and the fact that current 
regulations are not strict and operational), the Jbra can put conservation ideas 
into practice through controlling the economy. for example, the reason why 
the administration could close the unsustainable family hotels within two years 
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was due to it providing sufficient economic compensation to the owners. Also, 
about 38 per cent of household income is now derived from subsistence security 
fees that are decided upon and provided by the Jbra, and these are paid on the 
precondition that householders are mindful of conservation. of course, this will 
also bring negative influences, related to equity issues in the future, but this issue 
is beyond scope of this chapter.

from the point of view of environmental conservation, the most important 
goal of the JBRA is protecting natural resources. Affiliated branch companies do 
not purely pursue profit maximization; sometimes they forego economic benefits 
to protect nature. in the design and construction of nuorilang restaurant, for 
example, the Jbra considered its potential impacts on the environment. as a 
result, sewage is collected in tanks and is then transported outside of the reserve. 
such measures increased the cost of constructing the restaurant in the short term, 
but they benefit the environment in the long term. 

Discussion and Conclusions

forest cover was reduced in Jiuzhaigou county at the beginning of tourismorest cover was reduced in Jiuzhaigou county at the beginning of tourism 
development in the mid-1980s, before it increased after 1997 (table 5.1). this result 
indicates that environmental decline from tourism was overcome in Jiuzhaigou 
county in a relatively short time, as evidenced through ecological restoration via 
vegetation succession. the area of shrub land and grassland increased, whilst 
farmland and bare land decreased. this improvement in the natural environment 
of Jiuzhaigou, however, has to be balanced against a notable increase in residential 
land after 1997. 

field survey results indicated that local residents in the Jbr believed that the 
physical environment in the reserve was improving and they also felt that they were 
receiving satisfactory benefits from tourism. It is asserted that the main reason for 
the positive impacts of tourism in the Jbr and in the wider Jiuzhaigou county is 
that local community residents participate fully in the tourism business and hence 
benefits from it are thereby ensured. Only when local communities are involved 
extensively in a tourism business can their original natural resource exploitation 
be substituted and the environment experience recovery.

from this case study, it can be seen that tourism does not necessitate negative 
environmental impacts. If indigenous residents benefit sufficiently from tourism, 
it is possible to use the industry as a way to balance natural resource conservation 
and economic development. in this case study, effective policy in the form of 
a joint-stock mechanism, which ensured local participation in and benefit from 
tourism, is the foundation supporting success.

two additional purposes of the study were to determine whether the Jbr modelwo additional purposes of the study were to determine whether the Jbr model 
could be replicated in other protected areas and whether it could be sustained 
over the long term. to answer these questions, it must be understood why this 
mechanism was selected and how it was applied in the Jbr.
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In 1992 the government stopped all financial support to the JBR. This meant 
that the reserve had to ensure its survival and conduct conservation entirely 
through self-support. this resulted in reserve administrators drawing the natural 
resources in their care into the market economy. But why did they decide upon a 
joint-stock company as the operative mechanism? One reason was that in the early 
1990s joint-stock companies were encouraged by central government and were 
widely used in china’s state enterprises. they were believed to be an effective way 
to obtain more capital investment from non-government sectors and to lead to high 
economic efficiency. So the selection of a joint-stock mechanism in the JBR could 
not be isolated from this background of national economic policy. 

by the end of the 1990s, many reserve managers selected to contract out tourismselected to contract out tourismelected to contract out tourism 
services to private companies. this ignited a heated debate on the adoption or 
rejection of market approaches in China (X.Z. Zhang 2000, 2002, X. Zhang 2005, 
2006). When we asked the Director General why he did not opt to contract out 
the tourism business as did the management of siguniang mountain scenic site 
(located in the same province and close to the Jbr), he replied ‘We don’t dare to 
do this because the market is imperfect now in China and it’s difficult to supervise 
the private contractors through using contracts to ensure natural resources are not 
overused. see, [the] siguniang mountain case has demonstrated this way doesn’t 
work’. If the JBRA had contracted out the tourism business in the reserve, it would 
have had to bear the high cost of supervising contracts and it would have carried 
heavy responsibility in terms of protecting natural resources from potential overuse. 
This is the second reason for the JBRA to select the joint-stock mechanism.

the discussion above does not explain why the Jbra decided to share the 
stocks with local residents instead of with external private companies like many 
other reserve administrators. With reference to the history of the Joc development, 
it was indicated that the joint-stock system was actually initiated by Shuzheng 
residents in 1990 to avoid the intense competition for tourists. it is posited, 
therefore, that the subsequent selection of a joint-stock company mechanism by 
the Jbra was path-dependent from the point of view of institutional evolution. 
During the questionnaire surveys, all the residents of Shuzheng felt satisfied with 
their innovative measures. they believed that the joint-operated family hotels 
brought in higher income by avoiding the intense competition for tourists, and it 
restored the traditional close relationships between households. from the Jbra 
viewpoint, joint operation was also considered as a positive mechanism because 
it improved the image of tourism in the JBR through a unified market price 
and service. Path-dependence theory (mahoney 2000) proposes that people are 
inclined to continue with a course of action if they feel it is more positive than any 
alternative course. therefore, path-dependence is the third reason for the Jbra to 
employ the joint-stock mechanism.

Another driving force behind the JBRA sharing stocks with local residents is 
that it is an organization implementing conservation on behalf of the government. 
While the organizational goal of the Jbr is to conserve natural resources, its 
institutional orientation determines that it must consider benefits to the local 
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community. the Jbra represents public interest in sustainable management of 
the natural resources within the reserve. if the local communities had not received 
benefits from tourism, then they would still be cultivating the steeply sloping 
fields and hunting in the reserve, resulting in possible ecological degradation. If 
the natural resources of the reserve were to be destroyed, the careers of the Jbr 
administrators would be affected as they are appointed by the government. 

In conclusion, the necessity of financial self-reliance (set against the backdrop 
of national economic policy); the potential problems in contracting out tourism 
business and stewarding the local environment; path-dependence; and the reserve 
management aim of linking conservation and development come together as the 
key reasons for applying the joint-stock system to tourism management in the 
Jbr.

in order to develop viable economic businesses in nature reserves, theoretically 
the first action is to reform the resource management system, completely separating 
the reserve administration from business activities. following the theory of new 
public management (savas 2000), the government should only adopt the role of 
‘arranger’, whilst the private sector or nGos should act as the ‘provider’ by using 
contracts. It should be realized, however, that it will take much time to redefine 
the role of government, which might explain why many integrated conservation 
and development programmes (icdPs) in developing countries have not been 
successful (songorwa 1999, twyman 2000, brown 2002, Gupte 2003, Hutton and 
leader-Williams 2003, spiteri and nepal 2006). 

Given that the joint-stock operating mechanism is a relatively satisfactory way 
to balance local development and natural resource conservation under current 
institutional arrangements (albeit its suitability beyond the existing transitional 
period is unknown), this model appears to be a worthwhile reference for other 
protected areas, especially in those places where the conflict between local 
development and conservation is severe. the Jbr case may provide an alternative 
way of thinking to solve such conflict, especially in developing countries.
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chapter 6 

Environmental sustainability and cruise 
tourism in arctic canada

Emma J. stewart and dianne draper

introduction

the arctic is facing unprecedented and momentous environmental, economic 
and socio-cultural change (nuttall 1998, nuttall and callaghan 2000). many 
commentators predict that as a consequence of a warming arctic, maritime 
activity will increase, including the introduction of industrial fishing, expansion 
of non-renewable resource development and commercial shipping (furgal and 
Prowse 2008). in combination, this increase in human activity in arctic waters 
likely will add strain to an environment (both human and ecological) that already 
is stressed by the effects of climate change (Huebert and yaeger 2007). there 
is a clear imperative to develop a broad framework in which new and existing 
maritime activities can be managed wisely, in perpetuity. integrated management 
approaches are required so that development is equitable and environmentally 
responsible, protecting both the human and ecological environment of the arctic 
(Berkes and Fast 2005, Huebert and Yaeger 2007). 

Historically, ice conditions have precluded most commercial shipping in the 
arctic, but in light of a warming climate, many arctic specialists predict an increase 
in commercial shipping in this region (Huebert 2001, acia 2004, brigham and 
Ellis 2004). as a form of commercial shipping, cruise tourism is predicted by 
some commentators to benefit from receding ice conditions, accelerating the 
modest growth already established in this niche travel sector (Huebert 2001, scott 
2003, acia 2004, brigham and Ellis 2004, Huebert and yaeger 2007). although 
the high costs of ice-breaking once placed the Arctic off limits to cruise vessels 
(ritter and schafer 1998), the arctic became a viable cruise tourism destination 
following the mid 1980s when the former soviet union’s economy declined and 
its relatively inexpensive ice-breakers suddenly became available (Jones 1999, 
stonehouse 2007). since the ms Explorer first carried passengers to the Canadian 
arctic in 1984, tourists have visited an increasing number of northern destinations 
(marsh and staple 1995, Jones 1999). transits of the northwest Passage are 
now commonplace; Baffin Island has been circumnavigated multiple times; 
and communities such as resolute bay, Pond inlet and Pangnirtung are visited 
regularly. to date, fortunately, cruise operators in arctic canada have maintained 
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an excellent human safety record although there is a ‘lengthy record and anecdotal 
history of groundings and other bumbles’ (Jones 1999: 31). 
this previously good environmental and human safety record was shattered in 
november 2007 when the polar veteran, ms Explorer, sank off the coast of the 
antarctic Peninsula, an incident some commentators had been predicting for some 
time (Stewart and Draper 2006). The sinking of the MS Explorer brought into 
stark reality the individual, cultural and environmental risks associated with polar 
travel. fortunately, human life was spared in this incident, but the environmental 
consequences of Explorer’s sinking remain unknown. It is clear that without 
adequate policy and integrated management and planning in place, what happened 
to the ice-strengthened ms Explorer in the antarctic could happen to other ships 
operating in the canadian arctic (stewart and draper 2008). this is particularly 
so because, under climate warming, hull penetrating, multi-year ice may present 
navigational hazards for ships in some regions of the canadian arctic (Howell and 
Yackel 2004).

the purpose of this chapter is threefold. firstly, the nature, scale and scope 
of cruise tourism to arctic canada are addressed, focusing particularly on what 
is known about environmental consequences of Arctic cruise tourism. Secondly, 
the way in which climate change may influence the development of cruise tourism 

figure 6.1 Selected cruise destinations and the route of the northwest 
Passage in arctic Canada
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in Arctic Canada is presented. Thirdly, we comment on the elements that likely 
will be required to ensure development of cruise tourism in northern canada is 
both successful and sustainable for affected communities, the local environment, 
cruise operators and their clients (stewart and draper 2006). We do not offer new 
empirical evidence but rather, using desk-based literature searches, propose that 
existing approaches to managing cruise tourism activities should be replaced with 
broader, more integrated management approaches. 

Whether or not the potential increase in cruise tourism in Arctic Canada is likely 
to be sustainable depends on how the term ‘sustainable’ is defined. In this chapter, 
the concept of sustainability developed by Berkes and Fast (2005) is appropriate. 
they suggest that sustainability is a process that includes ecological, soci-cultural 
and economic dimensions, whereby ‘the needs of the present and local populations 
can be met without compromising the ability of future generations or populations 
in other locations [global in scope] to meet their needs’ (Berkes and Fast 2005: 
2). the question of ‘what is to be sustained’ is addressed on a case-by-case basis 
(Berkes and Fast 2005). We begin by establishing the current scale, scope and 
impact of the canadian arctic cruise industry and explore the evidence regarding 
its potential growth. We then focus on existing planning arrangements and present a 
rationale for an integrated approach that is mindful of the particular circumstances 
of cruise tourism in the north. an integrated oceans management approach is 
proposed as a means to identify more specific elements that communities, cruise 
operators and, to a lesser extent, their clients, can employ to fulfil sustainable 
management objectives. the emphasis is on collaboration and the need to build 
partnerships with key stakeholders of the marine environment. For the purposes 
of this chapter, arctic canada, as an area of study, is considered to be: northern 
Yukon, Northwest Territories, Nunavut, northern Manitoba, northern Quebec and 
northern labrador (see figure 6.1).

Scale and Scope of Cruise Tourism in the Canadian arctic

The majority of cruise ships visiting the Canadian Arctic are retro-fitted icebreakers 
(such as the former russian ship, Kapitan Khlebnikov) or ice-strengthened cruise 
vessels (such as the Hanseatic) (figure 6.2). Expedition eco-cruising, a phrase used 
to describe the arctic cruise concept, is styled on early cruises to antarctica in the 
1960s where cruising first combined brief shore visits by zodiacs (small inflatable 
craft) with environmental and historical education (mason and legg 1999, 
Splettstoesser 2000). The first expedition eco-cruise to the Canadian Arctic was 
made by the ms Explorer in 1984 (marsh and staple 1995, Jones 1999, Headland 
2004). carrying 98 passengers, the ship traversed the northwest Passage from 
east to west in 23 days, only the thirty-third full passage ever; in doing so, the ms 
Explorer ushered in the canadian arctic cruise industry. similar crossings were 
attempted, with only two successful traverses between 1984 and 1988 (marsh and 
staple 1995, Headland 2004). despite these modest early developments, a more 



Ecotourism and Environmental Sustainability92

regular pattern of cruise activity through the canadian arctic emerged from 1992 
to 2005; for example, ships successfully traversed the northwest Passage between 
one and three times per year.

in 2006, 22 cruise ships operated in the canadian arctic, double the number 
of ships in the previous season (buhasz 2006). during the 2006 cruise season, 
communities on Baffin Island hosted as many as 12 cruise ships over a relatively 
short three month period; for example, 12 cruise ships docked at Pond Inlet over a 
41-day period. resolute, on cornwallis island, hosted 10 cruise ships. resolute is 
an entry/exit point into or out of the canadian High arctic, and regularly scheduled 
air flights operate between Resolute, Cambridge Bay, Iqaluit and Ottawa. The 
community of Pangnirtung hosted four cruise ships; the hamlet of arctic bay 
hosted three cruise ships; and Grise fiord, the most northerly community in 
canada, located on the southern shore of Ellesmere island, hosted three cruise 
ships (stewart et al. 2007). similar numbers of cruise vessels operated in the 
canadian arctic during the 2007 season. these trends suggest that the industry 
has moved beyond its infancy and is now entering a maturing phase with increased 
numbers of vessels, more regular and predictable patterns of activity, and new, 
more demanding routes (Stewart et al. 2007). A range of factors is likely to support 

figure 6.2 Hanseatic cruise ship in Pond inlet nunavut
Source: Photographed by Emma J. stewart.
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this maturing phase of the industry, including increasing tourist demand for travel 
to remote places, overall popularity of cruising worldwide, more sophisticated 
promotional activities by tour agencies, and increasing awareness at the political 
and community levels about the potential benefits of cruise tourism (Dawson et al. 
2007, stewart et al. 2007, dawson et al. in press). 

Environmental Consequences of Cruise Tourism in the Canadian arctic

there is very little research on the environmental effects of current levels of 
cruise activity in the canadian arctic, and only speculation about the possible 
effects presented by increased cruise traffic in the region. Despite a lack of specific 
research, but based on evidence presented elsewhere, cruise tourism is likely to 
have effects on various aspects of the arctic maritime and terrestrial environments. 
in terms of the maritime environment, as with any form of shipping, there is always 
the threat of oil spills, which are difficult to clean up in cold remote locations 
(Huebert and yaeger 2007, marquez and Eagles 2007, World Wide fund for 
nature 2008). the possible introduction of invasive marine species through ballast 
water discharges is a hazard, as is the control of the ship’s waste products (Huebert 
and Yaeger 2007). The risk of wildlife strikes and the impact of vessel activity in 
and around breeding grounds and feeding areas of marine mammals are also of 
concern (Gerrard 1999). cruise vessels operating in remote locations, off the main 
shipping routes, must be able to respond appropriately in the face of inadequate 
emergency response capacity. in terms of the terrestrial environment, passengers 
make regular shore visits to communities and other places of natural or historical 
interest as part of their cruise, either by zodiac or by helicopter. some concern has 
been raised about the consequence of cruise tourists visiting archaeological sites 
(because of the potential for unintended trampling) as well as noise disturbance 
caused by helicopter activity (marquez and Eagles 2007). there is potential for 
disturbance to Arctic flora and fauna since these species have a low tolerance to 
impacts that ecosystems in more temperate latitudes would absorb more easily 
(snyder 2007). there is similarly the potential for social and cultural disruption 
among indigenous peoples whose communities play host to cruise visitors on an 
increasingly regular basis (nuttall 2005).

While arctic cruise tourism has the potential to disrupt local communities, 
it also has the potential to enrich them. some proponents suggest that tourism 
can contribute positively to the economies of remote communities (Jones 1999), 
while others have suggested that tourism to the Polar regions, in general, has 
the potential to create ecologically-minded ambassadors (maher et al. 2003a, 
2003b). such positive perspectives lead some commentators to suggest that cruise 
tourism in the arctic can be viewed as an environmentally sustainable option 
(ritter and schafer 1998). still others dispute this, claiming that problems with 
waste generation and disposal, together with emissions from long-haul flights and 
cumulative pressures on fragile environments and host communities, are likely to 
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make cruise tourism far from sustainable in this region (Marsh and Staple 1995). 
this debate is complicated by the environmental, socio-cultural and economic 
consequences of a warming arctic. 

Climate Change and arctic Cruise Tourism

it is now well established that the canadian arctic is a region particularly sensitive 
and vulnerable to changes in the global climate system (acia 2004, iPcc 2007). 
there is overwhelming evidence to suggest that glaciers are melting, sea ice is 
receding (evidenced in the summer of 2007 when the northwest Passage was ice 
free), permafrost is melting, ranges of flora and fauna are shifting and fires and 
insect outbreaks are increasing (ACIA 2004). Specialists in climate change in the 
arctic region suggest that:

Effects on infrastructure
increased open water leads to increased storm surges and shoreline erosion
Permafrost melting/land instability leads to construction and engineering problems 
and structural damage

Effects on access
decline in sea-ice extent leads to extended shipping season
Glacier melting leads to increased iceberg hazards
Shorter seasonal river ice duration leads to access difficulties related to winter roads
Earlier and greater spring floods leads to access hazards
Greater snow accumulation leads to access difficulties
northward movement of permafrost line leads to increased access through road 
construction

Effects on attractions
Greater snow accumulation leads to new opportunities for snow-based activities
shorter snow duration leads to seasonal challenges for some activities
Warmer summer and winter temperatures lead to extension of seasonal activities
Warmer summer temperatures leads to increased insect challenge
Warmer winter temperatures lead to new opportunities
Ecosystem changes lead to alterations in distribution and abundance of existing 
animal species
Ecosystem changes lead to appearance of new species in north
Environmental changes alter local activity possibilities
scenic values altered through environmental changes locally and regionally

•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

Table 6.1 Some aspects of global environmental change with relevance 
for arctic tourism

Source: table 2.1, Johnston m.E. (2006) impacts of global environmental change on tourism in the 
Polar regions. in s. Gossling and c.m. Hall (eds) Tourism and Global Environmental Change: 
Ecological, Social, Economic and Political Interrelationships Routledge, New York, p. 44.
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arctic climate is now warming rapidly and much larger changes are 
projected;
arctic warming and its consequences have worldwide implications;
Arctic vegetation zones are very likely to shift causing wide-ranging 
impacts;
animal species’ diversity, ranges and distribution will change;
many coast communities and facilities face increasing exposure to storms;
Reduced sea ice is very likely to increase marine transport and access to 
resources;
thawing ground will disrupt transportation, buildings and other 
infrastructure;
indigenous communities are facing major economic and cultural impacts;
Elevated ultraviolet radiation levels will affect people, plants and animals;
Multiple influences interact to cause impacts to people and ecosystems. 

 (acia 2004: 10–11)

the extent to which cruise tourism will be affected by such environmental change 
in Arctic Canada is mostly unknown and largely a matter of conjecture. Pagnan 
(2003) speculates canada might expect larger cruise ships such as those that 
operate along the Alaskan coast, and now in Antarctica (see: Bertram 2007) while 
others also point to potential increases in the number of small adventure yachts. 
According to the Joint Task Force North (JTFN) six yachts were in Canadian waters 
in 2006 and this trend is predicted to increase, as it has in antarctica in recent years 
(see: bertram 2007). Johnston (2006) suggests that climate change will present 
both opportunities and challenges for arctic tourism in terms of infrastructure, 
access and activities (see table 6.1).

the retreat of arctic sea ice and increased ice hazards to shipping are perhaps 
the most relevant aspects of environmental change with regard to cruise tourism. 
Stewart et al. (2007) explored the specific relationship between changing sea ice 
conditions and cruise travel in the canadian arctic, concluding that global climate 
model predictions of an ice free arctic as early as 2025 may present a false sense 
of optimism about the potential for a blanket increase in cruise traffic throughout 
the canadian arctic. this is because under climate change, regions such as the 
High arctic and northwest Passage may experience heavier than normal volumes 
of multi-year ice, which could present navigational risks to cruise vessels. By 
contrast, in other areas such as Baffin Bay, increasing open water could promote 
safer travelling conditions which are more attractive to cruise operators. However, 
with the absence of ice comes the reduction in opportunities for tourists to view 
ice-dependent wildlife such as polar bears, seals and walruses. Evidence from 
cruise passengers visiting arctic canada suggests that for many tourists the 
opportunity to see such wildlife species ‘before they were gone forever’ was a key 
factor in their decision to visit (maher and meade 2008). tour operators may be 
able to capitalise on ‘last chance to see’ tourism in the short term, but clearly this 
is environmentally unsustainable in the long term. 

•

•
•

•
•
•

•

•
•
•
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regardless of what happens to sea ice and the animals dependent on it for 
survival, the Canadian Arctic likely will see moderate increases in the volume of 
cruise traffic, at least in the short term. Latent demand and the propensity for an 
increasing number of cruise visitors to become return patrons form the basis of 
this prediction. Even in the early days of northern cruising 30 per cent of tourists 
indicated they would return to the arctic (marsh and staple 1995), but whether 
those tourists returned to the north is unknown. Research in Antarctica confirms 
that people who have visited ‘one polar region are also likely to want to experience 
the other’ (bauer 2001: 153). such trends suggest the potential for modest growth 
in arctic cruise tourism; modest rather than rapid growth is predicted because 
growth is limited by the current availability of ships equipped for polar travel. an 
important observation is that large, non-ice-strengthened passenger liners have 
been in operation in antarctica since 2000 (bertram 2007), heralding a trend that 
may extend to the polar north if ice conditions are favourable.

Existing Planning mechanisms

despite recent and predicted growth there has been little coordinated, trans-regional 
planning for the sustained development of cruise tourism in arctic canada. this is 
not surprising given the complex interaction of multi-scale stakeholders involved in 
cruise tourism in this region. as some commentators have suggested the labyrinth 
of regulation generated from the different levels of governance (from local through 
to international) is complex and unnecessary (marquez and Eagles 2007). for 
example, at a local level, Parks Canada, Environment Canada, Canadian Wildlife 
service and Hamlets are involved in providing tourists with permits for shore 
visits; at a regional level nunavut tourism, the Government of nunavut, customs 
canada, transport canada, department of fisheries and oceans and the coast 
Guard are all active in overseeing the development and safety of the industry as 
well as being responsible for implementation and monitoring of various levels of 
existing shipping regulations; and at an international level the arctic council and 
the Association of Arctic Expedition Cruise Operators (AECO) work to ensure that 
voluntary codes of practice are adhered to, although arctic canada falls outside of 
the regional remit of aEco (see: aEco 2008). 

concerns over sovereignty in canadian arctic waters further complicate an 
already complex management scenario (see: Huebert 2001, Huebert and yaeger 
2007), leaving the impression that cruise tourism is either a non-issue or is left to 
the behest of the cruise industry. neither situation is helpful or acceptable; the real 
challenge is to determine how to do things differently. this situation concurs with 
observations by Hall (2001: 614) that ‘planning agencies often fail to understand 
tourism, while tourism promotion authorities tend not to be involved with the 
evaluation of its effects or its planning and management. implementation strategies 
often fail to recognize the interconnectedness that exists between agencies in 
trying to manage environmental issues particularly when, as in the case of the 
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relationship between tourism and the environment, responsibilities may cut across 
more traditional lines of authority’. 

an integrated Coastal management approach 

While stakeholder involvement in tourism development generally is common 
practice (Lester and Weeden 2004), the importance and role of stakeholders in the 
planning and development of cruise tourism in the north is just beginning to be 
recognized. for example, Johnson (2002: 268) concluded that the industry needed 
to ‘continue to take a long-term view, fostering holistic integrated management 
planning involving international agencies, cruise line operators and host 
communities’. Mindful of the inherent difficulties of collaborative practice, we 
propose that cruise operators, communities and other relevant stakeholders might 
benefit from cruise tourism planning being given higher priority in the broader 
framework of integrated coastal management. 

integrated management in the coastal environment was ushered in during 
the ‘late 1980s when it became clear that the ocean and coastal resources were 
not sustainable under the conventional approaches of managing single activities 
and species’ (Berkes and Fast 2005: 8). Integrated management is defined as ‘a 
continuous process through which decisions are made for the sustainable use, 
development and protection of areas and resources’ (canada’s oceans strategy 
2002: 36). an integrated approach may be particularly useful in the north where 
resource management operates in an environment of uncertainty (Berkes and 
fast 2005). the utility of integrated management in the north occurs because 
this approach: acknowledges the existing interrelationships among different uses, 
users and the environments they potentially affect; overcomes the fragmentation 
inherent in existing sectoral management approaches; analyzes the implications 
of development and conflicting uses; and promotes linkages and harmonization 
among various activities (Canada’s Oceans Strategy 2002). Against a backdrop 
of environmental change, making decisions in an integrated fashion might 
enable managers to address concerns about: the variable nature of cruise tourism 
across the canadian north; the volume and frequency of visitors to small arctic 
communities; and the wide-ranging effects of tourism on the marine and terrestrial 
arctic environments. 

integrated management is one of the three principles on which canada’s 
oceans strategy (2002), the implementation mechanism of the oceans act (1997), 
was constructed (Oceans Act 1997, Berkes and Fast 2005). Given that Canada was 
the first country in the world with comprehensive oceans management legislation, 
it comes as some surprise that tourism is not recognized in either the act or the 
Strategy. Although tourism currently is unacknowledged in much of the rhetoric 
of canada’s oceans management policy, it would seem reasonable to suggest that 
key stakeholders involved in northern cruise tourism might align themselves to the 
existing integrated coastal management framework. 
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Guiding Principles

Not only would an integrated coastal management framework situate tourism 
in a wider context that views marine activities holistically, it would provide an 
important set of guiding principles, including the responsibility, subsidiarity, 
adaptive management, precautionary and participation principles, known as the 
Lisbon Principles for sustainable ocean governance (Berkes and Fast 2005) (see 
table 6.2). 

However, the framework does not provide specific elements that are required 
to translate well-intended principles into meaningful practice. in order to address 
these gaps, table 6.3 illustrates a range of possible strategies and management 
initiatives that communities, operators, and, to a lesser extent, tourists, could 
employ to fulfil sustainability obligations. While many cruise tourism operators 
might believe they already embrace these somewhat idealistic principles, it is useful 
to restate them here because they are helpful in guiding the future development 
of cruise tourism in arctic canada. for instance, these principles emphasize 
the responsibility on tour operators to use environmental resources wisely; that 
given uncertainty surrounding future levels of tourism impact, this should not 
delay the implementation of measures to ensure environmental protection; that 
there is a need to monitor the cruise tourism industry and re-evaluate and revise 
management actions on a continual basis; that decision-making should be made 
by the most capable local organisations; and that collaboration between aboriginal 
land claim and other agencies, coastal communities, tour operators, conservation 
agencies and other stakeholders in the marine environment, should underpin the 
whole process. 

Table 6.2 Lisbon Principles for sustainable ocean governance

responsibility principle stating that it is the responsibility of individuals or 
corporations to use environmental resources in an ecologically sustainable, 
economically efficient and socially just manner
subsidiarity principle emphasizing the importance of local-level institutions in 
governance
adaptive management principle highlighting the requirement to continually monitor 
and adapt systems
precautionary principle stating that in cases where there are threats of serious or 
irreversible damage, lack of full scientific certainty shall not be used as a reason for 
postponing cost-effective measures to prevent environmental degradation
participation principle pointing to the importance of full stakeholder participation 
in the formulation and implementation of decisions about environmental resources

•

•

•

•

•

Source: Berkes and Fast (2005)
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Specific Elements

Table 6.3 presents a number of specific integrated management elements in the 
form of strategies and management initiatives that communities, tour operators 
and tourists could (and perhaps should) implement. communities could adopt a 
series of initiatives to help mitigate possible negative effects of cruise visitation. 
for instance, communities may wish to determine the upper limits of passenger 
numbers who disembark, thereby establishing a destination carrying capacity. 
some commentators suggest that in many cruise destinations carrying capacity 
has been ignored, although a few attempts to set capacity limits have been made 
(Johnson 2002, lester and Weeden 2004). for example, in antarctica the new 
Zealand Heritage Trust has set carrying capacities for each of the historic huts 
under its management in the ross dependency (Hughes and davis 1995). clearly 
a community benefits by identifying how much change its residents are prepared 
to accept given likely increases in cruise tourism. This necessarily involves 
identifying how much tourism is too much, both from an environmental and a 
cultural stance. 

concern about over-capacity has prompted some cruise destinations to introduce 
‘head taxes’ (Johnson 2002). for example, bermuda imposes the highest head tax 
of $us63 per passenger for all tourism vessels, the bahamas charges $us15 and 
residents in Juneau, Alaska are debating a $US5 head tax to off-set costs associated 
with environmental impacts of cruise tourism vessels. unfortunately, the legitimacy 
of this practice may be challenged as it is difficult to verify the application of these 
taxes to environmental amelioration (Johnson 2002). other strategies and initiatives 
for communities could include promotion and careful coordination of sales of local 
products and crafts; consideration of how communities might appropriately involve 
local culture and indigenous knowledge in shore visits; development of particular 
interpretive approaches to ensure that pre-determined messages are communicated 
effectively to ship passengers; and consideration of how community members could 
get involved in developing policy. 

similarly, operators could (and perhaps should) consider the possibility of 
varying itineraries to ensure that there is some equity in visitation across the many 
varied communities of the canadian arctic. certain communities already appear 
to be emerging as favoured destinations in the canadian north (for example, Pond 
inlet, Pangnirtung and cape dorset). this is also the case in antarctica where 
honey-pot sites have emerged (mason and legg 1999). although evidence from 
elsewhere suggests it is unlikely that operators determine cruise itineraries on the 
basis of sustainability issues, it is important for operators to consider hitherto less 
popular destinations and include them in addition to, rather than instead of, well 
established canadian arctic destinations (Johnson 2002). achieving this goal will 
demand careful planning and negotiation at all levels to enable a greater distribution 
of economic benefits among Arctic communities, whilst distributing tourists more 
widely across the environment. Experience elsewhere, however, cautions that 
‘impervious behaviour by cruise lines … seriously compromise[s] the actuality 



Environmental Sustainability and Cruise Tourism in Arctic Canada 101

of equity amongst all stakeholders in managing the growth and development of 
cruise tourism’ (lester and Weeden 2004: 46).

tour operators could appoint a designated person to liaise with appropriate 
community contacts (and nunavut tourism, tourism industry association of the 
Yukon, Northwest Territories Tourism) and remain in contact at all stages of the 
planned shore visit, from the early stages of planning through to arrival, shore visit 
and departure (marquez and Eagles 2007). also, tour operators immediately could 
implement voluntary codes of conduct thereby promoting acceptable behaviour 
among their passengers whilst in communities. this has been addressed partially in 
the European arctic, where the association of arctic Expedition cruise operators 
(aEco) has established voluntary guidelines for expedition cruising (see: aEco 
2008). some of the members of aEco already operate in the canadian arctic, 
so presumably these guidelines are adhered to by at least some cruise operators 
working in this region. Similar codes of conduct have been developed by the 
international association of antarctica tour operators (iaato) where visitors 
on board iaato member expeditions are reminded, for example: not to disturb 
wildlife, not to walk on fragile plants, and not to interfere with protected areas 
or scientific research (Bauer and Dowling 2003, IAATO 2005). However, these 
codes are voluntary and are self-implemented by tour operators with little or no 
way of policing visitor, or tour operator, behaviour. With the exception of research 
by Davis (1995, 1999) and Grenier (1998, 2003, 2004) little is known about actual 
visitor behaviour once on shore and whether or not such guidelines are adhered 
to strictly. 

Tour operators also could work with a variety of coastal stakeholders to 
develop policy that is meaningful, practical and sensitive to the northern context. 
iatto may be a good model as their aims include advocating, promoting and 
practising environmentally responsible private-sector travel to antarctica 
(splettstoesser 2000). While tour operator membership in iaato is voluntary, 
since 1991, members claim to have established procedures and codes of conduct 
that ensure appropriate, safe and environmentally sound travel to the antarctic 
(iaato 2005). iaato cooperates closely with governments and researchers and 
has attended relevant antarctic treaty consultative meetings (atcm) illustrating 
that tour operators can engage effectively in the wider policy process. although 
not a straightforward exercise, arctic-bound cruise operators could investigate 
the necessary conditions for extending iaato to cover northern Polar regions, 
including arctic canada (Geitz 2005, marquez and Eagles 2007). 

as tourists also have a duty of care for the environment, passengers should: 
adhere to codes of conduct despite the fact that they are voluntary; engage in 
non-intrusive and appropriate photography (both of the natural and cultural 
environments); contribute (even if a small amount) to each community visited 
to ensure equity of spending (where possible); take it upon themselves to be well 
informed about the places they visit before they disembark; and, finally, engage in 
ambassadorial activities. In Antarctica, there are claims, difficult to prove and so 
far unsubstantiated, that antarctic tourists are the best possible ambassadors for the 
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antarctic, as they spread the message about the need for environmental protection 
when they return home (maher et al. 2003a). However, others caution that tourists 
also become important marketing tools where ‘the accounts of their travels might 
persuade new potential visitors to follow in their footsteps’ (Grenier 2004: 424), 
even if those visitors have not ‘trodden lightly’. for some commentators, therefore, 
the use of the label environmental ambassadors for these visitors is problematic.

A final key element, which underscores the ICM framework, is the need to 
ensure that decision-makers are cognisant of the research that has been undertaken 
on tourism, its management, planning and effects, as well as identifying areas 
where there are research gaps. High impact scholarship needs to be pursued, that is, 
research that satisfies our deep curiosity, solves practical problems and contributes 
to public policy (Harman 2003). in the arctic, this means that local and regional 
interests must be a foundational component of tourism research (stewart et al. 
2005). local communities as well as national ones will need to have a say in how 
priorities are developed. indeed, partnership in research is an absolute necessity in 
the north (Watt-cloutier 2000). 

although we have focused largely on arctic canada here, it is critical to adopt 
an arctic-wide approach, so that there is consistency and cooperation across the 
eight arctic nations. Policies should cross-cut regional and national boundaries 
to reflect the tour itineraries of cruise ships. While acknowledging inherent 
difficulties, this approach is especially important given the uncertainty about 
russia’s role in the future of cruise tourism. russia occupies about half of the 
world’s Arctic territory and owns the majority of ice-breaking vessels, so their 
involvement in the development of the industry is paramount (Jones 1999). some 
commentators have called for a regional treaty system, akin to the Antarctic Treaty 
System (ATS), to provide a suitably robust framework for more holistic Pan-Arctic 
management, as well as raising the profile of the Arctic on domestic as well as on 
international stages (Huebert and yaeger 2007). a strengthened arctic council, 
as well as more binding marine regulations, could be important steps to securing 
comprehensive management of the arctic in the future, which would include new 
economic activities such as cruising (Huebert and yaeger 2007). 

the elements presented in table 6.3 already may be in existence in some 
situations, but not in others. While recognizing the realities of working in the 
field, in the ideal world, we intend the ideas listed in Table 6.3 as a series of 
options that need to be assessed on a case-by-case basis and not as exhaustive 
or exclusive items. However, experience suggests that collaborative efforts have 
been ‘short lived and ultimately unsuccessful’ (lester and Weeden 2004: 45) and 
often have been compounded by specific challenges such as the heterogeneous 
nature of destinations, different assessments of the nature of problems facing 
cruise destinations, and the many different stakeholder interests (Lester and 
Weeden 2004). so, it is only with considerable effort that these challenges will be 
addressed in the canadian arctic context. by adhering to the guiding principles, 
by cherry-picking appropriate strategies and by engaging in and being aware of 
appropriate research, real progress may be made in ensuring that northern cruise 
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tourism is both successful and sustainable environmentally, socio-culturally and 
politico-economically. By maintaining the current status quo it is likely that tour 
operators will continue to lead development and, in the absence of an arctic-wide 
equivalent of iaato, this might result in an uneven and ultimately unsustainable 
industry. if managed appropriately and responsibly, northern cruise tourism can 
facilitate the fostering of meaningful encounters between arctic hosts and guests, 
can make possible the engagement in rich learning and can boost the economies of 
northern canadian communities whilst also ensuring the maintenance of ecological 
processes.

Conclusion

While the cruise industry is a potential vehicle for the development of ecotourism 
in Arctic Canada, evidence from elsewhere suggests that there is a need to take 
a long term view toward adoption of holistic integrated planning approaches; 
for operators to continue to invest in good environmental practice; for political 
will to safeguard destinations; for greater profit sharing among shareholders 
and destination communities; and for both operators and communities to raise 
environmental awareness and practice of environmentally responsible activities 
(Johnson 2002). to ensure that these lessons are applied to the cruise industry 
in northern canada, we proposed a series of interrelated elements, including an 
oceans integrated framework coupled with guiding principles, and a variety of 
strategies and initiatives designed to meet the needs of particular situations on a 
case-by-case basis. The intention is to raise the profile of cruise tourism, moving 
it from its apparent current status of being a non-issue to one which recognizes its 
inevitability and growing importance in the canadian arctic. 

The current management of cruise tourism in Arctic Canada is not sufficiently 
robust to deal with the current impacts of cruise tourism, let alone plan for 
anticipated changes as a result of climate warming. there is a sense of urgency 
to address the issues raised here because changes ushered in by new economic 
activities and climate change likely will accelerate the development of cruise 
tourism in some regions of the canadian arctic. While cruise operators in arctic 
Canada possess an excellent human safety record, as the sinking of the MS 
Explorer in 2007 illustrated the Polar regions are places of danger, and accidents 
can completely change the development of the industry in an instant. it is crucial 
that decision-makers take proactive steps to ensure that individual, cultural and 
environmental risk is minimized. This is an important platform upon which local 
people, tour operators, and other interested stakeholders can develop an industry 
which is a viable and appropriate vehicle for sustainable tourism in the north, 
and one that provides visitors with the privilege of experiencing the beautiful and 
challenging environment of arctic canada. 
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chapter 7 

managing bear-viewing to minimize 
Human Impacts on the Species in Alaska

terry d. debruyn and tom s. smith

introduction

the united states fish and Wildlife service has conducted the national survey of 
Fishing, Hunting, and Wildlife-Associated Recreation at five-year intervals since 
1955. this survey has been recognized as the most instructive data set regarding 
fish- and wildlife-related recreation in the United States (US) (Grambsch and 
fisher 1989). the 2006 survey revealed that the number of people hunting and 
fishing across the US has significantly declined. Since 2001, the number of people 
fishing and hunting in the US dropped by 12 per cent and 4 per cent respectively. 
During this same time period, declines in Alaska were even more pronounced, 
with decreases of 26 per cent in fishing and 24 per cent in hunting. But while 
the number of people hunting and fishing decreased, the survey showed that the 
number of people engaged in wildlife viewing increased. nationwide, wildlife 
viewers increased 8 per cent from 2001 to 2006, whereas in Alaska, it jumped an 
impressive 22 per cent. furthermore, the survey showed that, in 2006, 514,000 
adults participated in Alaskan wildlife viewing and spent over $705 million (US 
fish and Wildlife service 2007).

Opportunities for bear-viewing in Alaska are numerous. There are approximately 
30,000 to 40,000 brown bears in Alaska (Miller and Schoen 1999), making up 70 
per cent of the brown bears in north america, or 98 per cent of the brown bears 
in the US. While no official state-wide estimate is available, experienced Alaskan 
wildlife biologists estimate that there may be 100,000 to 150,000 black bears in 
Alaska. Additionally, there are between 6,000 and 7,000 polar bears in the state. 
In short, Alaska is ‘bear country’, and the opportunity to view Alaskan bears is a 
unique and important experience for wildlife viewers. Alaskan residents and non-
residents spend more money to view bears than any other wildlife species (miller 
and McCollum 1997), and they report deriving greater social benefit from viewing 
bears than from viewing any other species (miller et al. 1998).

Researchers from the University of Alaska, Anchorage investigated the 
spending patterns of brown bear viewers departing from one business in Homer, 
Alaska (the self-proclaimed ‘bear-viewing capital of Alaska’). They found that 545 
individual bear viewers spent an average of $2,828 to view bears. by comparison, 
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the typical summer visitor to Alaska spends only about $1,400 (Colt and Dugan 
2005). 

This chapter explores the bear-viewing experience in Alaska in terms of bear 
conservation, human safety, and enjoyment. the growing demand for bear-viewing 
presents a challenge to resource managers as they strive to minimize human impacts 
on both bears and associated wilderness. areas that concentrate bears attract the 
greatest number of viewers. these areas are always important feeding sites, so the 
potential for negative impacts on bears by viewers is often great. Given the strong 
growth of the bear-viewing industry in Alaska, human impacts must be monitored 
and evaluated so managers can control growth and minimize negative impacts. it 
is essential that agencies develop bear-viewing policies and programmes specific 
to each bear-viewing area that provide for optimal visitor experiences and safety, 
while minimizing their impact on bears. 

Bear-viewing areas on alaska’s Public Lands

Bear-viewing is a recreational pastime and growing industry in Alaska (Aumiller 
and Matt 1994, Fagen and Fagen 1994, Titus et al. 1994, Wilker and Barnes 
1998), and Alaska’s public lands provide unparalleled bear-viewing opportunities. 
In addition to the well-known bear-viewing programmes at the State of Alaska’s 
McNeil River, the US Forest Service’s Pack Creek and Anan Creek, and the 
National Park Service’s Katmai and Denali National Parks, bear-viewing 
opportunities are abundant throughout Alaska’s public lands and participation in 

figure 7.1 Selected bear-viewing areas in alaska
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viewing programmes is increasing (see figure. 7.1). for additional information 
regarding specific bear-viewing sites in Alaska we refer the reader to Sherwonit 
(1993), sydeman and lund (1996), and stringham (2007).

Along coastal Alaska, brown and black bears congregate throughout the 
spring and summer in small pockets of salt marsh habitat to feed on nutrient-rich 
sedges (Carex spp.), grasses (Pucinellia and Elymus spp.), and forbs (Triglochin 
and Plantago spp.), as well as adjacent intertidal zone invertebrates, including 
shellfish and barnacles (Smith and Partridge 2004). Bears also use salt marshes 
to rear young, as travel corridors, and for courtship and breeding, among other 
activities. as chum (Oncorhynchus keta), pink (O. gorbuscha), silver (O. kisutch), 
and red (O. nerka) salmon begin entering streams in summer and fall, bears tend 
to migrate from tidal marshes and move along the coast in search of productive 
fishing sites. In most coastal habitats where salmon are abundant, brown bear 
densities can exceed 175/1,000 km2 (450 bears/1,000 miles2) (miller et al. 1997). 
Sellers et al. (1998) measured 550 brown bears/1,000 km2 (1,420 bears/1,000 
miles2) in Katmai National Park on the Alaska Peninsula. Many of these foraging 
areas are readily accessible to humans by boat and small aircraft. some areas, such 
as shallow streams and tidal mud flats, which previously limited human use, are 
now accessed by hovercraft and airboats. as human use in these areas increases 

Figure 7.2 A sufficiently high prospect of viewing females with offspring 
in close proximity is an important characteristic of  
bear-viewing sites for some tourists

Source: t.d. debruyn.
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so does the potential for negative effects on bears (Wilker and Barnes 1998, Rode 
et al. 2006a).

Polar bear-viewing is a relatively recent phenomenon, but it is growing in 
popularity along Alaska’s North Slope communities (that is, Barter Island, Barrow, 
and Point lay) (figure 7.1). inuit whalers harvest bowheads (Balaena mysticetus) 
for subsistence purposes in the fall, and large numbers of polar bears congregate 
at whale harvest sites near the villages of Kaktovik, Barrow, and Point Lay. A 
number of private companies offer polar bear-viewing services, bringing visitors 
to sites where they observe, from vehicles, polar bears feeding on the butchered 
remains of bowheads. 

The demand for bear-viewing exceeds all other ecotourist activities in Alaska 
because bears are perceived as charismatic, viewing occurs in spectacular 
wilderness settings, and the likelihood of observing bears is a certainty in a 
number of key areas (Figure 7.1). Additionally, in these areas there exists a high 
probability of viewing females with small cubs in close proximity, a favourite 
photographic subject (figure 7.2). 

Key Characteristics of Successful Bear-viewing Programmes

Stephen T. Mather, the first Director of the National Park Service, once said that 
‘scenery is a hollow enjoyment to the tourist who sets out in the morning after an 
indigestible breakfast and a fitful night’s sleep ...’ Along with Mather’s advice for 
viewer satisfaction, we suggest that management agencies consider a number of 
important elements associated with effective bear-viewing programmes.

Foremost, agencies need a well-defined mission for their bear-viewing 
programme and managers should have a clearly-articulated operations plan and 
goals in place prior to initiating bear-viewing at a given site. an over-arching 
principle that should guide the planning process is that ‘bears come first’. Therefore, 
any action that may adversely affect bears’ access to forage resources should be 
avoided. While bear viewers should be reasonably safe and accommodated; high 
quality bear-viewing sites should have visitor facilities such as bathrooms and 
places to escape the weather, this should not be to the detriment of natural patterns 
of bear activity in the area. 

temporal and spatial predictability of site-usage patterns by bears is required, 
but physical contact of tourists with bears should be minimized (for example, 
use of aversive conditioning and translocation). the site must be accessible, but 
accessibility should not alter bear behaviour nor impact their existing wilderness 
quality. viewers’ movements should be temporally and spatially predictable for 
bears (for example, people should travel the same routes at approximately the 
same times both to and from the site). nearby alternative viewing sites should 
be available as this alleviates pressures on bears and affords increased viewer 
opportunities, whilst reducing viewer angst and boredom. 
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the objectives set by management should be measurable. this requires resource 
assessment prior to and during programme initiation to ensure that the effects of 
changes induced by bear-viewing can be detected. for management to be data-
driven and responsive, monitoring of bear populations and their environment 
should occur at each site.

Agencies need to pay qualified personnel a living wage which promotes 
longevity and local experience with bears. a veteran staff will help institutionalize 
management, keep it consistent, and over time will ultimately improve the visitor 
experience and increase safety. the consequent cost of implementing a bear-
viewing programme can be substantial and this should be considered carefully 
prior to implementation. 

Guides at agency viewing sites should be agency personnel and they should be 
certified through bear-viewing guide certification programmes. Both guides and 
managers should be experienced not only with bear behavior, but with the viewing 
sites’ natural history and with the management procedures at other bear-viewing 
sites. conveying information about the ecosystem in which bears are being viewed 
adds immeasurably to the visitor experience: interpretation is a key element of a 
successful programme. Significant cultural aspects of the viewing site should also 

Table 7.1 Characteristics of successful bear-viewing programmes

Site Characteristics management Characteristics

the site is easily accessible to visitors

accessibility is not weather dependent

accessibility does not impact on the 
visitor experience or bear activity

bear visitation patterns are predictable

there is a large concentration of bears

observation points are close to bear 
activity

viewing structures assure visitor safety

alternative viewing areas are available 
nearby

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

bears are given priority in movement 
and access to forage resources

informative interpretation about bears 
and ecosystem processes is provided

management affords a quality viewing 
experience

staff are well trained, with consequent 
low turnover

facilities are managed consistent with 
expectations 

viewing programmes are optimized for 
local conditions

managers are responsive to viewers’ 
expectations and needs

the management of the site involves 
local communities and incorporates 
native peoples and cultures

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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be included in the bear-viewing programme. However, bear-viewing sites should 
not be over-promoted to help keep the expectations of viewers realistic. 

As a final point, angling and bear-viewing do not generally mix. If angling 
occurs, then bear-viewing should not be promulgated by the management agency. 
The key characteristics of successful bear-viewing programmes, in terms of both 
site and management attributes, are summarized in table 7.1. 

managing Bear-viewing areas on alaska’s Public Lands

the growing demand for bear-viewing and associated photographic opportunities 
presents a challenge to resource managers seeking to accommodate viewers 
whilst minimizing human impacts. While Alaska’s land management agencies 
strive to provide quality bear-viewing opportunities for the public, they also 
have a responsibility to maintain healthy bear populations. areas preferred by 
bear viewers are nearly always critical feeding sites with a high concentration of 
bears, and as human presence in these areas increases, so the potential for negative 
impacts on bears using the feeding sites also increases (Olson et al. 1997, Wilker 
and barnes 1998). bear populations concentrated around feeding sites provide 
exceptional viewing opportunities for the public, but these sites must also be 
managed to minimize the impact on bears.

Bear-viewing in Alaska most often occurs where bears aggregate to forage on 
seasonally plentiful food sources such as salmon in coastal streams or salt marsh 
vegetation located along the coast. bear use patterns of salt marsh meadows are 
dependent on the amount of protein in the forage and forage biomass (smith and 
Partridge 2004); seasonal variations in use of salmon streams is dependent on 
the availability of salmon. the presence of bear viewers can affect bears’ use of 
these foraging sites (rode et al. 2006a). across north america bears have been 
observed avoiding areas of intense human activity (Warner 1987, Gunther 1990, 
fagen and fagen 1994, smith 2002). bear-viewing programmes in some areas 
have led to the displacement of individuals (Warner 1987, olson et al. 1988), 
particularly adult males which have lower disturbance thresholds than other bear 
cohorts (smith 2002). However, the costs of displacement at the individual and 
population levels are difficult to assess and have not been well-studied.

it is useful to analyse bears’ response to human disturbance within the theoretical 
framework of anti-predator behaviour. Frid and Dill (2002) noted that animals 
rarely have perfect information, and generally are expected to maximize population 
fitness by overestimating, rather than underestimating, risk. Overestimating 
risk has less severe consequences than its underestimation, the result of which 
might be death. because hunters have presented a real threat to many species for 
millennia, disturbance and predatory stimuli may be indistinguishable from the 
animal’s perspective (frid and dill 2002). thus, habituation to disturbance stimuli 
is often negligible, and presumably maladaptive. in short, animals simply cannot 
risk ignoring people totally. However, for some species wildlife viewing may have 
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no impact other than to alter their behaviour (that is, no effect on individual fitness, 
population, or community). for this reason, some researchers believe that study 
needs to be directed only toward those species that are threatened or to populations 
that are declining in order to avoid unnecessarily restricting access to wildlife 
viewing areas (Gill et al. 2001).

bears will alter their temporal patterns to utilize those time periods that are 
consistently and predictably absent of humans (smith 2002, debruyn et al. 2004, 
rode et al. 2006a). However, recent research suggests that some segments of 
bear populations may benefit from bear-viewing via displacement. Nevin and 
Gilbert (2005a) found that the presence of bear viewers in british columbia 
displaced large male bears, thus allowing female bears and their offspring access 
to otherwise unavailable resources. rode et al. (2006b) drew similar conclusions 
from their research at Douglas River, Alaska. Researchers in that study proposed 
that resource use by female brown bears with offspring was significantly related 
to the presence of large male bears and that sexual dimorphism and different 
reproductive strategies explained segregation at foraging sites. others, however, 
are guarded about touting this positive effect of bear-viewing when not evaluated 
in an area-specific context. Tollefson et al. (2005) note that male dominance does 
not occur at many fishing sites in Alaska where fishing efficiency or intake is 
insufficient to attract large males; that male displacement will not occur at some 
well established bear-viewing sites where males are habituated to people and, 
perhaps due to the prolonged exclusion of hunting, perceive no risk from humanshumans 
(such as in national parks); and that both sexes of bears will be displaced fromboth sexes of bears will be displaced from 
salmon streams by people in areas where all bears perceive a major risk from 
humans, who occasionally kill them for a variety of reasons (some legal, some not). 
In situations like those mentioned by Tollefson et al. (2005), the positive aspects 
of male displacement on female bears with offspring are likely to be diminished 
or non-existent. moreover, few studies have examined how the effects of human 
behaviour at viewing sites and the natural vigilance/predation risk behaviour of 
animals intertwine to affect the viewed animals (Peters and otis 2005). absent 
demographic data studies that rely on behavioural data alone cannot estimate the 
true costs of behavioural changes to animals caused by wildlife viewing (Griffin 
et al. 2007).

Harassment and chronic disturbance of wildlife have been shown to be 
detrimental and to cause decreases in reproduction (yarmoloy et al. 1988). bears 
habituated to the presence of people exhibit fewer signs of stress than do non-
habituated bears (Herrero 1989). Habituation of bears to people is believed to 
be largely responsible for the success of at least one major bear-viewing area in 
Alaska (Aumiller and Matt 1994). However, Smith et al. (2005) suggest that bear-
viewing has been a surprisingly safe activity due to bears’ heightened tolerance of 
conspecifics at resource-rich sites, not due to habituation to humans. Regardless, 
human behaviour can negatively impact bear aggregations. For example, on Kodiak 
Island, Alaska, Wilker and Barnes (1998) demonstrated that people participating 
in structured bear-viewing programmes were less disruptive to bears than was the 
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Benefits Primarily To Humans Costs (risks) Primarily To Humans

Provides highly sought after 
opportunities for acceptably safe bear-
viewing, photography, film-making.
bear-viewing is a growing industry 
in north america offering economic 
benefits to many.
Evidence that habituated brown bears 
are less likely to threaten or attack 
hikers or bear viewers.
Habituation and use of roadside habitat 
could in theory increase the carrying 
capacity of protected areas for brown 
bears.

•

•

•

•

not appropriate in all contexts; may 
conflict with sport fishing and hunting.
close proximity of habituated bears 
may encourage ignorant, even illegal 
acts.
more interactions with habituated bears 
may increase cumulative odds of injury.
Habituated brown bears, especially 
sub-adults, have a greater tendency 
to approach people, and people 
may respond inappropriately and 
dangerously.
Habituated bears in roaded areas may 
encourage traffic jams and serious 
collision injuries.
it costs money to manage habituated 
bears, especially if they become food-
conditioned.

•

•

•

•

•

•

Benefits Primarily To Bears Costs (risks) Primarily To Bears

Habituated bears are better able to 
access natural foods and other resources 
that exist near centres of human 
activity.
some bears may use presence of 
humans to avoid encounters with other 
bears (mothers caching cubs near 
observation stations).
Habituated bears promote bear viewing 
which, in turn, may promote bear 
conservation.

•

•

•

Habituated bears near roadsides or 
railways are more likely to be injured 
or killed.
Habituated bears are more likely to be 
killed if outside of protected areas.
Habituated bears near roads are more 
likely to be fed by people or get 
people’s food, and become food-
conditioned.
despite regulations, habituated bears 
are more likely to be approached 
by people for better photographs or 
viewing, resulting in greater risk of 
human injury and bear harassment or 
removal.

•

•

•

•

Table 7.2 The potential benefits and risks (costs) of bear-to-human 
habituation

Source: Herrero et al. 2005.
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case with programmes lacking consistency and predictability. Similarly, at Brooks 
Camp, Alaska, DeBruyn et al. (2004) showed that certain human behaviours 
displaced bears from trails. However, even habituation to motorized traffic by 
wildlife is achievable if activity is initially confined to predictable routes and 
times (yarmoloy et al. 1988, smith 2002). yet, even though bears may habituate 
to anthropogenic stimuli under certain circumstances, the process that culminates 
in habituation/tolerance is not well understood. research suggests that there are 
threshold levels of stimuli to which wildlife will not habituate. for example, miller 
and Gunn (1980) have shown 200 m above ground level (agl) as a statistically 
significant threshold elevation below which extreme responses occurred more 
often for Muskox (Ovibos moschatus) when harassed by helicopters. similarly, 
Wilker and Barnes (1998) noted that fixed-wing aircraft flying below 100 m agl 
elicited strong responses from bears, and that the incidence of strong response 
declined sharply at 100 m to 200 m agl, and was negligible at 200 m agl. debruyn 
et al. (2004) raised caution that, while bears may habituate to temporal-spatial use 
patterns of bear viewers, there may be limits to the amount of displacement bears 
can tolerate and still efficiently exploit the resource. The authors further noted that 
curtailment of the disruptive impacts of bear viewers may not be affected through 
outreach alone, but requires a commitment by the management agency for intensive 
on-site management to effectively eliminate disruptive viewer behaviour.

regardless of proximate mechanisms, most bears at viewing areas seem to 
tolerate humans. An assessment of the potential benefits and risks (costs) to people 
and bears of habituation (table 7.2) should be completed for all areas advertised for 
public bear-viewing (Herrero et al. 2005). canadian researchers recently applied 
such a cost/benefit/risk approach to evaluating the suitability of bear-viewing 
for three different situations in the Yukon Territory and the decision regarding 
whether or not habituation was desirable appeared clear in each case (s. Herrero, 
university of calgary, canada, pers. comm.). 

Effective management of brown bears at bear-viewing sites requires site-
specific information regarding bears’ responses (changes in behaviour and use of 
resources) to potential anthropogenic stressors including the effects of aircraft, all-
terrain vehicles (atv), numbers of human visitors, and bear-viewing activities. 
Managers can use this information to define aircraft landing areas, minimum 
overflight altitude, placement of bear-viewing facilities, areas and times of access, 
and other use guidelines/restrictions to mitigate human impacts on bear populations 
as well as individual bears. long-term monitoring can then determine whether 
management actions are effective in achieving desired outcomes and adjustments 
made through adaptive management.

While some are concerned about the impact of increased wildlife viewing on 
wildlife and their environment, others are concerned that increased bear-viewing 
will exclude them from the opportunity to hunt in some areas. Conflicting values 
regarding bear-viewing and hunting have lead to what some call a ‘culture war’ 
between these factions in Alaska. However, almost no empirical data exist to 
support either side’s assertions. the basic premise, that bear-viewing leads to 
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human-habituated bears and, in turn, susceptibility to unfair harvest potential, 
is unstudied and unproven. Because it is un-quantified to what extent bear-
viewing may habituate bears to humans, vis-à-vis other factors, clearly the 
assertion that habituated bears are easier to hunt than those not associated with 
bear-viewing is untested. Because some degree of habituation is likely to occur 
around all bear-viewing sites, hunting near those areas poses an ethical dilemma 
and is quite controversial. management objectives must be clearly set prior to 
the commencement of formal viewing activities. if hunting is desired, viewing 
programmes should avoid habituation and non-concurrent seasons should be 
established for both activities. clearly, the dynamics of bear-viewing (many 
persons observing the natural behaviour of an aggregation of bears) is unlike 
those of bear hunting (a few individuals dispersed and secreted on the landscape 
awaiting a desirable bear to walk into their rifle sights). To date, debates regarding 
the appropriateness of hunting and viewing the same bear population have been 
based largely on conjecture, and not the careful research necessary to inform 
management decision-making. For these reasons, research designed specifically 
to answer these important questions is long overdue. 

recommendations for managing Bear-viewing areas on alaska’s  
Public Lands

The dramatic increases in commercial bear-viewing that are taking place in the 
coastal areas and inland rivers of Alaska have resulted in situations where viewer 
safety and bear management operates more by default than design. it is imperative 
that the agencies identify areas where bear-viewing opportunities will be provided 
and develop policies to address human safety and natural resource concerns. Within 
agency lands some bear-viewing is structured, with visitors and bears managed by 
well-defined plans, while some bear-viewing is unstructured, with no over-arching 
management policies. it is our opinion that land management agencies currently 
lack a unifying philosophy that guides bear-viewing programmes. While bear 
conservation should be a fundamental priority at bear-viewing sites, managers 
seemingly pay most attention to accommodating the wishes of people over and 
above considering the impacts on bears. for this reason, we feel it is important 
to define a regional approach to bear-viewing within Alaska. As bear-viewing 
continues to increase in popularity, agencies will need to prepare for and manage 
a burgeoning visitor presence. Potential bear-viewing sites need to be evaluated so 
that each agency can select alternative locations for expanded bear-viewing, rather 
than wait for unregulated programmes to develop haphazardly. it is essential that 
the agencies develop a joint regional bear-viewing policy that recognizes a site’s 
carrying capacity and provides for optimal visitor experiences and safety while 
minimizing impacts to Alaska’s bear populations and their habitats. By defining 
regional bear-viewing policies, Alaska’s land management agencies will establish 
themselves as leaders within the land management agencies of the us, and they 
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can create opportunities to work with private land managers in defining Alaska’s 
bear-viewing policies and nurturing a sustainable programme in Alaska.

Management agencies largely fail to act in unison to reduce the risks to people 
and bears associated with bear-viewing, due to political interests, jurisdictional 
turf, and the egos of those involved. consequently, jointly determined policies 
and guidelines that have been promulgated have been generalized to achieve 
agreement. Unfortunately, the ‘one-size-fits-all’ mentality is not applicable for 
establishing successful and sustainable bear-viewing programmes. therefore, 
we encourage agencies to work co-operatively with the best interests of bears 
and their viewers in mind. in this manner, bears and people can be better served 
by programmes that provide the latter with safe, high quality wilderness viewing 
experiences and the former with tenable circumstances that do not negatively alter 
their behaviour or diminish their access to vital forage resources. 

Site-specific guidelines need to be considered when managing bear-viewing 
areas (Tollefson et al. 2005). These guidelines should include site-specific 
restrictions that will alleviate negative impacts on bears. We suggest that site-
specific management includes provisions that address the following: 

adopt management guidelines for visitor access, movement, group size, 
and the manner in which groups conduct themselves to minimize impacts 
on all bear cohorts.
Define designated pathways where people may walk and have access. If 
left undefined visitors will not, in all likelihood, pick optimal paths in terms 
of minimizing impacts to bears.
Prohibit people from directly approaching foraging bears in certain areas 
(that is, areas ‘closed’ to humans).
restrict the maximum number of people that may be in a single group, the 
number of groups that may be present at any one time, or the total number 
of people concurrently present. Without such restriction the quality of the 
bear-viewing experience will become degraded and bear disturbance will 
increase. 
Establish restrictions regarding viewer behaviour. should groups remain 
tightly bunched or be allowed to spread out? should people be allowed 
to approach bears directly in non-restricted areas and, if so, how close? 
should bear-viewing groups remain stationary when approached by bears 
or be advised to move away when the bear gets within some minimum 
distance? should groups be required to carry some form of bear deterrent? 
these are questions that can, and should, be addressed as part of an overall 
management approach, prior to human use of bear-viewing sites.
Establish and enforce minimum human-to-bear distance rules, with the 
caveat that there are circumstances where maintaining a set buffer is 
impossible. bear-distance guidance is a very important and complex 
issue requiring further discussion. one might consider allowing bears 
to approach as close as they choose, even up to just a few feet from the 

•

•

•

•

•

•
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observers (Herrero et al. 2005). this is a respectful way of letting the bears 
determine their comfort level.
impose temporal viewing restrictions. bear-viewing should be restricted 
to set times of day as well as seasons, which can be determined on a site-
specific basis. For example, the National Park Service restricts human 
access at Brooks Falls from 21.00 to 06.00 hours, leaving these times 
undisturbed so that bears sensitive to human activity can gain access. 
Additionally, seasonal viewing restrictions will help reduce conflict with 
hunting activities and allow bears time at critical food sources (such as 
salmon runs and coastal meadows) without human disturbance, and allow 
human activity to be predictable.
consider access restrictions. in some areas bears should be left an option to 
feed without human observation. there is also concern regarding potential 
impacts from helicopter and fixed-wing overpasses for viewing purposes, 
as well as jet-boat tours. the potential disturbance of such activities on 
bears is unknown and requires further investigation. Should such access 
methods be shown to be disruptive, they should be restricted or modified 
accordingly.
commercial bear-viewing groups should be led by licensed guides who 
receive training in bear behaviour, natural history, ethics, agency regulations 
and first aid. 
training for the above should be provided by an interagency group 
representative of Alaska’s wildlife and land management agencies.

Conclusions

bears are part of the landscape and should not be considered separate from it. it may 
be true that humans and bears have co-existed in Alaska for thousands of years, but 
in recent times the upsurge in human backcountry use raises concerns regarding 
the future of bears. Bears figure largely in the culture, ancestry, conservation and 
politics of Alaska. However, it is only relatively recently that bear-viewing has 
come to the fore in the Great Land. To effectively manage bear-viewing in Alaska 
the history and role of humans in the ecosystem cannot be ignored. some bear-
viewing areas today may be artifacts of recent management regimes rather that 
long-term ‘natural’ situations (Birkedal 1992). If such history is ignored, both 
management and viewer expectations may prove unrealistic. 

responsible management agencies need to ensure that bear conservation, human 
safety and the quality of the experience are the priority objectives. bear-viewing 
areas should be monitored to ensure that participants are receiving guidance on 
bear behaviour, acceptable human behaviour, and proper food and waste handling. 
the impacts on bears of viewing programmes both within and outside public 
lands are potentially considerable, and bear-viewing must not compound effects 
currently faced by individual bears and bear populations.

•

•

•

•
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a dearth of research exists on hunting habituated bear populations and this 
needs to be remedied. For example, the question ‘is habituation site-specific and 
not transferable from site to site?’ begs an answer. a better understanding of how 
viewing activities affect habituation and how habituation might diminish bears’ 
response to hunting is urgently needed. Because most of Alaska is open to bear 
hunting, we recommend that bear-viewing and bear hunting are not undertaken 
in the same location until more is understood about the effects each has on the 
other.

Ecotourism is a rapidly expanding industry in Alaska and is often touted as an 
economic incentive and stimulus for wildlife conservation. However, we find the 
conservation implication for bears in Alaska equivocal at present. Bear-viewing 
affects bears, sometimes in unexpected ways (nevin and Gilbert 2005b). because 
populations are comprised of individuals, and because individuals, particularly 
in highly intelligent species like bears, have variable behaviour, predicting the 
population-level consequences of wildlife viewing based on mean responses can 
be misleading and therefore ultimately uninformative. What will prove unifying 
to our understanding will be to study the effects of bear-viewing on the individual 
bears in a population as it regards their behaviour, habitat use and energetics. 
because responses change over time, and from location to location, studies need 
to be long-term. such studies can be carried out, but they need to address the site-
specific considerations, interagency cooperation and industry involvement that we 
have outlined. Ultimately, proper management makes not only good conservation 
sense, but good business sense too.
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chapter 8 

Pugmarks, Tyre-Tracks and Footprints: The 
actual and Potential roles of Ecotourism in 

Protecting Wild tigers in india
simon Evans

introduction

A large pugmark is etched in the soft earth before us belonging, we are reliably 
informed, to one of the more mature resident tigers of the park. We look on in 
awe. The tyre-tracks of our jeep lead to the spot and, after carefully climbing 
down from the retractable foot-plate, our guide deposits a similarly fresh but by 
no means as impressive footprint beside that of the tiger. our quarry is close, 
we are told; it could be watching us this very moment from the nearby cover. 
We load our cameras and carefully crawl along in first gear, another vehicle 
immediately behind us, a choking cloud of dust following on in our wake. The 
hunt is on.

The words above are abstracted from my field notebook, covering a study visit 
to Ranthambhore National Park in 2001. Located within the northern state of 
rajasthan, ranthambhore is widely viewed as one of the ‘jewels in the crown’ 
of India’s network of reserves comprising Project Tiger, a national commitment 
to wildlife conservation. it is also one of the most heavily visited tiger reserves in 
india and enjoys a reputation as one of the best locations to view tigers in the entire 
subcontinent, making it an important tourism hotspot (Sippy and Kapoor 2001). 

in 2001, there were signs that the plight of india’s tigers was far from assured, 
with various concerns being raised by conservationists across tiger range countries 
as to the precarious nature of their continuing existence in the wild. since that 
time, these concerns have been magnified, culminating in what has been labelled 
the ‘third tiger crisis’ as news of the local extinction of tigers in another of india’s 
premier reserves, Sariska, was confirmed early in 2005. A comprehensive review 
of the entire Project Tiger estate was subsequently undertaken and results of this 
process suggested that, far from being an isolated case, tiger numbers across the 
range were in serious decline, bringing into question the validity and accuracy of 
the annual tiger census. 

While the main cause of this decline has been attributed to large-scale poaching 
to service the lucrative, yet illegal, trade in wildlife body parts for use in traditional 
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chinese medicine (tcm), in reality the problem has proved to be far more complex 
in nature and, as a corollary, the range of potential solutions are increasingly difficult 
to reconcile. at the heart of this debate has been an ongoing critique of established 
conservation applications, described by some as constituting a Western-driven 
global ecology that has little relevance to the socio-political climate of modern-
day india or, at a more micro level, to the needs of impoverished, livelihood-
insecure communities living within and around park boundaries. To date, the issue 
of tourism has assumed a somewhat peripheral role in this debate, due in large part 
to a growing scepticism on the part of the conservation community as to the actual 
ability of the tourism industry to convey the full range of benefits promised within 
the expanded set of objectives that constitute ecotourism. 

as will be discussed later in this chapter, the perceived performance of 
ecotourism in tiger reserves has been compromised by entry into the market of a 
number of tourism enterprises cynically employing the ‘eco-’ prefix as a marketing 
label without ever having to justify their performance in relation to conservation 
or the pursuit of long-term sustainability. it is crucial that some form of enterprise 
validation is undertaken in this regard, and that it is supported by a robust and 
transparent accounting procedure that communicates the merits and limitations 
of the tourism sector to the discerning ecotourism market, enabling visitors to 
patronize businesses that contribute most effectively to tiger conservation. it has 
been evident from interviews with tiger tourists that, whilst visitors may believe that 
a share of the profits deriving from their travel are invested back into conservation, 
evidence to validate such claims is often at best anecdotal, and in many cases 
totally unsubstantiated. it remains the contention of this chapter that the fractured 
relationship between the conservation and tourism sectors represents a fundamental 
flaw and, indeed, a major oversight in the development of coordinated strategies 
designed to manage tigers and their habitats effectively into the future. as will be 
illustrated throughout the following pages, it is only through the closer integration 
and reconciliation of these two important disciplines that managers can ensure 
that the coincidence of pugmark, tyre-track and footprint are attributed to tourists 
rather than poachers, enabling the tourism sector to play a central and supportive 
role in sustaining wild tiger populations over the long-term. to paraphrase milton 
(2002), the task is to ensure that tigers are, in the first instance, worth more alive 
than dead and, secondly, that they are valued more highly in the wild than in 
domesticated situations.

this chapter, therefore, considers the actual and potential roles of ecotourism 
in protecting vulnerable tiger populations in india. it questions the tourist-centred 
focus of much current tourism research and argues that, in order to pursue 
sustainable tourism, the context of visitation needs to be broadened to encompass 
all stakeholder values. Rather than adopting an isolationist approach that views 
ecotourism as a panacea to tiger decline, the paper goes on to suggest that an 
integrated strategy that views tourism development as a component of sustainable 
development, rather than as a sustainable option in its own right, is vital if the 
current trajectory of tiger numbers is to be challenged. the chapter is structured 
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in the following way. first, it reviews the current state of tiger numbers and the 
range of efforts to protect them in the wild. this section includes a discussion of 
the contested nature of conservation efforts, identifying conflicting platforms of 
management action and choice. this is followed by consideration of ecotourism, 
its potentials and limitations, and the current orientation of tiger tourism in india. 
Finally, and most importantly, the chapter seeks to locate a remodelled ecotourism 
within the wider context of efforts to protect and expand tiger numbers both within 
and beyond the existing protected area network. 

Tigers in india: a Contemporary review 

Wild tigers are in a precarious state. our best approximation concludes that tiger 
habitats throughout india, indochina and southeast asia are now 40 per cent 
less than what we estimated in 2005. as the Economic tigers of asia leap onto 
the world stage, wild tiger populations in those countries are in steep decline; 
today, tigers occupy a mere 7 per cent of their historical range and the threats are 
mounting, rather than diminishing (dinerstein et al. 2006: 3).

research into current tiger numbers across traditional ranges has established 
a considerable gulf between official estimates and reality, highlighting the 
ineffectiveness of current census procedures (see, for example, Karanth 2006). 
this situation received international exposure in 2005 following an announcement 
by the Wildlife institute of india (Wii) that, contrary to census returns, there were 
in fact no tigers left in the Sariska tiger reserve in Rajasthan and that a parallel 
decline was evident in other Project tiger reserves comprising the national estate. 
Whilst the primary cause of this problem was firmly attributed to poaching activity 
to serve the burgeoning TCM market, the underlying pressures can be seen to 
be far more complex. the debates underpinning poaching for tcm are well 
rehearsed and lie beyond the immediate focus of this chapter. those interested 
in more information on this subject are directed towards the works of Meacham 
(1997), Eia (2004) and thapar (2006). the main debate here, however, is less 
concerned with the final product as with the dynamics of the poaching enterprise, 
not least the reasons behind the support and collusion of local communities with 
poachers for short-term financial gain.

India is a country of over one billion people, characterized by a significant 
disparity between rich and poor. luce (2006) estimates that approximately 750 
million people continue to live in india’s 680,000 villages, many of which are 
geographically and socio-culturally remote from major economic centres. a 
high proportion of the communities contained within these peripheral areas are 
characterized as belonging to the rural poor, suffering in many cases from serious 
livelihood insecurities. communities of this nature, or at least segments of them, 
rely heavily upon natural resources to satisfy their basic needs, while others may 
undertake subsistence agriculture operations or livestock rearing to earn a living for 
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themselves and their families. Karanth and Gopal (2005) estimate that, in addition 
to its three-quarters of a million people, rural india also supports around 450 
million head of livestock. This can have major implications for tiger conservation, 
not only in terms of competing demands for resources but also due to tigers killing 
livestock, prompting retribution from villagers through revenge killings (see, for 
example, Project tiger 2001). villages of this type coincide with tiger reserves 
across India, bringing vulnerable human populations into direct conflict with 
the wildlife that is being protected within reserve boundaries. Greenough (2003) 
reviews the problems afflicting the Project Tiger initiative, introducing what he 
refers to as a series of ‘bio-ironies’ diminishing efforts to protect declining tiger 
populations, the majority of which surround not only human-wildlife conflicts but 
also human–human conflicts, particularly in relation to inequality in the treatment 
of different societal sectors. Perhaps the most important of these bio-ironies, in the 
context of this chapter, is the fact that ‘actual success in increasing tiger numbers 
leads directly to a public rage to kill them’ (Greenough 2003: 178). Indeed, this 
is a feature of much of the current dialogue within the effective conservation of 
mammalian diversity (see, for example, Entwistle and dunstone 2000, mccarthy 
2004). 

Seidensticker et al. (1999) link the plight of tigers inextricably to the fact that 
their habitats exist primarily within human-dominated environments and, in an 
attempt to alleviate the ensuing conflicts, the forced expulsion and relocation of 
villages represents a cornerstone of preferred conservation policy, an approach that 
typifies what Lewis (2004) refers to as ‘a global ecology’. The growing tension at 
this global level, where the values of affluent societies are elevated at the expense 
of poverty-stricken local communities, lies at the heart of efforts to restructure 
conservation efforts in line with intra-generational equity considerations (see, for 
example, mulder and coppolillo 2005). this debate is consistent with what adams 
and mulligan (2003) refer to as a pressing need to decolonize nature. this chapter 
focuses upon this theme, investigating the extent to which ecotourism can play a 
central role in challenging the negative values of locals through the provision of 
long-term economic incentives to protect threatened species. currently, this is not 
proving to be successful, as evidenced by the extinction of tigers in the Sariska 
reserve.

The Sariska crisis fuelled the concerns of the international conservation 
movement that, unless drastic action was taken, the lifespan of tigers in the wild 
would be unlikely to exceed another fifteen years (see, for example, Eccleston 
2007). this situation prompted a major review of tiger conservation in india, 
opening up a long-standing tension between advocates of two competing 
conservation paradigms; conservation biology and social ecology. conservation 
biology broadly describes the dominant Western-driven platform whereby nature 
is protected within a series of predominantly ‘peopleless’ environments, generally 
referred to as national parks or protected areas. Sarkar (2001: 37) explains the 
main justification of this approach as arising from ‘the fact that many extinctions 
are known to have been caused by [consumptive] human activities’ and removal of 
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these damaging influences enables natural resource managers to concentrate their 
limited funds specifically upon nature conservation. Terborgh (1999) lends his 
support to this approach, adding that the presence of ecotourists visiting these sites 
is, nevertheless, acceptable, desirable and in no way conflicting with the primary 
objectives of protection. this is due largely to the increased income generated from 
tourist visitation. but, as adams (2006) has argued, the ability of protected areas 
to convey benefits upon all sectors of society, whilst at the same time conserving 
non-human nature, has proven to be a difficult ideal to achieve. Oppressive poverty 
contextualized within majestic wilderness remains an inescapable fact of modern 
conservation.

the inception of Project tiger was based broadly upon this model, with the 
establishment of reserves (supported by policies to remove and relocate human 
communities from inside protected area boundaries), attracting support for tiger 
conservation through a combination of educative efforts, ecotourism receipts, eco-
development and joint forest management measures (see, for example, datta 2000). 
under this regime many communities were forced to surrender their traditional 
rights to graze cattle, collect firewood and fell trees (Mullan and Marvin 1999), 
with any return to the reserves treated as illegal incursions. this practice had 
far-ranging implications for many of india’s landless, livelihood-insecure rural 
communities who found alternative sources of income or subsistence increasingly 
difficult to secure. This focus upon the exclusion of humans from nature represents 
a major component of the critique targeting conservation biology. 

Perhaps the most vocal opponent of this Western-driven conservation model in 
india is Guha (1989: 75), who argued that this approach can be ‘positively harmful 
when applied to the third World’ and that:

the setting aside of wilderness areas [in this way] has resulted in a direct transfer 
of resources from the poor to the rich. thus, Project tiger … sharply posits 
the interests of the tiger against those of poor peasants living in and around 
the reserves. the designation of tiger reserves was made possible only by the 
physical displacement of existing villages and their inhabitants; their management 
requires the continuing exclusion of peasants and livestock … transplant[ing] 
the American system of national parks onto Indian soil.

Within this article, Guha advocates the need for a distinctly indian form of social 
ecology as a viable alternative to conservation biology, one that explicitly involves 
local people and rewards them for the continuing presence of wildlife within and 
around their immediate neighbourhoods. one way of pursuing this is by giving 
villagers a greater stake in the financial benefits accruing from tourism activity 
which is, as discussed later in the chapter, wholly consistent with the theoretical 
foundations and objectives of the ecotourism sector. What is clear, however, is that 
this is at present not being achieved and that, unless such problems are addressed, 
the role of ecotourism is set to remain a peripheral influence in efforts to protect 
tigers from extinction in the wild.
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Tiger Tourism: The Present

i stare straight ahead. sixty or seventy yards away, something is standing in 
the middle of the track. I lift up my binoculars to take a look. But with the jeep 
bouncing like a jackhammer over the ruts and rills, there is no way to tell what 
it is. it might be a tiger. it might be a Great dane. it might be a cardboard box. 
At twenty yards the animal, whatever it is, moves off to the left. Anger flashes 
through me … (ives 1996: 22).

this brief passage tells us much about the problems inherent in the current model 
of tiger tourism, not least the difficulties imposed by landscape conditions in 
terms of viewing and photographic limitations. tiger reserves are characterized 
by an abundance of vegetative cover, vital for the stalking of prey. This cover, 
however, also helps to shield tigers from the gaze of tourists. singh (1973), for 
example, describes the tiger as one of the most difficult subjects to photograph 
satisfactorily because of its nocturnal and cautious habits. such limited viewing 
opportunities can be seen as existing in sharp contrast to growing demands from 
wildlife tourists for close and intimate encounters with charismatic species (see, 
for example, Bulbeck 2005). In recognition of this inadequacy, there is a danger 
that wildlife becomes manipulated in order to provide guaranteed sightings for 
tourists through, for example, the use of prey species and even domestic livestock 
as bait. singh (1973: 193) goes on to describe what he calls ‘tiger training’, where 
the regular tethering of bait in a single location conditions tigers to visit a site 
habitually, enabling guides to establish viewing points where visitors can enjoy 
an uninhibited view of the predators. However, it is not only this form of direct 
intervention and manipulation of wildlife that leads to the habituation of (and thus 
opportunities to view) tigers, for research suggests that the regular presence of 
tourists at a site can also indirectly alter their behaviour. 

mills (2004: 141) explains that, in the ranthambhore and bandhavgarh reserves, 
tigers have clearly become ‘habituated to vehicles, and will stalk and even kill prey 
close to [tourist] jeeps’. furthermore, he argues, in areas where poaching pressures 
are contained, tigers have begun to move about more freely during daylight hours, 
further expanding potential viewing opportunities for tourists. mills (2004) does, 
however, provide a caveat to this observation, recognizing that during the poaching 
crisis in ranthambhore in the early 1990s, tigers were rarely seen, suggesting that 
as tiger numbers contract so they tend to return to their nocturnal habits, limiting 
potential sightings further. Ward and Ward (2000: 161), whilst recognizing that 
tourism has a role to play in the conservation of tigers, voice concern as to the 
growing scale of operations, pointing to the presence of ‘long lines of jeeps and 
land rovers [that] now wind through the forest, morning and evening, scattering 
herds of deer as their eager passengers lean out to shout at one another, ‘Have you 
seen the tiger? Have you seen the tiger?’

In Kanha National Park, in Madhya Pradesh, reserve managers have 
introduced what they label the ‘tiger show’, in an attempt to maximize 
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tourist–tiger interactions. This practice is undertaken on elephant-back and 
entails park mahouts tracking tigers early in the morning, before the tourist 
traffic arrives, until they find a co-operative tiger, ‘namely one that is content 
to sit for a considerable time’ (moulton and Hulsey 2002: 26). they then radio 
back to headquarters, where waiting visitors are ferried by jeep to a nearby 
access point and transported by the mahouts to the location of the encounter. 
these examples illustrate the growing pressure upon reserve managers and 
tourism providers to manufacture tiger encounters, an issue that is consistent 
with a growing demand to provide a spectacle as the visual culture of tourism 
becomes ever more important and tourists are, paradoxically, seeking 
authenticity as long as this entails sufficient visual stimulation via physical 
proximity to charismatic wildlife. 

Returning to my own visit to Ranthambhore in 2001, the ramifications of this 
trend can be illustrated through two distinct experiences. The first journey into the 
park was undertaken in the company of a middle-aged couple from the UK who 
were extending their vacation to Goa with a brief visit to the ‘natural wonders 
of the north’. unfortunately, on this visit the anticipated tiger sighting failed to 
materialize, leaving my companions disappointed and disillusioned. despite 
numerous other sightings of what they considered to be ‘lesser beasts’, the couple 
remained agitated and, upon their return to the hotel, proceeded to seek recompense 
for the lack of tigers on view, brandishing a glossy brochure advertising their 
particular ‘tiger tour’ complete with an extreme close-up photograph of a tiger 
on the cover. Returning to the field notebook for that particular visit, I quote: ‘the 
hotel is pictured in the brochure and if we hadn’t ever got to see that then we’d 
be entitled to a refund, so [now pointing at the tiger on the cover] why not for 
this?’ this experience raises an important issue relating to the need for responsible 
marketing in helping to control tourist expectations. 

it is important in this context that visitors to reserves are aware that actually 
viewing a tiger is by no means guaranteed. it is, after all, a wild and unpredictable 
animal and if tourists are indeed seeking authentic experiences, then to not see a 
tiger is perhaps the most authentic visit of all. a sign in bandhavgarh, just before 
visitors exit the reserve, perhaps illustrates this point most effectively. Employing 
a picture of a tiger with a speech balloon coming out of its mouth, the text reads 
‘perhaps you may not have seen me, but please don’t be disappointed. i have 
seen you’. Moulton and Hulsey (2002: 97) pick up on this theme in connection 
with the Kanha-based tiger show. ‘the fact that the view of a tiger that the show 
affords is somewhat artificial scarcely seems to concern most tourists, who may 
be subliminally aware that the entire experience of a national park is less than 
definitively “natural”’. But while the show has been ‘vehemently criticized by 
purists on a variety of grounds’, it does provide guests with their best chance to 
see and to even photograph a tiger at close quarters. as dobbie (2004: 120) goes 
on to argue ‘… some purists feel [the tiger show] is in some way prostituting 
wildlife viewing. What nonsense … seeing a tiger at close range from an elephant 
is one of the most visually splendid experiences one can hope to have …[it] is 
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something to be valued and will always stay in one’s visual … memory’. this 
assertion illustrates how difficult a task it is to control expectations.

my second experience from ranthambhore in 2001 coincided with the 
successful sighting of two tigers. This visit was undertaken in the company of three 
tourists from the usa, all of whom described their experience as ‘life-changing’ 
and ‘exhilarating’, very much in the vein of the comments from dobbie (2004) 
included above. this positive experience, however, contributed little to the cause 
of conservation, but rather to our mumbai-raised driver who gratefully counted 
out the generous gratuities passed his way in recognition of his apparent skill in 
locating viewable tigers. this is another problem associated with the current model 
of tiger tourism; aside from the entry fees paid at the gate, all other tourist receipts 
tend to leak from the reserves, either directly to the drivers or back to the distant 
hotels where the guests stay. Even in the case of the gate receipts, little remains in 
the parks as they are payable to the state exchequer from which reserve managers 
have to apply for, and justify, ongoing funding. Padel (2005: 45) points out that 
similar problems were encountered in Kanha, not least in terms of the inability of 
local communities to involve themselves in the tourism industry. Here, she saw no 
locals benefiting from tourism: ‘My hotel’s owner lived in Delhi and we drove to 
the reserve past hopelessly poor people who only ate rice’. Perhaps this inability to 
fully integrate tourism into a broader management response to tiger decline can be 
explained by Hannam’s (2005: 170) assertion that ‘the conservationist impulse has 
largely taken over from any interest in developing tourism. Some eco-development 
projects have been conceived and implemented … however, the main objective is 
to conserve biodiversity’. Hannam goes on to argue that this approach does not 
necessarily encompass tourism development and, as a consequence, this potentially 
valuable sector continues to operate in isolation of conservation efforts. 

Justin matthews, the director of the tourism company discovery initiatives, 
puts this issue into context. He claims that:

tens of millions of pounds, dollars and rupees are spent every year by tourists 
in india to experience the extraordinary wildlife that the country has to offer … 
Sadly, an extraordinarily small percentage of this figure ever reaches the end 
product – india’s wildlife and the local people that live in the vicinity of its 
influence. Changing this percentage, even by a small fraction, would potentially 
release huge amounts of money for tigers, forest and wildlife conservation 
(matthews 2000). 

moreover, if a proportion of these tourism-generated proceeds are channelled 
towards local communities, then this will help to close the gap between the 
values associated with living and dead tigers and may help to erode the support 
base for poachers that currently exists within the villages. this point is central 
to the findings of the report of the Tiger Task Force, which recognizes that when 
used correctly ‘tourism can be a potentially viable economic activity [but] … if 
managed badly, can be a potentially devastating activity for ecology and people’ 
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(Project tiger 2005: 134). matthews (2005) follows up on this issue, quoting the 
director of ranthambhore, Govind sagar bhardwaj, who claimed that it was the 
‘big hotels, supported by influential politicians, [that] have a short-term view 
and keep demanding access for more safari vehicles to ferry growing numbers of 
tourists to see the tigers’. mathews adds that currently there is a carrying capacity 
ceiling of 256 visitors allowed into the reserve at any one time but, with a bed-
space capacity of over 1,000 guests in the area, pressures for access continue to 
grow at an alarming rate.

the presence of so many bed-spaces in proximity to ranthambhore contributes 
a direct tourism turnover estimated at around 220 million rupees (£2.8 million) 
(Project tiger 2005). Wealthy tourists may spend 30,000 rupees (£40 per night) 
to stay in the luxurious aman-i-Khas resort, more than a year’s income for many 
rural indians and yet, as foster (2005) asserts, very little of this income is invested 
back into the park or its people. Moreover, as tourists are ferried to the reserve 
gates, few if any of the vehicles ever stop en route to interact either socially or 
economically with local people who enjoy little in the way of water, schools or 
medical facilities. it becomes clear, therefore, that whilst tiger tourism represents 
a powerful tool with which to contribute to wider conservation efforts, at present 
this is not being realized. Perhaps the key question here is whether this form of 
tourism can even be described as ecotourism or whether it is merely being labelled 
as such due to its general focus upon wildlife?

Tiger Ecotourism: remodelling the Product

the discussion above provides some explanation as to why the conservation lobby 
remains cautious in promoting ecotourism as a key component of protected area 
policy. Such scepticism, however, is not confined to conservationists alone, but 
also pervades debates from within the tourism sector itself. Goodwin (2002), for 
example, challenges the continuing validity of the ecotourism label in light of its 
increasing application to all types of natural area visitation without necessarily 
satisfying the multiple objectives that theoretically distinguish this sector from 
wider tourism markets. Here, it is argued, irresponsible operators and service 
providers can utilize the ‘eco-’ prefix as a marketing tool, designed primarily 
to maximize market opportunities rather than pursue sustainable outcomes. 
ceballos-lascurain (2002), while recognizing certain inadequacies associated 
with ecotourism in practice, counters this argument by stressing the important 
contribution that it can play in local and regional development, arguing that we 
should be less concerned with ‘eco-purism’ than ecotourism. a problem persists, 
however, in the range of conflicting definitions attached to the sector (see Fennell 
2001), creating difficulties in assessing what ecotourism actually is and how it 
should be measured. Depending on the definition employed, the economic value 
of ecotourism generates anything from us$30 billion (Honey 1999) to us$1.2 
trillion (ceballos-lascurain 1996).
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This problem has major ramifications for ecotourism and its acceptance 
as responsible tourism, as illustrated within the earlier section on the current 
tiger tourism model as practiced in india. to borrow a quote from Primo levi  
(1989: 158), ‘to give a name to a thing is gratifying … but it is also dangerous. 
The danger consists in one’s becoming convinced that all is taken care of and that 
once named the phenomenon has also been explained’. this argument has direct 
relevance to ecotourism and its relationship to conservation, activities that are 
currently viewed as divergent. indeed, perhaps the main convergence between 
the two sectors is the fact that both tend to exclude local communities from their 
operations, a process that conflicts with the main contention of this chapter. What 
has emerged as a consequence of this approach is a view of people as antithetical 
to species conservation, hosts and visitors alike. Also, in a spatial sense, such 
practices have culminated in the creation of ‘bubbles’ in which the activities 
of both sectors have become focused. in a conservation sense, these bubbles 
coincide with protected area boundaries. from a tourism perspective, ecotourists 
are accommodated within sanitized spaces that manage visitor movements and 
insulate them from external influences (Carrier and Macleod 2005). These spaces 
include not only the tiger reserves themselves, but also distant hotels from which 
vehicular transfers to the ‘attraction’ are necessary. these transit zones coincide 
with relocated villages, and while this offers theoretical opportunities for local 
access to tourism markets seldom, if ever, does tourist transportation stop en route. 
It is viewed as imperative that these restrictive bubbles are enlarged to take account 
of local aspirations, and that local people benefit financially from the existence of 
tigers within nearby parks and reserves. 

This task requires greater integration of conservation and tourism-related 
interests and strategies. to achieve this, conservationists need to recognize the 
potentials of ecotourism and to devise strategies that enable them to circulate the 
generated receipts more widely. at the same time, ecotourism providers need 
to validate their claims towards responsible activity, regulating and controlling 
visitation, and orienting it more closely towards long-term conservation priorities. 
to achieve this, both the conservation and ecotourism sectors need to broaden 
their common linkages and networks, entering not only into meaningful dialogue 
but, crucially, co-operative action.

finally, another important issue for ecotourism providers surrounds the need 
to control the aspirations of tiger tourists rather than implying guaranteed viewing 
opportunities. This is not, however, a straight-forward task, particularly in light 
of what Bulbeck (2005: 151) refers to as the ‘Attenborough effect’, whereby the  
‘up-close, intimate’ imagery employed within television documentaries provides 
a kind of benchmark for what visitors expect to see in the wild. This trend is 
compounded by marketing literature that tends to hint towards an increasing 
intimacy between visitors and tigers. it is important that guidelines and sector-
specific regulations target this issue, emphasizing the less tangible atmospheric 
and experiential values attached to a visit to tiger reserves, regardless of whether 
tigers are seen or not. there are some encouraging signs at present that strides are 
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being made in this direction, particularly under the aegis of the tour operators 
for tigers (toft) initiative, a collaborative effort between representatives of the 
tourism (discovery initiatives) and conservation (Global tiger Patrol) movements. 
this represents an important starting point, but is by no means an end in its own 
right. if tigers are to remain in the wild, such partnerships need to be expanded 
further, with ecotourism and conservation at the forefront of efforts to ensure that 
pugmarks, tyre-tracks and footprints continue to coincide on the dusty roads of 
India’s network of tiger reserves.
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chapter 9 

managing Wildlife for People  
or People for Wildlife? a case study of 
dingoes and tourism on fraser island, 

Queensland, australia
Georgette leah burns

introduction

the title of this chapter immediately suggests that either people are managed for 
wildlife, or wildlife is managed for people. Suffice to say, neither is exclusively 
correct. in ecotourism settings, managers most commonly have to manage for 
both, in what is often a very complex balancing act. However, situations can arise 
where a choice of prioritizing management of one over the other has to be made, 
and the recent history of dingo and human interactions on fraser island provides 
a compelling example of this.

dingoes and people have coexisted in australia for thousands of years, and on 
fraser island for several hundred. more recently, this popular tourist destination 
was inscribed as a World Heritage area in 1992, in recognition of its outstanding 
natural features, and consequently visitor numbers increased rapidly. Queensland 
Parks and Wildlife Service (QPWS) have managed the island, the wildlife, the 
tourists and their interactions since taking over from the Forestry Department 
in 1991. a common complaint by the government department managers is that 
their time is increasingly spent overseeing tourism issues. this detracts from their 
ability to address other important concerns on the island, such as weed control and 
wildfire prevention.

this chapter examines the impact of tourism on the dingoes of fraser island, 
and the aspirations of tourists in this nature-based tourism setting. as the uneasy 
relationship between wildlife and people on the island is explored, the crucial 
role of managers in this setting is highlighted. the case study investigates how 
management choices are made and what influences these decisions, before 
offering lessons for understanding factors affecting sustainable wildlife tourism 
in ecotourism settings.
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research methods and field Site

Methods

The voices heard in this chapter come from interviews undertaken on Fraser Island 
during five periods of fieldwork between 2001 and 2004. Literature is drawn from 
policy documents and newspaper articles relevant to the case study, as well as 
wider academic sources on wildlife tourism. this data is supplemented with 
observations of human and dingo behaviour on fraser island.

Guiding the research that informs this chapter are questions that ask why 
management of the human-wildlife interface happens in the way it does, and what 

figure 9.1 fraser island – Great Sandy national Park



Managing Wildlife for People or People for Wildlife? 141

values underpin the constructions of wildlife that, in turn, enable and legitimize the 
management. the case study of dingoes and tourism on fraser island provides a 
rich, contemporary setting within which to search for answers to these questions.

Fraser Island

Lying off the Queensland coast, approximately 400 km north of Brisbane, Fraser 
Island is the world’s largest sand island. It is 123 km long, up to 25 km wide in 
some places and covers an area of 165,289 ha (thompson et al. 2003). it has a 
long history of human resource exploitation through sand mining and logging. 
these activities were dominant in the 1960s and 1970s, but were actively opposed 
by community groups, such as the fraser island defenders organisation (fido) 
(sinclair and corris 1994), who were instrumental in obtaining World Heritage 
status for the island.

The Queensland Parks and Wildlife Service (QPWS) took over management 
of fraser island from the Queensland forestry department in 1991. it was World 
Heritage listed in 1992, in recognition of its unique natural features, and with 
this came a mandate to conserve the island’s natural and cultural resources. the 
majority of the island (98 per cent) is a National Park, with small areas of freehold 
land in townships being the exception (thompson et al. 2003). the Great sandy 
region management Plan (1994–2010) guides the management of both fraser 
island and its surrounds (see figure 9.1).

The Dingoes and other Wildlife of Fraser Island

The opportunity to view a wide variety of species is an important influence on 
visitors choosing australia as a tourism destination (rodger and moore 2004), and 
is similarly important for visitors to fraser island where the size and ecological 
richness of the island supports a diverse range of wildlife. on the island there 
are over 350 different bird species ranging from birds of prey such as sea eagles 
(shephard et al. 2005) and osprey, to common birds such as pelicans, honeyeaters 
and cockatoos, and vulnerable bird species such as the ground parrot (Chan and 
mudie 2004). Hobson and thrash (2005) have also recorded a rich diversity in theHobson and thrash (2005) have also recorded a rich diversity in the 
following reptile, amphibian and fish species: snakes (35), skinks (25), frogs (15), 
turtles (9), lizards (6), goannas (2) and freshwater fish (24). In addition to dingoes,in addition to dingoes, 
other mammals on the island include swamp wallabies, echidnas, possums, sugar 
gliders and flying foxes. Brumbies (wild horses) were brought to the island for 
the logging industry in 1879, although the last of these were recently removed by 
QPWs (thompson et al. 2003).

Dingoes were most likely introduced to Australia by Indonesian traders four 
to five thousand years ago, and came to Fraser Island with indigenous Australians 
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at some point in time since then (corbett 1995, rogers and Kaplan 2003).1 the 
dingo population on fraser island is thought to range seasonally between 100 and 
200 animals (corbett 1998) where, due to their isolation and limited interbreeding 
with other wild dogs, they are considered amongst the most pure in australia (EPa 
2001a, thompson et al. 2003).

The People of Fraser Island

Fraser Island is alternatively home, work and playground to the many people who 
comprise its stakeholders. As many as 350,000 tourists visit the island annually 
(see figure 9.2) and approximately 200 residents, living on freehold land, call the 
island ‘home’. QPWS staff work and live there, as do resort owners and staff, and 
other tour operators. While each group has its own issues concerning wildlife and 
management (burns and Howard 2003), the people focused on in this chapter are 
the tourists and the managers.

many different types of tourists visit fraser island. the island is close enough 
to the mainland to be a destination for day-trippers from nearby mainland towns, 
such as maryborough and Hervey bay, and it is accessible by boat or aeroplane. it 
is a popular destination for both national and international backpackers who can 
hire four wheel drive vehicles or join tour groups on the mainland. both budget and 
high end of the market accommodation is available on the island; in addition, there 

1 thompson et al. (2003) suggest dingoes have been present on the island for at least 
several hundred years.

figure 9.2 visitor numbers to fraser island 1988–2005
Source: compiled from Queensland Government department of the Environment (1998) 
and annual QPWS figures.
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are designated camping areas with visitor facilities, houses that can be privately 
rented, and several resorts.

World Heritage listing in 1992, and promotion of fraser island as pristine 
and unique, triggered a dramatic escalation in tourist and visitor numbers and a 
corresponding increase in management problems. annual numbers tripled from 
50,000 to over 150,000 in the late 1980s (Queensland Government department 
of the Environment 1998), and peaked at 353,000 in 2002 (see Figure 9.2). Being 
a large island (see figure 9.1), an analysis of carrying capacity may indicate that 
fraser island could continue to support greater numbers of tourists. the issue in 
this chapter, however, is with what these numbers have meant in terms of impacts 
on dingoes and shifting management responsibilities, as evidenced in policies and 
practices.

Tourism impacts and management

Tourism Impacts on Dingoes

as tourism increased on fraser island interactions with the dingoes also increased, 
and changed in nature. little is recorded about dingo interactions with indigenous 
Australians on the island. We know that the relationship between dingoes and 
Aborigines on the mainland took many diverse forms (Meggitt 1965), with dingoes 
being viewed as variously wild and domesticated (the latter as companions, 
protectors and hunting dogs). Residents and workers present on Fraser Island 
during the 1960s and 1970s, when extractive resource use far outweighed tourism, 
recall accounts of befriending dingoes and dingoes stealing fish bait and garbage 
(burns 2006) in what were considered typically benign interactions (figure 9.3). 
changes, then, seem to have occurred in parallel with increasing tourist numbers. 
QPWS recorded approximately 400 official reports of interactions categorized as 
‘negative’ between the late 1980s and 2001 (EPa 2001a, thompson et al. 2003), 
which ranged from dingoes snarling at tourists to the death of a 9-year-old boy in 
april 2001.2

the immediate and widely publicized response to this fatality was a cull 
of 31 dingoes, including the two involved in the fatal attack and 29 others that 
were known to frequent high visitor use areas (Thompson et al. 2003). While a 
large scale cull like this has not occurred since May 2001, dingoes identified as 
‘problem’ animals continue to be culled on the island at the rate of approximately 
one per month (ironside 2007). although QPWs maintains there is little potential 
for long-term adverse impacts on the entire population (thompson et al. 2003), 
culling has an extreme impact on individual animals. The need to cull is justified 

2 Newspaper articles (Herald Sun 2007, Giles 2007) now regularly report a figure of 
‘2000 incidents of menacing behaviour’ by dingoes toward humans on fraser island since 
april 2001.
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by QPWS’s conviction that dingo attacks are a consequence of habituation, which 
itself is a direct result of humans feeding the animals (EPa 2001a, thompson et 
al. 2003).

Fraser Island Policy Documents

Prior to the death in 2001, QPWs had been managing fraser island primarily 
for the purpose of conservation of its flora and fauna. However, QPWS has now 
been forced to prioritize wildlife management for tourism recreation, and it is 
not a practice that sits easily with the department or the on-ground managers. 
The dilemma of management has become increasingly apparent in works such as 
thompson et al. (2003: 37), all employees in QPWs at the time of the fatality, who 
ask in their abstract ‘Do we manage the animals or the people?’

this dilemma is immediately apparent in the fraser island dingo management 
Strategy (FIDMS) that notes: ‘On Queensland national parks the dingo is protected 
as a native species and the QPWs has a legal responsibility to conserve these 
populations even though the dingo is declared a pest in this state’ (EPa 2001a: 4). 
this imperative comes from the rather ambiguous legal situation across australia 
that deems dingoes as protected within national parks while simultaneously 

Figure 9.3 Dingo attracted to fishing gear on Fraser Island
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declared a pest across most of the rest of the country (Hytten and burns 2007a),3, 4 
the necessity of their protection on fraser island implies that successfully 
managing to conserve this species should be a priority for QPWs and, indeed, the 
first of five stated overall objectives of the FIDMS is to ‘ensure the conservation of 
a sustainable wild dingo population on fraser island’ (EPa 2001a: 4).

the fidms also recognizes, however, that ‘the common law duty of care 
requires the QPWs to address the safety of people entering and using the lands, 
water and facilities in the fraser island recreational area’ (EPa 2001a: 6). thus, 
the safety of people is also a priority and, in a context where the wildlife has 
attacked and killed people, this clause cannot be ignored. In addition, the FIDMS 
also recognizes that ‘[t]he QPWs has obligations to ensure that management is 
ethical and humane’ (EPa 2001a: 6). Put into practice, this policy means that 
dingoes must not kill people, but people (the QPWS managers of the island) can 
kill dingoes to ensure human safety, as long as the dingoes are killed in a way that 
is deemed ethical and humane.

The second significant policy document governing management of the island, 
its wildlife and the people who visit or reside on it, is the Great sandy management 
Plan (GsmP) (Queensland Government 2005). a review of changes in the GsmP 
over time reveals necessary alterations in the way the plan deals with people. the 
GSMP was first released in 1994 and opens with a statement from the then Minister 
for Environment and Heritage, molly robson, who was very optimistic about the 
opportunity created by World Heritage listing on fraser island to ‘preserve [the] 
natural beauty’ of the region (Queensland Government 2005: 3). the minister’s 
message held a grand vision for implementation of the plan; that the area it covered 
could be everything for everybody:

… a place where nature’s evolutionary processes can continue unimpeded, a 
bequest to all humanity, where forests can regenerate and flourish, where the 
freshwater lakes contain pure unpolluted rainwater, where the sand dunes 
built up over the ages continue to tell their story of geological wonder, where 
Indigenous heritage and aspirations can find true expression, where residents can 
earn their living, and where tourists … can enjoy its splendour and tranquillity 
and return home without having marred their priceless heritage (robson 1994, 
in Queensland Government 2005: 3).

When the plan was revised in 2005, tourists marring heritage was of much less 
concern than tourists going home unharmed by wildlife. While tourism was 

3 Dickman and Lunney (2001: 96) label this ‘the kill-or-conserve dilemma.’
4 the legalised protection of dingoes is only relatively recent, as up until the 1970s 

they were almost universally treated as vermin (Hytten and burns 2007b). call for a 
widening of the protection of this species was made by the csiro in the 1980s (the age 
2007) and has since been re-voiced by wildlife researchers (cooper 2007) and the Humane 
society international (abc 2007).
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clearly an important and growing concern for the region in 1994, its centrality was 
more evidenced in the revised plan. Here, the opening message from the minister 
for Environment, Desley Boyle, talks positively about progress that has been 
made since the initial plan, notes an increase in ‘tourism management policies for 
protected areas of the region’, and explicitly mentions visitor safety and dingoes:
‘Safety is a key concern, and a campaign has raised awareness, especially in 
relation to averting further problems with dingo attacks’ (Boyle in Queensland 
Government 2005: 4).

Tourist Aspirations

On tour company web pages Fraser Island is marketed as a peaceful paradise with 
an abundance of unique flora and fauna (for example, Fraser Island Company 2007, 
Kingfisher Bay Resort 2007). Dingoes are a main icon of the island and feature 
heavily on most web pages and other marketing avenues, such as brochures and 
postcards. the fidms (EPa 2001a: 4) notes that the close and obvious presence 
of dingoes ‘is a tourist attraction and marketing drawcard’.

From interviews with tourists on the island it is clear that a key aspiration for 
most of them is to experience the natural beauty of the location, and this is done in 
a variety of ways, without being hassled by external forces. Like tourists in most 
destinations, holidays are valued for the freedom they provide from the constraints 
of everyday life. tourists want to relax and get away from the hectic pace of their 
normal day to day existence (Cohen 1972). In choosing a national park as their 
destination, many are keen to immerse themselves in that experience and be a part 
of that natural setting. on fraser island the tourism is very much nature-based, 
although it does not always adhere to the principles of conservation promoted in 
ecotourism guidelines (for example, the international Ecotourism society 2007).

answering questions about why they were visiting the island, tourists responded 
in the following ways:

Just wildlife, camping and beaches – a bit of sun.
Having a holiday, [we have] always wanted to come here.
Just to see whatever happens, and [experience the] wildlife.
[fraser island is] very special – it’s very religious, sacred – you can sleep 
well at night and you can walk well with a natural stride – just no panic in 
your daily activities – it’s a relaxed atmosphere.
that’s the beauty of the place. We can come here and do a little bit of 
fishing, photography or just relax.
… just the dingoes, and rainforest.
Wildlife, camping, enjoy[ing] the environment.
the basic wildlife that is available – that’s probably the main thing – and 
that it gives you a taste of being away from civilisation.

•
•
•
•

•

•
•
•
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In addition, people come to see what they have been informed through marketing 
campaigns to expect:

i wanted to come because of all the nice things, the sands and all the things you 
hear about fraser island … and because it’s got World Heritage listing and it’s 
pure and nature and stuff.

How do these, very normal, tourist expectations of their stay on the island compare 
with what managers want and expect, and with wildlife needs?

Manager Expectations

there is a very evident frustration by fraser island managers, particularly those 
‘on the ground’, that has increased since I first began collecting data on the island 
in 2001. it became apparent at a conference hosted by the fraser island defenders 
organisation (fido) on ‘the integrity of fraser island’ in 2006, where a common 
complaint from managers was that increasingly their time and resources are 
consumed by recreation management.5 this impedes their ability to deal with other 
pressing management issues, such as wild fire prevention and weed control.

the change in management focus is a consequence of the large number of 
tourists visiting the island and the fatality, for which thompson et al. (2003: 38) 
note QPWs were unprepared and about which they were ‘surprisingly naïve’. 
such naïvety may not rest solely with QPWs, but is perhaps also characteristic 
of wildlife management in other parts of australia. it is important to note that 
human deaths, as a result of interactions with wildlife in national parks, have been 
uncommon in australian history. the country has no large terrestrial carnivores, 
unlike national parks in Africa or North America.

QPWS rangers on Fraser Island described their work prior to the fatality in the 
following ways:

it’s basically just the general conservation issues … preservation to the greatest 
possible extent.

Looking after the park as far as estate maintenance and development, 
infrastructure, natural resource management, be it fires, weed control, stuff like 
that.

they saw their role as one of managing the wildlife in the context of the entire 
ecosystem, for the overall conservation of the location as a whole system. in this 
view, wildlife is constructed as part of other natural features, such as vegetation. 

5 Worboys et al. (2005) note that managing protected areas to minimise risks to visitors 
while maintaining a high quality recreational product requires considerable resources.
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However, increasingly there was recognition that managing people was becoming 
dominant:

Recreational management tends to overtake just about everything else … 
that’s where the issues are and that seems to be overriding in this location. 
We do a million different jobs; whatever comes, we do it basically. it’s all the 
infrastructure that goes with it for a start; toilets, boardwalks, recreation areas, 
camping grounds, development and maintenance of those. visitor management 
is the other big side of it, just getting out and talking to people, law enforcement 
stuff, education, interpretation programmes, that’s what takes up most of the 
time. I guess the thing about this place is it’s [a] National Park, it’s also [a] World 
Heritage area, it’s also [a] recreation area, so you’re trying to manage under 
three distinct regimes. the money comes from the recreation side of it, so that’s 
where the money goes back to – that seems to be the overriding push … on this 
particular location anyway.

Managing Interactions

Following a risk assessment (EPA 2001b) and final version of the FIDMS (EPA 
2001a), QPWs introduced a multi-strategy approach aimed towards minimizing 
human–dingo interactions. the purpose was to encourage both people and dingoes 
to behave in the manner QPWs considered appropriate; that is, not to interact. 
To discourage humans from seeking interactions with dingoes, QPWS increased 
their educational campaign and interpretation material, and had it evaluated by an 
external consultancy (QPWs 2003a, 2003b) who concluded it was equivalent to 
best practice in North American parks.

The strategy also involved an increase in, and greater enforcement of, fines 
(ranging from $a225 on-the-spot to a maximum of $a3000 court-imposed for 
feeding dingoes). Fencing of areas categorized as ‘high risk’, such as camping 
grounds and resorts, was also included and is about to increase. the Premier of 
Queensland, anna bligh, announced in september 2007 that the state government 
would spend $a750,000 erecting more fences on the island (Herald sun 2007).

the fencing is also designed to discourage dingoes from interacting with people. 
other current strategies for managing dingoes include culling, as discussed earlier, 
and hazing. Hazing is a type of aversion therapy, which involves shooting dingoes 
with ratshot from guns or clay pellets from slingshots (Giles 2007). in addition, an 
audiosonic deterrent was trialled in two locations on the island in 2003, but it did 
not succeed in excluding dingoes from the trial areas (Edgar 2004).

an obvious way to avoid further interactions between people and dingoes is to 
remove one or the other entirely from the island. Given the anthropocentric values 
underpinning wildlife management, the fact that some 200 people reside on the 
island, and the considerable financial input from tourists, total removal of people 
has not been discussed in policy documents. an early proposal in the fidms (EPa 
2001a: 11), however, promised to investigate ‘the possibility of limiting visitor 
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numbers to the island or at specific locations on the island’. As a consequence, 
some camping areas have been closed, but there has been no cap on numbers. 

total removal of dingoes has, similarly, not been enacted. as noted earlier, the 
fidms formally recognizes the dingo as a protected native species on the island 
and therefore the assumption is made that dingo conservation is warranted. While 
some wildlife researchers consider the species an introduced pest (for example, 
Monaghan, in Green 2005, Van Dyck 2007), there are also some who increasingly 
support its conservation (for example, Dickman, in Cooper 2007), and in May 
2007 the department of sustainability and Environment issued a ‘preliminary 
recommendation’ of the dingo as an endangered species (the age 2007). if this 
trend towards positively constructing the dingo as a valuable part of contemporary 
australian wildlife continues, it would be reasonable to expect increased public 
and scientific pressure against the regular culling of Fraser Island dingoes. This 
pressure is not without precedent, as the large scale cull triggered by the death 
in 2001 became a hotly debated issue (burns and Howard 2003). such pressure 
would undoubtedly cause more frustration for fraser island managers who, in 
general, see their roles as conservationists and not cullers.6

as discussed earlier, the legislation in australia surrounding dingoes is 
confusing, and this does not assist management clarity. dingoes are variously seen 
as a pest versus a protected species, a native versus an introduced species and a 
pure-bred versus a hybrid species. from this, it can be argued that the approach to 
dingoes is related to how they are socially constructed. if they are recognized as 
protected, native and pure, then there is less incentive to cull them. if, however, 
they are considered as introduced, pest and hybrid, then it is more acceptable to 
cull them to remove the chance of contact with people (Hytten and burns 2007a, 
2007b).

re-Constructing People and nature: re-Constructing management

although there has been a decrease in tourist numbers on fraser island since 
2002 (Figure 9.2) it remains a popular tourist destination and this is unlikely to 
change. there is a need, therefore, for a management shift, both conceptual and 
practical, particularly in relation to people. management practice has been guided 
by ideological thinking reminiscent of colonialization periods when humans and 
nature were seen as separate and humans able to control nature (suchet 1999, 

6 this view is not universally shared. Howard (2007), for example, argues thatthis view is not universally shared. Howard (2007), for example, argues that 
wildlife management in australia has grown out of pest management and tensions arise 
when species require conservation, particularly if that species has been labelled a ‘pest’ 
from the onset of European colonization. However, these views are compatible if we accept 
that the tensions exist both within the wildlife management profession and between wildlife 
managers and wildlife ‘consumers’ (in this case fraser island visitors) based on the different 
ways that these groups construct wildlife. 
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Adams 2003). Discourse in the FIDMS (EPA 2001a) blames dingo attacks on 
habituation that results from people feeding dingoes,7 and construction of humans 
as interfering with nature in this way suggests we are something other than nature 
(Aitken 2004: 53). This is reflected in current strategies, such as fencing, that 
reinforce the separation of people and nature. 

the shift could come in recognizing people as an integral part of, rather than 
separate from, the system that QPWs manages. current tourism and management 
literature advocate a holistic systems approach in theory (burns 2004, Worboys et 
al. 2005), which takes into account all variables and is, therefore, inclusive of both 
people and wildlife. 

While still focusing on the separateness of people and wildlife, the educational 
focus in the fidms encourages managers to become interpreters of the wildlife 
experience for tourists, and not just mediators or control agents. This has taken the 
form of increased literature for tourists to read, including brochures and signage on 
the island, and contact with rangers at camp sites and as visitors disembark from 
ferries. this increasing recognition of the need to manage people is important 
because not managing people well enough frequently leads to a need to act on 
anthropocentric values and punish wildlife for being ‘evil’ (Howard 2007).

there are, however, problems with the QPWs ‘be dingo-smart’ educational 
message. Firstly, it is difficult to ensure the message is received and understood 
and, secondly, the message comes from a particular stance that is informed by 
values that are not shared by all (Hytten and burns 2007b). there is also the 
danger that too much interpretation could turn visiting Fraser Island into a zoo-like 
experience, which is not expected or wanted by tourists in this setting. tourists 
want peace and relaxation, and natural beauty that comes with their choice of 
ecotourism setting in locations such as fraser island. fencing and noticeboards 
with warnings and messages are the antithesis of that.

One of the key characteristics that sets ecotourists apart from other tourists 
is their desire to experience, and be a part of, natural settings. thus, ecotourism, 
more than any other form of tourism, offers the opportunity to manage in a 
holistic framework that includes people as a part of nature. Tourists in natural 
settings should be encouraged to see themselves as part of the environment and 
made aware that their actions within it can have far-reaching consequences, both 
for themselves and for the wildlife. similarly, in this setting wildlife should be 
permitted to behave in ways that are natural with awareness by people that this may 
have consequences, both positive and negative, should they interact. constructing 
the ecotourism setting in this way transfers a sense of responsibility to tourists. 
managers, rather than assuming control of both people and wildlife, are relieved 
of some of the increasing burden of recreational management. 

7 this relies on an argument that habituation is not natural and interactions between 
people and dingoes are not natural, yet both have occurred for as long as there has been 
contact between people and dingoes.
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Encouraging tourists to be aware of their responsibility, for themselves and to 
nature, may be a positive step forward in ecotourism settings. if tourists are aware 
that dingoes, wildlife and other forms of nature belong in the ecotourism setting, 
then they are more likely to be accepting of their behaviours. Taking this further, 
attacks from wildlife would be constructed as normal. Hunting and aggressive 
play is natural behaviour for dingoes (corbett 1995) and, because they are wild 
animals, tourists should not expect them to behave in the same way as domesticated 
ones. If attacks are perceived as a normal, rather than abnormal, part of the reality 
of some nature-based settings, then tourists face the decision of whether to visit 
the destination or go elsewhere. the responsibility is theirs. 

rather than focusing on managing people for wildlife or wildlife for people 
in a construction that separates people from nature, to maintain the integrity of 
the wildlife tourism setting managers should promote awareness of people as 
part of the setting. this has the potential to remove some of the anthropocentric 
dominance that underlies management and views of nature. constructed in this 
way, dingoes frequenting high-use human areas such as campgrounds and resorts 
are doing something natural, rather than crossing a known line between human 
and animal spaces. consequently, this is not a problematic behaviour and does not 
warrant the animal being culled. similarly, this construction recognizes that fraser 
island is not a zoo, and fences that separate people and nature are not natural. 
there is potential for this approach to be successful on fraser island and in other 
nature-based tourism settings where ecotourists are more likely to be accepting of 
natural features, and dangers, of an area and, therefore, easier to manage in this 
‘hands off’ scenario.

Conclusion

for QPWs to achieve sustainable wildlife tourism on fraser island, in accordance 
with the guidelines for world heritage listing and principles for ecotourism, they 
need to effectively manage both the wildlife and the people who interact with that 
wildlife. attempts to do this have focused on reducing all interactions regardless 
of whether or not they may be viewed as desirable or undesirable. interpretive 
material aimed at educating tourists and other island visitors or residents about 
the negatives of wildlife interactions (where the dominant message is that the 
people might get hurt and the wildlife will get culled) has increased. following 
a study commissioned to evaluate the current material and suggest ways it might 
be improved (Beckmann and Savage 2003, QPWS 2003a, 2003b), much larger 
fines were introduced for human misdemeanours (such as feeding, either directly 
or indirectly), and their enforcement publicized through local media (for example, 
Green 2005, Williams 2006). on the wildlife side, fences continue to be constructed 
to minimize interactions, and the ‘problem’ wildlife culled in accordance with the 
FIDMS. But clearly these interventions are not working. The dingoes are still a 
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nuisance and are still being culled. the tourists are staying away, and the managers 
are frustrated by this ongoing, time-consuming issue.

time and management training will hopefully see a shift in focus that ensures 
park managers expect to manage people as a crucial part of the natural system, 
and this may alleviate some of their frustration. the recordings of negative dingo 
interactions are increasing and, in line with the current policy of culling problem 
animals, this means the rate of dingo deaths is likely, if anything, to increase. Why 
tourist numbers are decreasing remains to be investigated. Part of finding a way 
to ensure the sustainability of wildlife tourism on fraser island lies in being more 
critical of management and closely examining, and acknowledging, for whom it 
is being done.

fraser island is an extreme case, as not all interactions between wildlife and 
people result in people being harmed and wildlife being culled. However, there 
are lessons that can be taken from this case that are applicable to others. In all 
wildlife tourism settings, the needs of both people and wildlife must be understood 
before they can be effectively managed. When the aspirations of tourists are clear 
and the impact on wildlife is obvious, there is a need to acknowledge who is 
being prioritized in management and why. the aims of the management need to be 
transparent, and the values and constructions that underpin management choices 
and decisions need to be recognized (Hytten and burns 2007b).

‘Walking the management tightrope between keeping wildlife wild and tourists 
safe’ (thompson et al. 2003: 46) requires complex balancing of management 
priorities. strategies for managing dingoes and humans on fraser island attempt to 
manage people for wildlife and wildlife for people, but there is a clear dominance 
of one over the other. this is not uncommon. Where wildlife is perceived to 
threaten humans, managing for the protection of humans will always be prioritized. 
legislation that then enacts the culling of wildlife for fear of people being harmed, 
demonstrates an obvious anthropocentric view of management that puts humans 
first.

managers have a crucial role to play in sustainability. this has long been 
recognized, in parks and other protected areas, with regards to the conservation 
of natural features. traditionally this occurred in a context in which those natural 
features were deemed to be separate from human ones. separating humans from 
nature only exacerbates the problem, and certainly is not proving to be effective 
in terms of sustainable tourism on fraser island. consequently, one way to 
manage more effectively might be to construct people as part of the overall natural 
system, and not separate from it. This is difficult to implement in practice, as 
most problems are easier to conceptualize as isolated variables and then manage 
as such. However, once constructions are recognized and people re-categorized, 
we may be able to see a way forward, not just on fraser island but in all wildlife 
tourism settings.

is it possible to manage in the best interests of both people and wildlife, and 
keep both happy? Clearly for wildlife to be sustainable this is what managers 
must aim to achieve, and the success obviously depends on many factors. crucial, 
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however, is an understanding of what tourists want, coupled with what wildlife 
needs, and why certain management decisions are made. locating people in nature 
and shifting some of the responsibility from managers to tourists may reduce 
the heavy burden of recreation for managers, and provide more satisfaction for 
tourists, greater conservation values for wildlife, and an enhanced wildlife tourism 
experience for all.
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chapter 10 

Kohlberg: A Theoretical Framework for 
informing seal-viewing behaviour at the 

Kaikoura Peninsula, New Zealand
davina stanford

introduction

tourists are increasingly searching for more experiential types of tourism, and 
ecotourism is one such example. However, the term ecotourism can be misleading 
with the prefix ‘eco-’ suggesting a type of tourism that is beneficial to the 
environment; poorly managed ecotourism, like any other type of tourism, can 
cause negative impacts (Wheeler 1994, boyd and butler 1996, mann 2000). What 
is more, ecotourism draws tourists into fragile, remote and marginal areas that 
may be more vulnerable to the impacts of tourism. Evidently, such visits need 
to be managed and controlled if the visitors are not to disturb and damage the 
places and wildlife that they are visiting. cater and Goodall (1997: 88) write that 
tourists should understand a destination’s ‘sense of place’ in order to respect its 
environment and culture. The key to this understanding is thought by many to be 
education and the dissemination of knowledge (Krippendorf 1984, Gunn 1988, 
Eber 1992, Prosser 1992, forsyth 1996, france 1997, reisinger 1997, luzar et al. 
1998, boniface 1999, broadhurst 2001). 

aimed at informing the tourist about the sites they are visiting, enhancing 
their experience, and guiding the visitor in terms of appropriate behaviour, is a 
proliferation of signage, codes of conduct, interpretation and so on at tourism 
and ecotourism sites. despite its importance in managing visitor behaviour, 
much of this information is ad hoc and there is little empirically tested theoretical 
foundation for the content of the messages that are distributed to visitors. this 
chapter outlines some theoretical approaches which could be used in the provision 
of information that is intended to guide or inform appropriate behaviour. in 
particular, various ethical theories are considered and Kohlberg’s stages of moral 
Development are explored as a possible conceptual framework to inform the 
development of information for visitors that is intended to guide and encourage 
appropriate behaviour. the theory is then applied empirically, based on a case 
study of the fur seal colony at Kaikoura Peninsula, on the South Island of New 
Zealand. Conclusions are made regarding the use of Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral 
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development, which emphasize the importance of positive, credible and reasoned 
messages.

information and Communication

Prerequisites for Effective Information and Communication

Before looking at the empirical work presented here, we should consider the 
existing literature in the field of visitor information. There are several factors that 
have been identified as contributing to the effectiveness of communication. While 
this chapter is not intended to cover the literature extensively on this subject, 
before looking more closely at the means and content of communication it would 
be useful to revisit some of the prerequisites for successful communication of 
messages intended to guide appropriate behaviour:

of primary importance is the behaviour that is being targeted, as information 
will only be effective in guiding certain behaviours. behaviour such as 
careless action (for example littering), unskilled action (for example 
selecting an improper campsite) or uninformed action (for example using 
dead snags for firewood) may be amenable to communication (Manning 
1999). communication may not be so effective, however, for behaviours 
such as illegal activities (for example graffiti) or unavoidable activities (for 
example disposal of human waste) (manning 1999). 
Effective communication is also dependent upon multiple channels or 
media, and strategies to encourage desired recreational behaviour patterns 
must include a wide range of management interventions in addition to 
communications initiatives (mason and mowforth 1995, carter 2001a). 
information needs to be easily understood, should be well disseminated 
and widely promoted (mason and mowforth 1995). 
novelty, interaction, activity and personal interest are found to be effective 
for interpretative messages, while repetition has been found to be related to 
decreased visitor attention (moscardo 1996).
finally, the values of the recipients themselves will affect the success of 
communication. 

The Means of Communication

In his seminal work, Interpreting Our Heritage, freeman tilden (1977: 3) describes 
interpretation as ‘… revealing, to such visitors as desire the service, something of 
beauty and wonder, the inspiration and spiritual meaning that lie behind what the 
visitor can with his senses perceive’. more recently, and somewhat less romantically, 
interpretation has been seen as a useful tool in visitor management that can modify 
and influence the behaviour of visitors (Manfredo 1992, Roggenbuck 1992, Hall 

•
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and mcarthur 1993, moscardo 1998, carter 2001a, 2001b). interpretation can 
relieve crowding and congestion, alter behaviour directly by giving information or 
indirectly by fostering appreciation, and can create public support for conservation 
(moscardo 1996). 

interpretation is more than simply providing written information and is, in 
essence, about stimulating visitors’ imaginations or emotions so that they engage 
in a positive way with the places that they visit through a variety of media and 
communication channels (carter 2001b). although interpretation is upheld as a although interpretation is upheld as a 
means for the effective management of visitors, carter (2001a, 2001b) documents 
examples where interpretation has failed to produce the desired outcomes in terms 
of influencing visitor behaviour. 

codes of conduct attempt to promote a more responsible form of tourism 
(mason and mowforth 1996). codes are produced by governments, communities, 
nGos, religious and environmental groups and by industry and can be aimed 
at industry, government, hosts and tourists alike (Mason and Mowforth 1996, 
malloy and fennell 1998). responsibility is manifest in two particular areas with 
codes targeting the environment and the culture of the host region (mason and 
mowforth 1996). one problem with codes of conduct in general is that they can 
appear admonitory or patronising, detracting from the relaxation of the holiday 
period (mason and mowforth 1995). forsyth (1996: 14) quotes one tour operator 
who comments that people do not want to go on holiday with their school teacher. 
butcher (2003: 141) also criticizes codes of conduct for spoiling the fun of 
holidays: ‘attempts to formalize codes of conduct, and the constant appeals for 
deference to the interests of the host’s ‘environment’ and ‘culture’ only contribute 
to a spirit of caution rather than one of adventure and discovery’. furthermore, 
behavioural control through sanctions may have an adverse effect on the quality of 
visitors’ experience (carter 2001a) and recipients of messages are believed to be 
more receptive to positive statements than to negative ones (malloy and fennell 
1998). clearly, the way in which codes of conduct are presented is crucial to the 
way in which these messages are received, and the content of codes of conduct 
is an area that requires further research (mason and mowforth 1996, malloy and 
fennell 1998).

Theoretical frameworks for the Communication of messages to Guide 
appropriate visitor Behaviour

Ethics: Consequentialism and Deontology

there are many branches of ethical reasoning, but two in particular are dominant 
schools of thought: consequentialism and deontology. although not the only moral 
theories that philosophers have put forward, they are relevant to the context of 
guiding appropriate tourist behaviour because the principles they offer are addressed 
clearly to individuals and are intended as a basis for decision-making, which 
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helps to identify the right thing to do in any particular scenario (thomson 1999). 
under the banner of consequentialism are further sub-divisions of philosophical  
thought: hedonism and utilitarianism. simply put, hedonism is concerned 
with maximizing pleasure and minimizing pain for the individual whereas for 
utilitarianism,1 the primary determinant of ethical conduct is the greatest good 
for the greatest number that results from one’s actions (brody 1983). under the 
utilitarian branch of ethics are two further distinctions: act and rule utilitarianism. 
act utilitarianism is focused solely upon the ends without considering the means, 
whilst rule utilitarianism argues that the greatest good for the greatest number 
must be achieved by following prescribed rules and acceptable means (thomson 
1999). rule utilitarianism is thought to be preferable for organizing principles and 
rules of desired behaviour and for communicating messages targeting behaviour. 
this is because a rationale for an action is indicated (malloy and fennell 1998). 

deontology,2 by contrast, proposes that certain actions are right or wrong and 
this approach describes ethical conduct as that which is in accordance with rules 
or the right means regardless of the consequences (brody 1983). deontology 
is often contrasted with consequentialism. deontology would teach that the act 
of taking an innocent human life was wrong, no matter what the reason, while 
utilitarianism would recognize that innocent human life should not arbitrarily be 
taken, although it could be acceptable if taking that life was necessary to save the 
lives of many other innocent people. in its somewhat more prosaic application with 
regards to guiding tourism behaviour, deontology would not provide a rationale 
or justification for a certain action other than something being an obligation that 
one ought do as one’s duty (malloy and fennell 1998). for example, a sign saying 
‘stay on the path’, may be described as deontological, as it does not explain why 
the action is required whereas a rule utilitarian sign may state ‘stay on the path; 
trampling can damage fragile plants’, thus providing a rationale for the action.

deontological ethical reasoning is evident in the codes of conduct analysed by 
malloy and fennell (1998). their analysis of 40 codes comprising 414 statements 
shows that codes of conduct are generally deontological in nature (the recipient is 
told to do something because they should, rather than providing the rationale for 
this action). However, research in the area of management ethics has emphasized 
the importance of rule utilitarianism approaches to education, where an individual 
can learn through understanding the consequences of their actions (malloy and 
Fennell 1998). The influence of deontological versus consequentialist ethics on the 
behaviour of the tourist is certainly worth applying beyond codes of conduct: for 
site-specific interpretation, for information about responsible tourism in general 
and for understanding motivations for responsible action. 

1 originated by Jeremy bentham in the late eighteenth century and advocated by 
John stuart mill in the nineteenth century.

2 developed by immanuel Kant in the late eighteenth century in opposition to the 
principles of utilitarianism. 
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Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral Development

the next concept to be examined is that of morality and moral reasoning, a 
field that has been dominated by the work of Lawrence Kohlberg. Kohlberg’s 
stages of moral development were originally intended to explain the progressive 
development of morals in children. using a hypothetical moral dilemma, based on 
whether or not a man should steal drugs for his dying wife (see Kohlberg 1980), 
Kohlberg observed 50 males from the ages of ten to 28. He noted that, given 
the same scenario, the reasoning that the respondents offered in response to the 
scenario became increasingly more sophisticated as they grew older. the six stages 
are summarized in table 10.1. 

Kohlberg’s theory has, however, been criticized for a number of reasons. firstly, 
it is based only on a sample of 50 males, and Gilligan (1982) suggests that female 
moral development is different and will diverge from that of males at the post-
conventional level, with women having greater emphasis on caring as the highest 
value. secondly, Kohlberg’s assumption that all cultures will follow the same 
stages of moral development and that there are universal truths, morals and values 
has also been challenged. snarey (1985) suggests that one should expect there to 
be some cultural nuances and that Kohlberg’s existing stages cannot accommodate 
such differences because, with particular regard to the post-conventional morality, 

Table 10.1 Kohlberg’s Stages of moral Development

Stage of moral development reasons for doing right

Pre-conventional morality

1. fear of punishment avoidance of punishment and the superior power 
of authorities.

2. maximizing pleasure/minimizing pain to serve one’s own needs or interests, an equal 
exchange, a deal, an agreement.

Conventional morality

3. What significant others think the need to be a good person in your own eyes 
and those of others. desire to maintain rules and 
authority that support stereotypical good behaviour.

4. What society thinks right is contributing to society; laws are to be 
upheld.

Post-conventional morality

5. social contract or utility and individual 
rights

based on overall utility, the greatest good for the 
greatest number.

6. universal ethical princples belief as a rational person in the validity of 
universal moral principles, and a sense of personal 
commitment to them.

Source: adapted from Kohlberg (1976)
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these stages are based primarily on Western philosophy. finally, although Kohlberg 
posits that there is consistency of moral reasoning from one context to another, this 
has been found not to be the case (carpendale 2000).

despite these criticisms the stages of development have been applied to help 
understand interpretation used in the management of national parks in the United 
states (christenson and dustin 1989). the stages, along with their application to 
interpretation, are presented in table 10.2.

the overlap between Kohlberg’s stages and typical western philosophical 
and ethical thought should be noted. for example, stages 1 and 2 relate to the 
hedonistic motivation of pleasure seeking and pain avoidance, while stage 5 
draws on utilitarian reasoned action and stage 6 corresponds with deontological 
principles: that one should act in a certain manner as it is the universally accepted 
‘right thing to do’. 

Source: adapted from christensen and dustin (1989)

Stage of moral development application to interpretation

Pre-conventional morality

1. fear of punishment Interpretation threatens fine for behaviour that 
breaks the rules.

2. maximizing pleasure/minimizing pain interpretation communicates personal costs 
and benefits with the behavioural prescription.

Conventional morality

3. What significant others think interpretative appeals must emphasise how 
behaviour will affect family, friends etc.

4. What society thinks interpretative appeals emphasize good 
citizenship.

Post-conventional morality

5. social contract or utility and individual 
rights

impacts and consequences of behaviour are 
described enabling the person to make an 
educated choice.

6. universal ethical princples interpretative message communicates how 
compliance with the behavioural prescription 
characterises an ethically principled person.

Table 10.2 Kohlberg’s Stages of moral Development and their application 
to interpretation
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Roggenbuck’s Application of Communication Strategies

To some extent, Roggenbuck (1992) has simplified these theories and applied them 
to communication for recreational purposes. According to Roggenbuck (1992) 
there are three theoretical standpoints for communication:

Applied behaviour analysis. visitors can be informed of rewards or 
punishment that will be administered dependent upon their behaviour. 
However, while sanctions can be useful, they can create negative feelings 
from recipients (malloy and fennell 1998, carter 2001a).
Central route. Relevant beliefs of visitors are modified through the delivery 
of substantive messages (reasoned messages). such communication 
initiatives can influence attitudes towards a given subject by informing 
recipients about the consequences of their actions. New or modified beliefs 
lead to desired changes in behaviour.
Peripheral route. The message source or medium is the key. Sources 
considered by visitors to be authoritative or powerful may influence 
behaviour while other messages may be ignored. the credibility of the 
source has greater effect than the content. 

Again, we see the influence of western philosophical thinking: applied behaviour 
is linked to punishment and rewards (hedonism) and the central route is linked to 
reasoned communication (utilitarianism). a third, the peripheral route, considers 
the additional factor of the source of the message being influential. Clearly there 
is overlap between all three of these theoretical standpoints. for the purposes 
of this discussion, however, Kohlberg’s stages have been used as the basis of a 
conceptual framework from which to explore the effectiveness of these different 
ways of communication. 

The Kaikoura Case Study

Introduction

The township of Kaikoura is a small coastal community with a population of 
approximately 2,760, situated on the east coast of New Zealand’s South Island. 
The landscape of Kaikoura is defined by mountains and sea and it is these natural 
assets that provide the foundation for the tourism industry. the continental shelf 
is much nearer the coast at Kaikoura than in most parts of New Zealand and, 
at the Kaikoura Peninsula, two ocean currents converge (McAloon 1998). As a 
consequence of these geographical features the sea is rich in minerals and plankton, 
attracting whales, dolphins, fur seals and, in turn, ecotourists. the fur seals haul-out 
on a rocky peninsula that is easily accessible by foot or by car, and they can often 
be seen resting on or under vehicles in the car park. This close proximity of seals 

•

•

•
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to humans can cause problems for the seal population and there is concern that the 
recommended minimum viewing distance of 20 m is often transgressed (barton et 
al. 1998). there are anecdotal reports of seals being patted, or of visitors throwing 
stones at resting seals to get them to move in order to take better photographs. 
visitors frequently approach the seals to within a metre or even closer.

Method

Initially, non-participant observation was undertaken at the seal colony and 
visitors’ seal-viewing behaviour was observed. the existing signage and boards 
were also assessed for their content. Key informants were consulted, including 
representatives from the department of conservation, local government 
representatives and tour operators based at the seal colony. a survey was then 
developed using a hypothetical scenario based on seal-viewing behaviour. as 
Roggenbuck (1992) explains that communication is most useful for unskilled or 
uninformed, rather than illegal or careless actions, the scenarios were intended to 
target uninformed behaviour. six different rationales were given for displaying the 
desired behaviour. these different messages were based on Kohlberg’s stages of 
moral development and are presented in table 10.3. 

The survey was undertaken at two different locations in New Zealand during 
february and march 2004. the survey sample was limited, however, as it was it was 
difficult to intercept package tourists; some respondents had to be filtered on the 
basis of their level of English language ability; and domestic tourists were also 
under-represented due to the time of year (domestic vacations typically being 
taken in January). Questionnaires were completed by 372 respondents. 

Information Boards at the Colonies 

there are a number of information boards at the seal colonies, mainly produced by 
the department of conservation. table 10.4 summarizes the information on these 
message boards at the time of the research and also suggests how these messages 
may be related to Kohlberg’s stages of moral development.

The first point to note from this summary is the inconsistencies that are 
presented in the signage. two signs recommend a viewing distance of 10 m, and 
two of 5 m. the photograph in sign 4 implies that visitors might be able to get as 
close as a metre from the seals. to some extent these inconsistencies may arise 
from different phases of signage that have been placed at the colony, leaving older 
versions remaining, and this is understandable as signage is costly to produce and 
replace. Since the research was undertaken, some new signage has been placed at 
the peninsula. the point still stands, however, that signage should be consistent. 
the second observation that can be made from this summary is to note that the 
content of the information boards can be applied to the theoretical framework 
provided by Kohlberg’s stages of moral development and that a number of stages 
are used. Information Board 1 uses stage 4 reasoning and makes an appeal to 
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Table 10.3 Example of a questionnaire used to gauge visitors’ responses to 
different means of communication at Kaikoura seal colony

The Kaikoura Seal Colony
You have just arrived at the seal colony at Kaikoura. The Department of Conservation is trying 
to stop too many tourists getting too close to the seals. However, in this scenario, you want to get 
really close to a seal to get a good photograph. Which of the following are likely to influence you to 
stay at the required distance?

n
ot
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lik
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ve
ry

 
lik
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A sign saying… 1 2 3 4 5

a ‘Please stay 10 metres from the seals. Please 
respect New Zealand’s wildlife’.

b ‘Please stay 10 metres from the seals. it’s up to 
you to do the right thing’.

c ‘Please stay 10 metres from the seals. seals can 
bite’.

d ‘Please stay 10 metres from the seals. 
Approaching closer will make them retreat to 
the water’.

E ‘Please stay 10 metres from the seals. 
approaching the seals can frighten them and 
their young’.

f ‘Please stay 10 metres from the seals. don’t 
spoil this experience for other visitors’.

Note: a = stage 4, b = stage 6, c = stage 1, d = stage 2, E = stage 5, f = stage 3 (of 
Kohlberg’s stages of moral development).
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citizenship, to respect the wildlife. sign 2 provides a limited amount of stage 5 
reasoning for not approaching close to the seals – ‘seals resting’, but the majority 
of the message relies on stage 1 punishment, both in terms of the seals biting, 
and in terms of the legal implications. sign 3, again, provides a limited amount 
of stage 5 reasoning – ‘seals near the carpark are resting’, but the majority of the 
message relies on stage 1 fear of punishment that seals may bite. interpretation 
board 4 also provides a limited amount of information that the seals are resting, 
but stage 1 punishment is also implied – ‘it doesn’t pay to come between the 
seals and the sea’ (albeit without making explicit the consequences of this action). 
this point can be made for the signs that provide some reason combined with 
punishment; the links between certain behaviours and the effects that this has on 
the seals are not clearly made. A final point to make is that there is some reiteration 
of information within the signage. sign 2 and sign 3, for example, request that the 
seals are not disturbed, possibly reinforcing this point as visitors make their way 
around the site.

Survey Results

this section examines the data from the survey. it begins with the modal response 
to all of the messages, where respondents were asked to rank each message 
(and hence Kohlberg stage) on a scale of 1 to 5 according to its effectiveness 
in influencing their behaviour (5 being very likely to influence behaviour and 1 
being not very likely to influence behaviour). Figure 10.1 shows that stages 1, 2, 
4 and 5 are all rated as 5 (very likely to influence behaviour). Indeed, many of the 
respondents ticked 5 for all the stages, explaining that all of the messages would be 
likely to influence them. However, the modal responses for the stage 2 and stage 6 
messages drop to 3, indicating that these messages might be less likely to influence 
visitor behaviour. 

from figure 10.2, which presents the mean response on a scale of 1 to 5, a 
clearer picture of preference emerges. the messages based on stages 4 and 5 of 
development appear to have the greatest influence on visitors. Again, the messages 
based on stages 3 and 6 of moral development have relatively low means. from 
figure 10.1 then, it is possible to see that overall modal responses were high, and 
from Figure 10.2 it can be seen that stages 4 and 5 were rated as more likely to 
influence behaviour. 

Figure 10.3 highlights those messages identified by the respondents as the most 
and least likely overall to influence their behaviour. This is particularly important 
as for the initial part of the question, rating each message on a scale of 1 to 5, many 
respondents chose 5 (very likely to influence behaviour) for all the messages with 
little distinction between them. 

From Figure 10.3 it can be seen that the message most likely to influence 
behaviour is based on stage 5 of moral development, which relates to utilitarian 
reasoning. forty-one per cent of respondents stated that this message would be 
the most likely to influence their behaviour. The second most likely message to 
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influence behaviour is based on stage 4, relating to good citizenship, with 35 
per cent of respondents stating that this would be most likely to influence their 
behaviour. messages based on stages 2 and 3 of moral development, reward and 
considering others, are not particularly influential (7 per cent and 2.5 per cent of 
visitors chose these messages respectively). finally, the message based on stage 
1, punishment, may have some influence with 12.5 per cent of respondents stating 
that this would be the most likely message to influence them. The message ‘to do 
the right thing’, based on stage 6, universal ethical principles, has little influence 

figure 10.1 modal responses from the visitor survey

figure 10.2 mean responses from the visitor survey
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with just 1 per cent of respondents stating this would be the most likely message 
to influence their behaviour. A small number of respondents did not choose any 
single message as being the most likely overall to influence them, stating that all 
messages would be very likely to influence their behaviour. 

respondents also gave their reasoning as to why they chose a certain message 
as the most likely to influence them. This allowed key reasons to be established 
as to why messages were influential, based not on how messages were intended 
by the researcher, but on how they were interpreted by the recipient. indeed, the 
stage of the message did not always correspond with the interpretation of the 
respondents. for example, many respondents chose the stage 5 message (the 
reasoned argument), but explained their choice in terms of stage 4 development: 
that they wanted to respect wildlife. it seems that giving an explanation of signs 
is useful in evoking a response and creating a greater understanding and respect, 
even if this is not how the message is interpreted. 

As far as the least likely messages to influence behaviour are concerned, this is 
something of a mirror image of the most likely responses. The messages based on 
stage 6, universal ethical principles, seem overall to be the least likely to influence 
behaviour. forty-one per cent of respondents stated that this would be the least 
likely to influence their behaviour. Messages based on stage 1, punishment; stage 
2, reward; and stage 3, considering others, are also unlikely to influence behaviour 
(17 per cent, 12.5 per cent and 23.5 per cent respectively). 

The respondents were again asked to express in their own words why they had 
ranked a certain message (and hence Kohlberg stage) as least likely to influence 
their behaviour. because they are ‘negative’ is a common response regarding why 
the stages 1, 2 and 3 messages are the least likely to influence behaviour, with 
respondents stating that these sorts of messages are patronizing, harsh, threatening, 

Figure 10.3 Summary of messages most and least likely to influence 
visitor behaviour
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too greedy and so on. stage 1 and 2 messages are frequently chosen as being the 
least likely to influence behaviour as the respondents negotiate with the content of 
the message arguing, for example, that they could outrun any seal intending to bite 
them. negotiation also occurs to a lesser extent with the stage 4, 5 and 6 messages. 
Some respondents state that messages are unlikely to influence their behaviour 
because they feel that the message is untrue or they can discredit it, and this reason 
is found particularly for stages 2, 3 and 5. stage 3 messages, which appeal to the 
respondent to think of others, frequently evoked a response ‘would other people 
think of me?’ Overall, however, the main reason given to explain why a message 
is unlikely to influence behaviour is because it is ‘not reasoned’. This response is 
given for the messages at all stages, but is most noticeable at stage 6; respondents 
simply do not know what ‘the right thing’ is. 

Discussion and Conclusions

The results indicate that it is important to know not only which messages are 
influential, but why they are so. Similarly, it is also helpful to understand which 
messages are not influential, and why. An effective type of communication would 
combine this knowledge. The most likely messages to influence behaviour are 
stage 4 and 5 messages. With respect to respondents’ own interpretation of how 
such messages are understood, appeals to be a good citizen and to demonstrate 
respect are important. As far as messages that are least likely to influence behaviour 
are concerned, stage 6 (universal ethical principles) messages lack influence, as 
insufficient information is provided and respondents do not know what the right 
thing to do is in this context. Stage 1 (punishment) messages are less influential, 
typically because of the negative nature of the message. the stage 3 message also 
has little influence, with many respondents indicating that they did not understand 
how their inappropriate action would affect others.

Tourists in a novel situation do not intuitively know right from wrong and 
required behaviour should, therefore, be explained to them in order to be more 
effective. the importance of reason was further reinforced during data collection, 
when respondents were being interviewed. Many respondents asked for more 
information regarding the seals and what was considered appropriate behaviour 
at the colony. several respondents stated that they had previously visited the seal 
colony and had approached closer than the recommended viewing distances, but 
they would not have done so had they realized that their actions may have caused 
distress to the animals. many who had not yet visited indicated that they would 
be more mindful and considerate during their intended visit due to an increased 
understanding of potentially harmful visitor behaviour (following moscardo 
1996).

if we revisit the existing signage at the seal colony in the light of this 
knowledge it is also possible to understand a little further whether or not this 
information is likely to be effective. Based on the evidence in this context, 
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effective communication would include an appeal to good citizenship, combined 
with a reasoned and positive argument. this is consistent with research in the 
area of management ethics based on rule-utilitarian approaches, whereby the 
individual can learn through an understanding of the consequences of their actions 
(malloy and fennell 1998). However, the signage at the colony, at the time of the 
research, provides little reasoning and is often negative in tone. in addition, we can 
note from the research process itself that many respondents were excluded from 
participating in the survey because they did not speak English as a first or second 
language (and the survey had not been translated). Evidently, the language of the 
research and of the information itself is important and cannot be effective if it is 
not understood. the information at the seal colony is presented only in English 
and, both from the point of view of better hospitality as well as increasing the 
effectiveness of messages, it should be provided in different languages.

Kohlberg’s stages and wider ethical philosophies, if somewhat simplified here, 
are a useful framework for establishing effective types of communication designed 
to influence responsible behaviour. Although creating scenarios and messages that 
truly reflect the stages of moral development can be challenging, the framework 
provides a useful theoretical foundation to follow when developing any kind of 
communication designed to influence behaviour, regardless of the medium of the 
message, be it interpretative or code of conduct, oral or written. 

There are limitations to this work, however. This study was based on a 
hypothetical scenario, and signage or other forms of communication should be 
trialled in an experimental situation in the field. The respondents of this survey 
were a somewhat captive audience, and once they had agreed to the questionnaire 
they were guaranteed to read the messages. there is, of course, no such guarantee 
in the real world, and ensuring that the recipients read the message is as important 
as providing the most effective message. finally, as stated earlier, the survey relied 
on respondents understanding the semantic differences of the messages and many 
potential respondents were excluded because they did not have English as a first 
or confident second language. Those from other cultures (where English is not 
typically spoken or learnt as a second language) may react very differently to 
the stages of moral development as presented here and this invites the need for 
further, multi-lingual and multi-cultural research. different contexts should also 
be considered and similar research could be undertaken that tests this theoretical 
framework in different situations. Research that investigates the potential effect of 
reiterated signage would also be worthwhile.

Effective communication is not, however, just about getting the words right. 
information also has to be considered with regards to the source or media of the 
message and also the placement of the message. consequently, establishing the 
optimum positioning and mode of communication may be as important as the 
message itself. it can be seen that there are many media that impart information. 
These can include formal written signage as well as spoken information. Written 
information could be from a brochure, guidebook or other marketing, from 
interpretation and from codes of conduct, and these could be placed in any number 
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of situations. oral information may be given by tour operators and guides, by 
accommodation providers, by other tourists and by transport providers. indeed, 
many tourists commented on the influence of the information that was given to 
them by bus drivers, for example, and discussed how this had influenced them. 
These messages should be reinforced by a wide network of delivery agents, and 
information providers should be encouraged to supply guidance that is most 
appropriate for each individual audience.
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chapter 11 

can the conservation attitudes and 
behavioural intentions of tourists to 
tropical forest be improved through 

biodiversity interpretation? a case study 
from australia

Jennifer Hill and Georgie Gough

introduction

nature-based tourism is one of the fastest growing sectors within the global 
tourism industry and much of this growth has occurred within fragile and protected 
environments (Buckley 2000, Mason 2005, Marion and Reed 2007, Weaver and 
lawton 2007). for this reason, concern about the environmental impacts of nature-
based tourism has risen (Wearing and neil 1999, tubb 2003, Kruger 2005) and 
it has been suggested that its negative impacts can be reduced by the provision 
of environmental information for tourists (Kimmel 1999). such ecotourism 
interpretation acts not only to increase visitor satisfaction and knowledge, but 
also to encourage attitudinal and behavioural shifts in visitors (moscardo 1999). 
This chapter uses published literature to examine the links between interpretation 
and visitor satisfaction, knowledge, attitudes and behaviour. Further, it presents 
empirical research from Queensland, australia, which examines whether educating 
visitors about biological diversity during a visit to tropical rainforest can raise their 
levels of satisfaction and knowledge above those achieved from the experiential 
encounter alone. selected aspects of biological diversity are interpreted in order 
to elucidate which are more conducive to enhancing knowledge. Visitor attitudes 
post-visit are used to test whether increasing satisfaction and/or knowledge can 
encourage i) more positive attitudes towards ecosystem conservation and ii) more 
positive behavioural intentions in the ecosystem in future. 

there is evidence that on-site rainforest interpretation contributes substantially 
to tourist satisfaction at the Skyrail Rainforest Cableway in Queensland, Australia 
(Moscardo and Woods 1998, Pearce and Moscardo 1998). Skyrail visitors who 
used interpretive facilities were significantly more satisfied with their visit than 
those who did not, although there appeared to be no account taken of the potential 
influence of a priori visitor attitudes on these results. the existence of such a 
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relationship may be important to tourism management as it has been postulated 
that when visitors enjoy their visit, they are more likely to support on-site 
management strategies (moscardo 1999). additionally, comparison of visitors to 
Skyrail with different levels of exposure to the interpretation also demonstrated 
that the more interpretation the visitors experienced, the more they learned. 
Similarly, an examination of the impact of interpretive signs on visitor knowledge 
at the Valley of the Giants Tree Top Walk in Western Australia found significant 
increases in visitor knowledge and satisfaction as a result of their reading trail-side 
signs (Hughes and Morrison-Saunders 2002). The study also found a significant 
positive relationship between the number of visitors claiming a quality learning 
experience and installation of additional trail-side signs. 

it has been claimed widely that interpretation is an important element in the 
promotion of environmental conservation and sustainable tourism, largely by 
increasing visitor knowledge and environmental awareness, and by prompting 
more responsible tourist behaviour (tilden 1977, manfredo 1992, bramwell and 
Lane 1993, Orams 1994, 1995, Beck and Cable 1998, Moscardo 1999, 2003, 
ritchie et al. 2003). Early theorists suggested a simple linear relationship whereby 
if people became more knowledgeable about the environment, they would in turn 
become more aware of its problems and thus be more motivated to act responsibly 
(Hungerford and Volk 1990). Later models identified both location- and person-
specific variables which could influence the intent towards and achievement of 
responsible behaviour (Azjen 1991, Ajzen and Driver 1992, Sparks and Guthrie 
1998, White 2005). 

The links between interpretation, knowledge, attitudes and behaviour have rarely 
been tested empirically (marion and reed 2007), although a study in dartmoor 
National Park in the UK found that increasing visitor knowledge via interpretation 
did encourage visitors to see how they could behave more respectfully towards the 
local environment. No significant changes were found, however, in the attitude 
of post-visit respondents towards the environment more generally (tubb 2003). 
more recently, Hughes and morrison-saunders (2005a) found that the tree top 
Walk in Western Australia, which offers low intensity interpretation and restricts 
activities to a passive observation of nature, encouraged a more ecocentric view 
of the forest by visitors. also in australia, orams (1997) found that participants 
in the tangalooma dolphin feeding Programme (near brisbane) reported that 
this interpretive experience made them more environmentally responsible in 
their subsequent behaviour, and a similar outcome was identified by Tisdell and 
Wilson (2005). they explored the role of ecotourism in promoting environmental 
learning and sustaining nature conservation in Mon Repos Conservation Park 
in Queensland. they found the ecotourism experiences to be highly effective 
in terms of environmental education and to have significant positive impacts 
on the visitors’ stated desire and intended behaviour to protect sea turtles. such 
impacts on environmental attitudes can, however, depend upon types of visitor 
activity (Hughes and morrison-saunders 2005b). research on Penguin island, 
Western australia, discovered that exploration-focused visitors shifted towards 
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a conservation-oriented stance immediately post-visit, whilst recreation-focused 
groups shifted towards a human-centred view of the natural area. finally, in 
a different context, lee and moscardo (2005) explored changes in tourists’ 
environmental knowledge, awareness, attitudes and behavioural intentions after 
staying at a major ecotourism resort on fraser island in Queensland, australia. 
the study suggested that satisfying experiences in ecotourism accommodation and 
awareness of in-resort environmental practices could reinforce visitors’ favourable 
environmental attitudes. 

there has been much less evaluation of tourist understanding of biological 
diversity (Kerley et al. 2003) and how this can alter visitor attitudes and behaviour. 
nevertheless, this is an important issue to address if the potential of biodiversity as 
an ecotourism resource is to be assessed. 

Whilst ecotourism might appear to offer sustainable tourism development, it is 
duly acknowledged that rainforest ecotourism, with its frequent reliance on long-
haul air travel, can be challenged as inherently unsustainable (mowforth and munt 
2003). recent analyses have shown, however, that whilst ecotourism does exert 
an absolute net demand on global natural resources, its global ecological footprint 
is likely to be considerably less than that of mass tourism and some ecotourism 
products may potentially make a positive contribution to resource conservation 
at a global scale (Hunter and shaw, 2005, 2007 and chapter 3 herein). the low 
impact nature of visitor-resource interaction, coupled with altered visitor attitudes 
beyond the immediate destination area, form part of the off-setting process. 

field Site and research methods

Field research was undertaken in the Daintree rainforest in Queensland, Australia 
(figure 11.1). this is one of the oldest extant tropical forest ecosystems, which 
harbours primeval growth forms as a consequence. this forest provides a record 
of the ecological and evolutionary processes that have shaped the flora and fauna 
of australia over the past 415 million years (Wet tropics management authority 
1995). Visitor sampling took place at Crocodylus Rainforest Village. The site 
incorporates a privately owned, unsurfaced, 1.75 km circular ropewalk for which 
biodiversity information was controlled explicitly by the researchers. The walk 
was ideal for a study of this kind as it exemplified a diverse range of forest habitats 
and processes over a relatively small area and it offered one point of access and 
egress (Figure 11.2). In total, 267 visitors to the ropewalk were interrogated by 
questionnaire during July/august 2004 and July 2005. additionally, 34 visitors 
undertook semi-structured interviews in July 2006 to allow qualitative exploration 
of the quantitative results. in this chapter, only those responses concerning visitor 
conservation attitudes and behavioural intentions are examined from the qualitative 
interviews. as a consequence, the methods below detail the quantitative sampling 
process. 
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Visitors undertook a self-administered, written questionnaire and biodiversity quiz. 
Every visitor who started the ropewalk between 7am and 5pm was asked to take 
part in the survey and the response rate was 91 per cent. sampling was divided 
into two categories of English speaking visitors: those with (n=139) and those 
without (n=128) biodiversity information (see below). these categories were self-
selecting, although it must be noted that it took more time in both sampling years 
to amass the required sample of visitors who wished to undertake the walk without 
information. All visitors undertook the questionnaire immediately pre- and post-
visit and they completed the biodiversity quiz post-visit. 

sixteen biodiversity information sheets were used in the research, interpreting 
aspects ranging from historical evolution of tropical rainforest, through simple 
facts concerning contemporary rainforest structure, to more complex processes 
maintaining biological diversity. rainforest uses, threats and conservation were 
also outlined. interpretation was viewed as ‘an educational activity which aims 
to reveal meaning and relationships … by firsthand experience and by illustrative 
media’ (tilden 1977: 8). the interpretive sheets were a4-sized laminated cards, 
bound together in the order in which they were encountered along the ropewalk. 
Visitors were instructed to read the sheets at specified locations along the walk, 
indicated on a map that formed the cover for the biodiversity information sheets. 
The positions at which to read the sheets were indicated in the field by prominent 
numbered markers. As visitors represented a non-captive audience (Ham 1992), 
they were asked to read only as many of the sheets as they desired during their 
walk. In post-visit questioning, 77 per cent indicated that they read all sheets and 
12 per cent said that they omitted only one or two sheets. the main reasons cited 

figure 11.1 Location of Crocodylus rainforest village, Queensland, 
australia



Biodiversity Interpretation: A Case Study from Australia 179

for omitting sheets were missing the numbered markers and being distracted by 
environmental conditions (particularly watching footing on the muddy track and 
looking out for wild pigs). The style and content of the sheets followed key elements 
of effective interpretation, particularly the inclusion of colour and illustrations; 
use of grabber headlines and small quantities of text; adoption of a uniform style; 
and layering of content complexity (moscardo 1996a). 

Questionnaires comprised five sections for those interviewed with biodiversity 
information, and four sections for those interviewed without information. the 
sections consisted of trip characteristics; pre-visit survey questions (concerning 

figure 11.2 The circular rope walk at Crocodylus rainforest village, 
Queensland, australia, showing numbered biodiversity 
information points
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visitor expectations, motivations, prior rainforest experience, and knowledge 
and initial conservation attitudes); post-visit general questions (concerning 
visitor satisfaction, subjective learning and ‘return’ conservation attitudes); post-
visit questions for those receiving biodiversity information (concerning visitor 
interaction with the information); and visitor socio-demographic characteristics. 
visitors were monitored as they answered pre-visit questions to ensure that they 
did not read through the remainder of the questionnaire. this reduced bias in their 
answers through pre-visit sensitization (lee and balchin 1995). respondents were 
not informed about the biodiversity quiz so they did not read the interpretive sheets 
with the aim of recalling information for a cognitive test.

Motivation of visitors was ascertained by asking how important 15 statements 
were to their rainforest visit. Visitors responded using a Likert-type self-avowal 
scale with answers graduated to four possibilities: 1 was ‘not at all important’, 
2 was ‘slightly important’, 3 was ‘important’ and 4 was ‘very important’. this 
method provides a snapshot of the multiple motivations of visitors (Holden and 
Sparrowhawk 2002). Visitor satisfaction with 16 components of their rainforest 
experience was measured on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 was ‘very dissatisfied’, 2 
was ‘dissatisfied’, 3 was ‘indifferent’, 4 was ‘satisfied’ and 5 was ‘very satisfied’. 
Questions about whether the rainforest walk met overall visitor expectations and 
how much visitors thought they had learnt from experiencing the rainforest were 
established as semantic differentials. such question styles were adopted as it has 
been shown that respondents prefer verbal to numerical labels and a verbal anchor 
reduces over-use of scale extremes (Haley and case 1979). some questions were 
open-ended to explain the quantitative visitor responses. Chi-square (χ2) and 
Student t (t) statistical analyses were used to test for significant differences in 
levels of visitor satisfaction and knowledge according to exposure to biodiversity 
information. They were undertaken using SPSS version 15 for Windows.

the biodiversity quiz tested visitor cognition post-visit at two levels: recall 
of factual knowledge (e.g. satinash tree species are good examples of cauliflory) 
and evidence of deeper understanding (e.g. when forest fragments are far apart, 
there is little exchange of genetic material between them). visitors responded to 
32 statements, based directly on information provided on the interpretive sheets, 
by ticking ‘true’, ‘false’ or ‘don’t know’ options. Respondents were also asked 
to tick a box for each question if they could have answered the question prior to 
their visit. this was used to gauge the level of newly acquired rather than prior 
knowledge. The resultant scores provided an objective evaluation of short-term 
visitor cognition.
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results

Survey Sample Demographics and Motivations

the total survey sample of 267 respondents was comprised largely of visitors from 
outside of australia (65 per cent). of the 35 per cent visiting from within australia, 
just 3 per cent were from within Queensland. most of the international visitors 
were from the uK and ireland (27 per cent) or the united states and canada (17 
per cent). the highest proportion of visits was made by couples (38 per cent), by 
groups of friends (22 per cent), or by individual visitors (18 per cent). families 
comprised 16 per cent of the sample, whilst tour group participants made up only 
6 per cent. Almost 90 per cent of respondents were first time visitors and, of those 
who had visited the ropewalk previously, their proportion was biased towards a 
single visit (63 per cent) compared to multiple visits (37 per cent). only 28 per 
cent of respondents, however, had never visited rainforest prior to their site visit, 
34 per cent had visited rainforest within australia, 23 per cent had visited a single 
rainforest location outside of australia and 15 per cent had visited a number of 
rainforests around the world.

the majority of the respondents (44 per cent) were aged between 21 and 30. 
seventeen per cent and 14 per cent of respondents comprised the 31–40 and 41–
50 age groups respectively, and approximately 10 per cent of respondents each 
were younger than 21 or between 51 and 60 years of age. a small proportion of 
respondents (4 per cent) were aged over 60 years. there was a slight gender bias 
in the survey sample with 58 per cent of the sample being female and 42 per cent 
being male. the sample group was well educated, with 34 per cent having school 
or college certificates, 31 per cent possessing an undergraduate degree and 35 per 
cent possessing a graduate degree. 

Chi-square tests were undertaken to investigate if there were any significant 
differences in the socio-demographic profiles for those visitors receiving and not 
receiving biodiversity information. The tests showed no significant differences 
between the two samples (at p=0.05). it can be concluded, therefore, that any 
significant differences in levels of visitor satisfaction, knowledge and attitudes 
according to the provision of biodiversity information should not be explained by 
the varying demographic profiles of the two samples. 

considering all respondents, the strongest motives for visiting the rainforest 
were to encounter scenic beauty (with a mean response of 3.66), to see the rainforest 
wildlife (3.61) and to enjoy the sounds, smells and feel of the rainforest (3.56) 
(table 11.1). these reasons were considered to be important/very important in 
motivating the visitors to undertake their walk. The only other motives rated above 
3.0 were exploring something new and different (3.40), having fun/enjoyment 
(3.36) and encountering the rainforest structure and trees (3.22). learning about 
the rainforest was the seventh most important motive, returning a mean value of 
2.97. the only motive to return a mean value of less than 2.0 was passing time 
whilst in Queensland (1.83). this reason is, therefore, only slightly important in 
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motivating visitors to undertake the rainforest walk. Only one motive returned 
a significantly different result when comparing those visitors with and without 
biodiversity information. Escaping the stress of everyday life was significantly 
more important as a motive for those visitors who chose to undertake the walk 
without information (2.97 versus 2.63) (t=-2.82, p<0.01). 

Visitor Satisfaction and Knowledge 

Visitors rated their overall satisfaction with the rainforest walk and with 16 
components of their rainforest experience. in general, a high degree of visitor 
satisfaction was expressed irrespective of whether visitors had been provided with 
interpretive biodiversity sheets. When asked whether the rainforest walk had met 
their expectations nearly 90 per cent of all visitors agreed/strongly agreed that it 
had. When all respondents were considered together the highest mean satisfaction 
score (4.32) was recorded for visitors’ encounters with the rainforest structure and 
trees (table 11.2). Encountering scenic beauty (4.25), enjoying the sounds, smells 
and feel of the rainforest (4.16), exploring something new and different (4.15) 
and having fun/enjoyment (4.10) were the only other categories rated above 4.0. 
This indicates that visitors were satisfied/very satisfied with these aspects of their 
rainforest walk. The lowest mean satisfaction scores were recorded for acquiring 
a sense of rainforest history (2.88), sharing knowledge with family and friends 
(3.25) and seeing the rainforest wildlife (3.31). cognitive aspects of learning about 

Table 11.1 mean motivation scores for undertaking the rainforest walk, 
based on 15 statements

motivation statement mean score

Encountering scenic beauty
seeing the rainforest wildlife
Enjoying the sounds, smells and feel of the rainforest
Exploring something new and different
Having fun and enjoying yourself
Encountering the rainforest structure and trees
learning about the rainforest
Escaping from the stress of everyday life
Taking exercise
Being creative such as painting or taking photos
doing something to tell friends about
Gaining a sense of rainforest history
Sharing your knowledge with others
being with friends and family
Passing time whilst in Queensland

3.66
3.61
3.56
3.40
3.36
3.22
2.97
2.79
2.63
2.54
2.50
2.44
2.40
2.35
1.83

Note: 1 is not at all important, 2 is slightly important, 3 is important and 4 is very 
important.
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the rainforest (3.57) and provision of rainforest information (3.42) showed largely 
indifferent visitor responses. 

Five components recorded significant differences in visitor satisfaction levels 
when comparing responses for those visitors receiving and those visitors not 
receiving biodiversity information (figure 11.3). four of these components related 
to the provision of information, learning and sharing knowledge, whilst one related 
to experiencing the forest sensually. The most significant difference was recorded 
for satisfaction with the provision of biodiversity information. satisfaction was 
significantly higher for those visitors who used the information sheets (χ2=89.25, 
p<0.001). Eighty per cent of these respondents said that they were satisfied or 
very satisfied with the provision of rainforest information, compared to only 23 
per cent of respondents who did not use the information. in line with this, mean 
satisfaction scores rose from 2.75 (dissatisfied/indifferent) to 4.02 (satisfied). 
Visitor satisfaction in terms of learning about the rainforest was also significantly 
higher for those visitors who used the rainforest biodiversity information sheets 
(χ2=12.13, p<0.05). Eighty-two per cent of these respondents said that they were 
satisfied or very satisfied with their learning about the rainforest, compared to only 
32 per cent of respondents who did not use the information. This was reflected in the 
mean satisfaction scores which rose from 3.04 (indifferent) for the sample without 
information to 4.04 (satisfied) for the sample with information. Satisfaction gained 
from sharing knowledge with family and friends was significantly higher for those 

Table 11.2 visitor satisfaction with the rainforest walk, based on 16 
components of their rainforest experience

Satisfaction component mean score

Encountering the rainforest structure and trees
Encountering scenic beauty
Enjoying the sounds, smells and feel of the rainforest
Exploring something new and different
Having fun and enjoying yourself
Escaping from the stress of everyday life
doing something to tell friends about
Taking exercise
learning about the rainforest
being with friends and family
Passing time whilst in Queensland
Provision of rainforest information
Being creative such as painting or taking photos
seeing the rainforest wildlife
Sharing your knowledge with others
Gaining a sense of rainforest history

4.32
4.25
4.16
4.15
4.10
3.99
3.74
3.72
3.57
3.54
3.54
3.42
3.34
3.31
3.25
2.88

Note: 1 is very dissatisfied, 2 is dissatisfied, 3 is indifferent, 4 is satisfied and 5 is very 
satisfied.
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visitors who used the rainforest biodiversity information sheets (χ2=12.44, p<0.05). 
Forty-four per cent of the respondents who used the interpretive sheets on the walk 
said that they were satisfied or very satisfied in terms of sharing their knowledge 
with others, compared to 31 per cent of respondents who did not use the sheets. 
in relation to comprehending something of the evolutionary history of these 
forests, the satisfaction level of visitors who used the biodiversity information 
sheets was significantly higher than those who did not use the sheets (χ2=12.97, 
p<0.01). Mean satisfaction scores rose from 2.60 (dissatisfied/indifferent) to 3.11 
(indifferent/satisfied). The final significant difference in satisfaction levels was 
related to the nature of the visitor encounter with the forest. seventy-seven per 
cent of visitors who used the information sheets said that they were satisfied/very 
satisfied with enjoying the sounds, smells and feel of the forest compared to 89 
per cent of those visitors who did not use the sheets. the mean satisfaction score 
rose from 4.07 for those visitors using the sheets to 4.25 for the visitor sample not 
using the sheets (χ2=12.13, p<0.05). It must be noted, however, that figures above 
4.0 indicate a high degree of satisfaction for both groups of visitors, despite there 
being a significant difference recorded. 

Figure 11.3 Components of the visitor experience for which significant 
differences were recorded in mean satisfaction scores (± SE) 
for visitors with and without biodiversity information sheets
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 In terms of subjective (perceived) visitor knowledge, 67 per cent of visitors 
who had received biodiversity information thought that they had learnt a moderate 
amount/a lot from their rainforest walk, compared to only 38 per cent of visitors 
who completed the walk without information sheets. Visitors who had received 
biodiversity information rated their learning experience significantly higher than 
those who did not receive information (χ2=28.09, p<0.001). this difference derives 
from a common base of perceived knowledge: 86 per cent of visitors who received 
information rated their rainforest knowledge as nothing/a little prior to their site 
visit, compared to 84 per cent of those visitors who did not receive information. 
Overall, the perceived knowledge profiles of visitors prior to their undertaking the 
walk was not significantly different between the two samples (at p=0.05). 

In terms of objective (actual) visitor knowledge, the mean quiz score for the 
sample of visitors who did not take the biodiversity information sheets on their 
walk was 40 per cent. This contrasted with a mean score of 70 per cent for the 
sample of visitors who undertook the walk with the sheets. Importantly, this 
difference in knowledge was significant (t=13.93, p<0.001). The sample of visitors 
who used the biodiversity information sheets gained significantly higher results in 
the biodiversity quiz. thus, after being supplied with information visitors believed 
that they knew more about the rainforest and they had significantly increased their 
short-term knowledge about the ecosystem, its threats and its conservation. It can 
also be inferred from the quiz responses that the learning was largely new learning 
that took place on site, rather than recovery of information learnt prior to the site 
visit. There was no significant difference, for example, in correct quiz answers for 
a statement that the cassowary is australia’s biggest rainforest bird. ninety-two per 
cent of those visitors who received information acknowledged that this statement 
was correct, compared to 83 per cent of those who did not receive information. 
this is a common piece of information that is repeated throughout the daintree, 
and the majority of visitors indicated that they could have answered this question 
prior to their visit. By contrast, an incorrect statement that cauliflory (where flowers 
and fruit grow on the trunks and major branches of trees) describes the harvesting 
of produce from the forest floor, drew significantly more correct answers from 
those visitors who had undertaken the walk with the biodiversity information, 
compared to those who had not received the information (75 per cent compared to  
10 per cent) (χ2=132.3, p=<0.001). This is a less common and more scientific piece 
of factual information, so it would be expected that visitors using the information 
sheets would fail to know the answer to this question prior to their visit, but they 
should be able to recall the fact post-visit. by comparison, 66 per cent of visitors 
who had used the biodiversity information sheets correctly identified that when 
forest fragments are far apart there would be less exchange of genetic material 
between them, compared to 29 per cent of visitors who had not received the 
information sheets. the numerical difference between the percentages for right and 
wrong answers was lower for this question concerning a more complex ecosystem 
process, but it nevertheless indicated significantly higher knowledge for those 
receiving the information compared to those who did not (χ2=53.2, p<0.001). 
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Visitor Attitudes Towards Ecosystem Conservation 

all visitors sampled experienced the rainforest ecosystem and half were provided 
with biodiversity interpretation that informed them of the nature of the ecosystem 
and its threats. Despite significantly higher cognitive performances by visitors 
using the sheets compared to those who did not, there was no notable difference 
in attitudes towards rainforest conservation. seventy-six per cent of visitors who 
received biodiversity information and 73 per cent of visitors who did not receive 
the information said that the rainforest walk had not changed, or changed only a 
little, their attitude towards rainforest conservation and this difference was not 
significant (at p=0.05). The qualitative interviews demonstrated that visitors felt 
they were already conservation-oriented, with one respondent stating ‘i was already 
strongly convinced that it [the rainforest] should be strongly protected’. another 
commented ‘I’d like to think that I had a positive attitude towards it anyway’. 
respondents using the information sheets often referred to a reinforcement 
or deepening of conservation attitudes rather than an alteration in disposition. 
one visitor noted, for example, ‘not a change in direction … [but] a deeper 
appreciation’, and another commented ‘I think [the walk] reinforced rather than 
changed [my attitude]’. there were, however, some very positive conservation-
oriented comments, such as ‘I think that before the walk I didn’t appreciate what 
we have and now it makes me want to fight for it’ and ‘I’ll take it [the forest] less 
for granted’.

some visitors indicated a role for the interpretive information in altering their 
conservation awareness directly:

the logging and how that can affect an entire rain forest ecosystem, i didn’t 
think it was all that sensitive, but now I understand that it is more sensitive that 
what I even expected. So, yeah, that definitely increased my awareness of the 
rain forest conservation.

A further comment was that ‘I feel more informed about my reasons for thinking 
that it’s important to conserve it [the forest]’. Perhaps of greater import, however, 
is evidence that the in situ learning experience led to a desire to disseminate the 
conservation message: 

i’d love for my family to come and see this so that they can share what i feel in 
there and understand and be willing to spread that knowledge and educate other 
people to the importance of keeping our rain forests and our habitats [from] not 
being ruined.

Behavioural Intentions of Tourists in Tropical Forest

visitors to the site did not notably alter their intention in terms of the way they 
would behave as tourists in the rainforest in the future. seventy-four per cent of 
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visitors who received biodiversity information and 77 per cent of visitors who 
did not receive the information said that the rainforest walk had not changed, or 
changed only a little, their expected behaviour. This difference was not significant 
(at p=0.05). the interview responses, once again, showed that visitors felt 
they already behaved as environmentally responsible tourists. one respondent 
commented ‘I think that I am already an ‘ethical’ walker, as far as staying on 
the path, not touching or breaking things and so on, but it will make me more 
observant’. another noted:

I think you have to respect any system that you go into, be it a rain forest, be it 
a temperate forest, be it the African bush. Respect and knowledge is probably 
the key to sustaining systems like these. So I don’t think it really adjusted my 
perception, it just maybe reiterated the importance of careful conservation.

There was evidence that undertaking the walk with interpretive information could 
raise visitor self-confidence in the environment, leading to a desire to increase 
the length of encounter and provoking greater interest and thought: ‘I may be a 
bit more confident to just walk and see what’s around’, ‘if you know nothing it’s 
always the same, but when you know something more you have different views 
for everything’, and ‘[I would] look at different things and be a little more curious 
about different parts of the forest that I’m looking at’. This is a responsive change 
in behaviour towards the environment as a consequence of experiencing it, and it 
is also prospective, implying future changes in activity within that ecosystem.

two sheets, entitled ‘clear today, Gone tomorrow’ and ‘rainforest uses’, 
were included specifically to educate visitors about the importance of tropical 
forest. These were picked out by a number of respondents in terms of making 
them consider the threats to the ecosystem and the need to protect it into the future. 
One visitor commented ‘the more I see the more I have to think about the future’. 
a number of visitors noted the importance of conserving large areas of forest and 
reducing even small spatial disturbances such as road construction. additionally, 
there was a sense of responsibility for the environment shown by some respondents 
after their walk: 

I know that the rain forest, the wet tropics, are World Heritage and you have to 
be careful. It is, of course, if you see it for the first time with your own eyes, you 
see the amazing environment and feel responsible for it. 

there was also a desire shown to teach others about the environment: ‘i can 
imagine … maybe, when I walk with other people, I can point to a few things I 
learnt and saw on this map. maybe i can teach other people’. 

In answer to a broader question of whether undertaking the walk with the 
interpretive information had changed visitor environmental attitudes generally, 
there were some interesting connections made between rainforest conservation 
and wider environmental issues. one respondent from melbourne noted:
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at the moment we’re in drought, which is having major impacts on our 
environment and our local areas, so definitely, like with water conservation … 
and like just how people are being selfish and silly and just taking it for granted 
and seeing what damage is done.

another respondent noted that, in terms of altering environmental attitudes, 
information transfer in itself is simply the start of a more important process where 
such information must be utilized in discussion: ‘it’s about sheets providing 
information, but really the process to get to another attitude is mostly about 
conversation’. 

Discussion

The circular ropewalk at Crocodylus Rainforest Village provided a satisfying 
tourist experience irrespective of whether visitors had been provided with 
interpretive biodiversity sheets. tourists seemed to partition their consumption of 
the rainforest into an affective domain (subjective emotions and feelings) and a 
cognitive domain (objective knowledge acquisition). Similar to previous findings 
(Wallace and Pierce 1996, Ryan et al. 2000, Curtin 2005) visitors were satisfied 
with gaining a purely affective experience, where the value of their visit lay in the 
pleasure they gained from a sensual and immersive encounter with an environment 
that was often novel to them. Key motivations for undertaking the rainforest walk 
were encountering scenic beauty, experiencing the rainforest sensually, exploring 
a novel environment and having fun/enjoyment (following Wight 1996, Epler 
Wood 2002, Niefer et al. 2002 and others). All visitors were satisfied with these 
aspects of their visit on completion of the walk. This is most likely explained by 
the nature of the site. The narrow, unsurfaced path with tree trunks and boughs to 
climb over or pass under provided an immediate and authentic encounter with the 
natural environment (figure 11.4). there was incongruence, however, between 
motivation and satisfaction with regard to seeing the rainforest wildlife. viewing 
wildlife was cited as a key reason to undertake the rainforest walk and yet visitors 
were rather indifferent to the wildlife experience after their visit. they noted a 
general inability to see animals, whether bird life, reptiles, or the flagship species 
of the cassowary. Some did question whether this was due to the threats identified 
on the interpretive sheets reducing population sizes and hence making wildlife 
spotting difficult. The sheets thereby prompted concern over the resilience and 
fragility of the forest (see below). 

Interpretation did have a significant impact on the emotive encounter of 
visitors with nature. there was some evidence of visitors being removed from the 
immediate environment as their cognitive skills were engaged (Cole et al. 1997). 
This was despite the fact that the sheets were written specifically to draw visitors 
into the forest via the use of sensory activity boxes. such activities included, for 
instance, ‘can you see any blue cassowary plums around or on the numbered tree?’, 
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‘count the number of pioneer species on the floor. Use their different leaf shapes 
to guide you’ ‘feel the bumpy bark … this is where the flower buds come from’ 
‘listen for the [pig] grunts’. overall, however, a high degree of satisfaction with 
the emotive encounter was recorded for both groups of visitors, possibly because 

figure 11.4 a section of the circular ropewalk at Crocodylus rainforest 
village, showing the close encounter of visitors with the 
rainforest
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learning about the rainforest was cited as an important reason to undertake the 
walk. In addition, the nature and content of the sheets seemed consistent with the 
visitors’ mode of interaction with the environment; largely appreciative–symbolic, 
with a focus on exploration, rendering them receptive to on-site interpretation 
compared to visitors participating in more active–expressive recreational activities 
(Ballantyne et al. 1998, Hughes and Morrison-Saunders 2005b). These findings 
agree with a number of studies that nature-based tourists want to satisfy motives 
of experiencing and learning about their environments (Eagles and cascagnette 
1995, Saleh and Karwacki 1996, Hatch 1998). 

it must also be noted that the samples of visitors either using or refraining from 
using information were self-selecting and that escaping the stress of everyday life 
was a significantly more important motive for those visitors not using information 
compared to those visitors who chose to take information on their walk. The 
sample of visitors who chose not to use the biodiversity information opted for 
no prescriptions on their activities in the forest, whereas the sample of visitors 
who chose to use the sheets were more willing to accept a mediated encounter 
with the environment, one that incorporated prescribed stops and interactions with 
their surroundings in addition to those undertaken under the visitors’ own volition. 
Despite the fact that such ‘fixed’ information provides relatively few opportunities 
for visitors to personalize their experience, they were satisfied with their rainforest 
encounter overall. at times, questions arose that were interesting and relevant 
personally to visitors, but which could not be answered until the end of the walk 
via interaction with the interview team. the utility of dynamic interactions with 
information/informants is supported by research in other contexts (moscardo 
1996b, moscardo and Woods 1998).

Visitors were dissatisfied with the cognitive experience if they had not used 
biodiversity information sheets. There were significant increases in visitor 
satisfaction after using the sheets in terms of learning about the rainforest, 
particularly its historical evolution, and with the provision of information. in 
contradiction to ryan et al. (2000) the cognitive domain complemented the affective 
domain as visitors without information requested interpretation on their return. 
this study shows that biodiversity information per se was of interest to visitors 
and it supports the contention that visitors to nature-based attractions without 
interpretative opportunities can desire cognitive stimulation through information 
provision (Stein and Lee 1995, Lück 2003). Additionally, the satisfaction gained 
from sharing knowledge with friends and family was higher for those visitors 
who used information sheets during their walk. These visitors seemed to enjoy 
sharing knowledge, the sheets prompting not just self-learning but transmission of 
knowledge in the form of in situ teaching on site. there was less satisfaction gained 
from sharing observations or knowledge unaided by interpretive information. 

Visitors who used biodiversity information sheets during their walk rated their 
subjective (perceived) learning significantly higher than those who received no 
information. Exploration of the rainforest without interpretation did not constitute 
a perceived learning opportunity for the majority, although a minority rated their 
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perceived learning as satisfactory through the nature experience alone (following 
stein et al. 2003). the belief that learning has occurred through interpretation (or 
indeed without it) can be as useful to tourism managers as the objective act of 
learning, in terms of increasing the quality of the tourist experience (madin and 
fenton 2004). 

Biodiversity interpretation played a significant pedagogic role at the site in 
that it acted as an effective tourist educator. There was a significant difference in 
objective (actual) cognition between the two groups of respondents. the sample of 
visitors who used the biodiversity information sheets gained significantly higher 
results in a biodiversity quiz than those visitors who undertook the walk without 
the information sheets. additionally, the short-term learning was largely new 
learning that took place on site, rather than recovery of information learnt prior to 
the site visit. It is acknowledged here that, due to the specific aims of the project, 
the aspects of cognitive development under investigation were limited to Western, 
science-based ecological thinking (Staiff et al. 2002).

From a tourism perspective, therefore, what are the benefits of providing visitors 
with an objective learning experience? Whilst visitors to the site exemplified 
the consumption of nature made both emotional and intellectual, the emotional 
response to the ecosystem was a partial response. visitors who used the biodiversity 
information sheets received a more holistic experience. they rated the sense of 
rainforest history significantly higher than visitors without information and they 
also noted the importance of synergistic interactions in maintaining ecosystem 
functioning. When asked to cite the most important fact that they had learnt from 
their visit to the rainforest one respondent answered, ‘the inter-relations between 
the plants and animals. If you take one thing out it can change the whole nature 
of the forest’. 

the ‘gently provocative’ (bramwell and lane 1993: 79) provision of 
biodiversity information did not seem to lead to negative visitor experiences due 
to over-interpretation. in this way, there is potential for rainforest sites to provide 
a more rounded satisfaction for visitors by appealing to their cognitive as well 
as their affective domain. the visitors to this site displayed both intelligence and 
interest and they can also be described as ‘mindful’ (moscardo 1996b, 1999). 
they consequently deserve quality interpretation. visitors can be sensitized to 
information about biological diversity, but without this sensitization they can 
under-appreciate biodiversity. Ecosystem biodiversity should be valued as an 
ecotourism resource and its importance conveyed to visitors.

there was no support that on-site interpretation of biological diversity, 
including pertinent threats and conservation issues, altered visitor attitudes 
towards sustainable tourism and ecosystem conservation, despite greater cognitive 
performance by these visitors. This agrees with the work of Beaumont (1998, 
2001) who found that environmental attitudes and behaviours did not increase 
correspondingly with rising environmental knowledge for eco-lodge visitors to 
Lamington National Park, Australia. Working atop a high self-reported sensitivity 
to the environment, biodiversity interpretation did not enhance the likelihood 
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that visitors to the rainforest would care more for, or behave differently in, that 
environment, but it did seem to reinforce visitors’ already favourable conservation 
attitudes and behavioural intentions (following lee and moscardo, 2005). a 
‘ceiling effect’ (beaumont 2001: 335) seemed to have been reached, whereby 
visitors reported reasonably strong environmental attitudes prior to undertaking 
the rainforest walk. The interpretive information did, however, seem to mediate the 
encounter with nature, leading to an expression of desire to gain a longer and more 
perceptive encounter with the environment in the future. interpretation seemed to 
stimulate visitors to engage in a positive way with the rainforest. the reinforcement 
of conservation attitudes and responsible behaviour within the ecosystem; the 
recognition of personal responsibility for the protection of the environment and 
the reduction of its threats; and the desire to teach others about such issues were 
positive findings. Some respondents were even prompted to consider the nature of 
attitudinal change. rather than accepting a direct relationship between education 
and attitude, they began to consider and articulate a more complex process of 
attitudinal shift based in discursive reflection. It must also be borne in mind that 
measurement of conservation attitudes immediately after a site experience does 
not provide any indication of how these attitudes might alter in the long term 
(Hughes and morrison-saunders 2005b). the reinforcement of positive attitudes 
here might possibly work with subsequent experiences to shift attitudes and 
behaviour in future.

to conclude, the results presented here should prove useful to site managers 
in their quest to provide both a satisfying tourist experience and one that supports 
conservation of the ecosystem that tourists have come to see. Environmental 
interpretation and visitor education might offer a ‘soft’ strategy for managing 
tourism that complements many ‘hard’ physical and regulatory options, thereby 
allowing a more holistic approach to management (Kuo 2002, mason 2005, 
marion and reed 2007). Whether such environmental education can support a 
shift from a ‘minimalist’ mode of ecotourism (superficial learning opportunities 
and site-specific sustainability objectives) to a ‘comprehensive’ mode (fostering 
deep understanding and transformation of behaviour) (Weaver 2005) remains to 
be seen.
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chapter 12 

broadening the view of  
Ecotourism: botanic Gardens in  

less developed countries
lucy a. sutherland

We live in a world that is subject to continual change, often rapid, sometimes 
dramatic. these changes may be (a) political, (b) social, (c) environmental, 
(d) demographic, (e) climatic, (f) institutional. Not surprisingly, all kinds of 
organizations and institutions are learning to adapt so as to be able to live with 
these changes, and botanic gardens are no exception (Heywood 1996: 1).

introduction

over the past three decades, the push for sustainable forms of development have 
influenced and guided the work of contemporary botanic gardens. Around the 
world, botanic gardens are being reinvented and evolving into important centres 
for sustainability, in particular in relation to education and the maintenance and 
use of biodiversity (Wyse Jackson and Sutherland 2000). Tourism has become a 
particular focus for many botanic gardens since, in the late 1990s, the secretariat 
of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) identified this industry as a 
cross-cutting issue for the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity.

Various tourism markets rely on the quality of a country’s biodiversity. 
However, the industry, especially nature-based tourism, can place enormous 
pressure on it by expanding into remote and sensitive areas (secretariat of the 
cbd 2004). land managers, including botanic garden managers, are concerned 
about tourism pressure on protected and unprotected natural area systems, and 
subsequent impacts from the unsustainable use of biodiversity (obua 1997, 
Buckley 1999, 2002, Sutherland 2000). Consequently, some botanic garden 
managers are examining the role that their institutions can play in ecotourism to 
support the protection of local biodiversity, build capacity of the community for 
the sustainable use of biodiversity, raise awareness about biodiversity values, as 
well as generate much needed revenue to support the maintenance of their botanic 
garden and the institution’s work in conservation and sustainable development 
(Wyse Jackson and Sutherland 2000).

the idea of botanic gardens providing an ecotourism experience challenges the 
common principles in ecotourism paradigms. While there is no consensus on the 
use of the term, Fennell’s (2001) content analysis of definitions highlights issues 
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for botanic gardens in that ecotourism is defined in terms of occurring in natural 
areas, parks/protected areas or undeveloped areas for around half the definitions 
examined (n=85). in addition, the ecotourism experience is often portrayed as 
remote and lacking in crowds, combined with physically challenging recreational 
opportunities (Wight 1997); all of which are commonly associated with natural 
and protected areas, but not with botanic gardens.

as outlined in its introduction, this publication offers a conceptual and practical 
insight into the complex interactions between ecotourism and heterogeneous and 
dynamic natural environments. this chapter challenges paradigms that present a 
limited ecotourism view in terms of pristine natural environments. it is argued 
that the ecotourism experience is both personally and socially constructed and, 
consequently, there is potential for botanic gardens in less developed countries 
(ldcs) to be viable settings for some ecotourists. the cases presented illustrate 
that some botanic gardens in ldcs already have a role in ecotourism, and further 
development of their role could alleviate pressure on protected areas by providing 
an alternative ecotourism experience. moreover, the botanic garden experience 
can complement the protected area experience through education and awareness-
raising programmes that prepare tourists for their protected area experience, as 
well as address appropriate tourism behaviour in nature settings. the chapter 
concludes that, at a broader level, the socio-politics of the host country is a key 
factor hindering the integration of botanic gardens into ecotourism; and, at a grass 
roots level, the passive approach taken by their management allows the tourism 
industry’s western view of botanic gardens in ldcs to persist, with the consequence 
that this social construction of botanic gardens limits their recognition as viable 
settings for ecotourism.

Ecotourism and Modified Spaces

Several seminal ecotourism works centre on researching or presenting ecotourism 
in the context of national parks/protected areas (for example, Boo 1990a and b, 
brandon 1996, ceballos-lascuráin 1996, Honey 1999). However, ecotourism 
debates in the literature have struggled when considering the ‘margins’ and opinions 
on activities and operations that do not clearly fit into mainstream ecotourism 
thinking (Orams 2001). Nevertheless, there is growing academic discourse on 
ecotourism and modified spaces that attempts to broaden current views by exploring 
ecotourism as an adaptive paradigm in terms of different settings (chirgwin and 
Hughes 1997, mason 2000, lawton and Weaver 2001, Weaver 2001, Higham and 
Lück 2002, Ryan and Saward 2004, Chirgwin 2005, Weaver 2005).

several scholars argue in favour of leaving pristine areas free from ecotourism 
and using areas, such as modified spaces, that have a higher carrying capacity for 
this market (Mason 2000, Higham and Lück 2002, Weaver 2005). Mason (2000), 
for example, claims that zoos, commonly located close to major tourist regions, 
are more appropriate for ecotourism and provide tourism that is specialized, 
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educational and nature-based, without involving the heavy consumption of finite 
resources through long-distance travel. Higham and Lück (2002) also present the 
case for ecotourism within an urban context and highlight the difference between 
academic discourse that focuses on ecotourism in pristine areas and the practical 
reality of commercial ecotourism operations, which often use modified spaces for 
wildlife-focused ecotourism. furthermore, these authors examine the contradictions 
and constraints posed by ecotourism paradigms that focus on unmodified, natural 
and pristine settings, and question whether measures of naturalness should be 
considered in ecotourism.

along similar lines, chirgwin (2005) argues that ‘nature-based’ is a more 
appropriate criterion than ‘natural’, as it allows for heavily modified and 
rehabilitated sites to be accepted for ecotourism because of the wildlife viewing 
opportunities they provide. Her case study research revealed that modified spaces 
were viable settings for nature-based tourism and satisfied the nature tourist’s 
motivations and expectations. Waitt et al. (2003) also examined the boundaries 
of nature tourism and found that tourists perceived modified settings, such as 
dams, as part of the natural landscape. These works highlight that ideas of nature 
are personally constructed concepts and people’s perceptions of what is ‘natural’ 
evolve and are determined by their previous experiences (Waitt et al. 2003). 

Ecotourism has been discussed in terms of other modified settings, including 
artificial reefs, agricultural lands and surface mines and quarries (Lawton 
and Weaver 2001, Weaver 2001). While all of these works make an important 
contribution to the discussion on ecotourism and modified spaces, several are 
limited because they have tended to construct ecotourism with a wildlife focus. 
With the exception of Weaver (2005), an ecotourism experience in terms of plants 
is rarely discussed. furthermore, botanic gardens have been discounted from 
having a role in ecotourism because of their ‘captive nature’ (lawton and Weaver 
2001, Weaver 2005). this is arguably a western constructed view of botanic 
gardens, where early European botanic gardens were based on a formal landscape 
design and a philosophy ‘of power over nature’ (Prest 1981: 54). this contrasts 
with contemporary botanic gardens, where around 400 of the world’s 2000 
botanic gardens include natural vegetation and/or natural areas (Wyse Jackson 
and sutherland 2000).

botanic gardens in ldcs are often located in regions with rich biodiversity that 
are experiencing a growth in nature-based tourism. With increasing discussions 
on types of ecotourism, for example deep and shallow (acott et al. 1998); hard 
and soft (laarman and durst 1987, cited in orams 2001: 28); and comprehensive 
and minimalist (Weaver 2005), as well as the growing consideration of modified 
spaces for ecotourism, there is a need within this discourse to consider the role of 
botanic gardens in ldcs.
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institutions Evolving for Change: a Context for Botanic Gardens and 
Ecotourism

botanic gardens in ldcs are not homogeneous attractions and their potential for 
ecotourism is consequently variable. However, in their favour, botanic gardens 
are seen as capable of adaptation (bolanos 1987, Kohlmaier and von sartory 
1990, Wallace 1997, Willison 1997, Oikawa 2000). Oikawa (2000) claims that by 
evolving and adapting to world circumstances and societal needs, the existence 
of botanic gardens can be justified in contemporary society. While early botanic 
garden development in LDCs was intrinsically linked with colonization and 
arguably used as a tool for globalization (see Brockway 2002), more recently their 
work has focused on conservation and sustainable development.

Ecotourism is often discussed in terms of conservation (for example, Honey 1999, 
Fennell 2001), and the evolving work of these botanical institutions complements 
this conservation ideology within ecotourism. there are numerous cases where 
botanic garden development has involved significant habitat rehabilitation and, 
in addition, many link into important urban green space and wildlife corridor 
networks. Furthermore, their work in ex situ and in situ conservation at a local, 
regional and international level is increasing (Guthrie 1996, dixon 1997, maunder 
and culham 1997).

Benefits to local people are also seen as a key component of around half of 
the ecotourism definitions examined by Fennell (2001) and, in terms of their 
operations, many botanic gardens contribute to local sustainable development. a 
preliminary survey in ldcs, by the author, revealed botanic gardens are important 
employers of local people and for more than one-fifth (22 per cent, n=110)1 all of 
their staff were born in the local area (that is within a 20 km radius) and for two 
thirds (66.4 per cent, n=110) of botanic gardens, half or more of the garden staff 
lived locally. in addition, more than half (59.1 per cent, n=115) of the respondents 
from LDC botanic gardens indicated that local businesses and industry benefit 
from the presence of the botanic gardens through an increase in tourism to the 
area. furthermore, botanic garden managers regularly use services provided by 
local business and industry, for example machinery hire, trades persons, printing, 
promotion and catering.

in terms of communities, strong partnerships with botanic gardens in ldcs are 
well documented (for example, Pushpangadan et al. 1998, Hariramamurthi 2000, 
symonds 2000, 2001, Ewane sumelong 2001, seeni et al. 2002). the preliminary 
survey of ldc botanic gardens by the author revealed that more than two thirds 
(68.9 per cent, n=122) are engaged in community programmes. Some of this work 
contributes to the broader goal of sustainable development and involves community 
partnerships, and education and capacity-building of youth and minority groups. 

1 there were 123 responses to this survey. However, some questions were not 
completed by all respondents and therefore ‘n’ indicates the number of responses to the 
particular question being discussed.
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in addition, most staff (89.1 per cent, n=119) believed that individual community 
members benefit from the botanic gardens’ existence and, more specifically, they 
benefit from educational services and public learning programmes (53.5 per cent, 
n=101), recreational opportunities (38.6 per cent), the plant nursery (11.9 per cent) 
and the provision of a natural area in an urban environment (6.9 per cent).

From a practical perspective, ecotourism is sometimes defined as minimum 
impact tourism (fennell 2001). While a detailed discussion on this topic is beyond 
the scope of this chapter, it should be noted that botanic garden operations are being 
revised to incorporate the principles of environmental sustainability including 
composting garden waste, water conservation programmes, reducing/eliminating 
chemical use, and using local and organic produce in their restaurants (sutherland 
2005).

from the above discussion, there is evidence that botanic garden operations 
complement the principles that ecotourism is commonly thought to uphold. 
However, ecotourism in botanic gardens also needs to be considered from 
the tourism industry perspective to investigate how these attractions, and the 
experiences they provide, are perceived in terms of ecotourism principles.

Gathering Evidence for Ecotourism and Botanic Gardens

This chapter draws on findings from multi-strategy research to explore botanic 
gardens for ecotourism in ldcs, and examines factors that challenge their 
integration into the industry. the research involved a study of Kirstenbosch 
national botanical Garden (KnbG) in south africa and Jardín botánico nacional 
de Cuba (JBNC) in Cuba. More specifically, tour operator and tourist perspectives 
were examined to investigate the potential role of these botanic gardens in the 
ecotourism sector (table 12.1).

based on discussions with botanic garden staff, a mail survey using dillman’s 
technique (1978) was administered to cape town tour operators and an email 
survey administered to Havana-based operations to obtain quantitative data on the 
use and opinions of the botanic gardens by tour operators. in addition, qualitative 
data was collected using semi-structured interviews with selected tour operators 
in both capital cities. furthermore, an interview-administered tourist survey in 
the gardens sought information on tourist expectations of settings, perceptions of 
experiences and motivations for visiting botanic gardens. this survey was replicated 
in nearby protected areas (Table Mountain National Park (TMNP) in South Africa 
and biosfera sierra del rosario (sdr) in cuba) to provide comparative national 
park data on tourist expectations, perceptions and motivations.
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Background to Tourism in the Case Study Botanic Gardens

before exploring the subject of ecotourism and botanic gardens, it is important to 
briefly introduce the tourism infrastructure and services in KNBG and JBNC.

Kirstenbosch National Botanical Garden (KNBG)

during the late 1990s, the visitor facilities at Kirstenbosch were upgraded to an 
international standard and the site is now managed using primarily a neoliberal 
model. KnbG staff and volunteer guides provide most information and 
interpretive services, while commercial operations are outsourced to independent 
operators and KnbG receives a percentage of their turnover. the 528 ha garden 
has a well-defined place in mainstream tourism and is one of South Africa’s top 
ten attractions for overseas tourists (sa tourism cited in Grant thornton Kessel 
feinstein (GtKf) 2001). strong partnerships with the tourism authorities and 
other tourist attractions exist and KnbG is one of the founding members of the 
Big Six Forum, an informal network of primary tourist attractions in the Western 
Cape, which meets regularly to explore cross-marketing opportunities (NBI 
2000). consequently, by integrating into the tourism industry, KnbG has reduced 
its financial dependence on the state and has provided the South African National 

Table 12.1 number of interviews conducted

South africa Cuba

tourists in botanic gardens

tourists in protected areas

botanic garden staff

National park staff

tour operators

representatives from local and 
regional tourism industry

196

90

3

2

5

2

105

31

2

3

5

0

Note: While the number of days spent surveying did not vary (17 days in botanic gardens 
and 9 days in protected areas), the number of respondents was determined by obvious 
factors such as the number of tourists visiting on the day, tour group demands and 
tourists’ time availability. for example, tourists with children were hesitant to spend time 
being interviewed.
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biodiversity institute with a model of good practice for its other botanic gardens 
(nbi 2003).

Jardín Botánico Nacional de Cuba (JBNC)

the 600 ha Jbnc has well-developed tourism and visitor infrastructure, including 
Havana’s first vegetarian organic restaurant, as well as cafes, a gift shop, and car/
coach parking. All its services are state managed and funded and a proportion 
(around one third) of any tourism profits are returned to the state treasury. A 
guiding service is available for all visitors on their arrival and Jbnc employs 17 
full-time guides, who are multi-lingual and university trained in education and 
biology. in contrast to KnbG, Jbnc is not well integrated into the international 
tourism industry. as discussed later in this chapter, its role in international tourism 
is limited by cuba’s socio-politics and, consequently, Jbnc’s programmes focus 
on science and education for the benefit of Cuban nationals.

Examining the Potential for Botanic Gardens in Ecotourism 

The Current Status

Visitation to KNBG and JBNC is dominated by the domestic market and 
international tourists contributed 23.2 per cent and 4.6 per cent, respectively, to the 
total botanic garden visits in 2002. despite the smaller proportion of international 
tourist visits, both gardens attract international ecotourism groups, specifically for 
their avifauna and native flora. Their key roles in ecotourism focus on education, 
training and capacity building, as well as providing a setting for introductory 
learning experiences (table 12.2).

to examine the further potential of these botanic gardens in ldcs for 
ecotourism, they will be considered in terms of the components of an ecotourism 
experience, the quality of the nature experience and the learning opportunities that 
they provide.

Perceptions of the Botanic Garden Experience

initially, the botanic gardens will be examined in terms of their effectiveness 
in meeting some of the key experiences commonly associated with ecotourism 
(Wight 1997), for example:

remoteness from civilization.
an uncrowded experience.
an opportunity to learn about plants/wildlife/nature.
an opportunity to view animals and plants.
recreational opportunities that offer a physical challenge.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
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the potential of botanic gardens to provide these experiential elements was 
highlighted during surveys. figure 12.1 illustrates that, for some tourists, botanic 
gardens effectively provide an experience that is remote and lacks crowds, with 
nature-focused learning and plant viewing opportunities. approximately half of 
the respondents at KnbG and Jbnc rated a botanic garden experience generally 
as remote and over 55 per cent rated it as uncrowded. furthermore, the nature focus 
in botanic gardens was evident, with greater than 90 per cent of the respondents 
rating these attractions as effective in providing opportunities to view plants. a 
further 80 per cent (KnbG) and 90 per cent (Jbnc) of respondents rated botanic 
gardens as effective in providing opportunities to learn about plants/wildlife and 
nature.

Key weaknesses in the botanic garden experience, in terms of ecotourism, are 
the perceived limited opportunities to view wildlife and to undertake physical 
challenges (figure 12.1). few KnbG (21 per cent) and Jbnc (37 per cent) 
respondents rated botanic gardens as effective in providing opportunities to view 
wildlife (including birds) and only around one third rated them as effective in 

Kirstenbosch national Botanic Garden
(KnBG) South africa

Jardín Botánico nacional de Cuba
(JBnC) Cuba

small-scale, nature-focused south 
african operators use KnbG for an 
introductory session to birds and south 
African flora before visiting protected 
areas.

Provides specialist garden guides.

staff conduct biodiversity training, 
when requested, on flora and 
conservation for accredited tour guides.

regular feature articles in the tour guide 
newsletter.

Exposure of ecotourism operators via 
KNBG’s Peninsula Tourism Kiosk.

•

•

•

•

•

Havanatur, a cuban state owned tour 
company, uses Jbnc and its staff to 
introduce tourists to cuba’s biodiversity 
(including avifauna) before the 
protected area(s) visit.

Provides specialist multi-lingual garden 
guides.

staff conduct training courses, when 
requested, on flora and conservation for 
cuban accredited tour guides.

Jbnc has themed trails in its natural 
areas for the sole use of ecotourism 
groups.

•

•

•

•

Table 12.2 involvement of case study botanic gardens in the ecotourism 
industry
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providing physically challenging recreation. However, this is a perception of 
botanic gardens generally held by sampled tourists, and the reality in individual 
gardens can be vastly different. both KnbG and Jbnc are important wildlife 
corridors and sites for bird watching. furthermore, KnbG is part of the cape 
floristic region Protected area and based at the foot of table mountain. KnbG 
tourists can take a strenuous hike from the plant collection to the mountaintop 
through natural ravines (Figure 12.2). There are clearly weaknesses, therefore, 
in the argument that botanic gardens are captive nature and inappropriate for 
ecotourism.

The research also revealed that the sampled tourists perceived national parks 
generally as ineffective in providing all the core elements of an ecotourism 
experience (figure 12.1). interestingly, more than 40 per cent of respondents 
did not rank national parks as effective in providing an uncrowded experience. 
in addition, they were not rated as effective as botanic gardens in providing 
opportunities to learn about plants/wildlife and nature. nevertheless, the strengths 
of national parks for ecotourism are demonstrated by the findings that around 70 
per cent to 80 per cent of respondents perceived them as effective in providing a 
feeling of remoteness from civilization, offering opportunities to view animals and 
offering physically challenging recreation.

figure 12.1 respondents ranked botanic gardens or national parks 
generally as effective in providing selected components of an 
ecotourism experience



Ecotourism and Environmental Sustainability206

These findings highlight some of the limitations of stereotyping settings for 
ecotourism. from this study of tourist perceptions, there is evidently scope for some 
botanic gardens to play a greater role in ecotourism, recognizing that diverse life 
experiences contribute to people’s perceptions of experiences and settings. these 
findings raise questions as to the role of botanic gardens in forms of ecotourism 
such as ‘hard’ and ‘soft’, and ‘deep’ and ‘shallow’. the next section examines 
botanic gardens more specifically in terms of their nature experience.

Quality of the Botanic Garden Nature Experience

several authors have contributed to discourse on the concepts of ‘natural’ and 
‘nature’ and how humans construct these (tuan 1990, macnaghten and urry 1998, 
Higham and Lück 2002, Chirgwin 2005). The concept of ‘natural’ is often linked 
to ecotourism (see fennell 2001) and, therefore, botanic garden settings need to be 
considered in terms of their natural/nature experience. as the literature highlights, 
‘nature’ and ‘natural’ are perceived in many ways and this was emphasized when 
approximately one quarter (28.3 per cent, n=124) of tourists described KnbG’s 

figure 12.2 natural areas within Kirstenbosch, and the adjacent Table 
mountain national Park, can provide physically challenging 
recreational opportunities for tourists

Source: Gigi laidler, south african national biodiversity institute.
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setting as ‘natural’. more commonly, around half (49.2 per cent, n=124) described 
it as a semi-natural/semi-cultivated setting, and for others (22.5 per cent, n=124), 
it was a cultivated landscape. in contrast, a greater proportion of tourists (62 per 
cent, n=79) described Jbnc as a ‘cultivated’ setting, whilst few (5.1 per cent) 
perceived it as ‘natural’. the different perceptions of these rehabilitated pastoral 
landscapes may be associated with the tourists’ previous nature experiences, the 
age of botanic garden development (where KnbG was established in 1913 and 
Jbnc in the late 1960s), or with the site characteristics (for example, Jbnc is 
situated on relatively flat terrain and KNBG has Table Mountain as a dramatic 
backdrop) and how these are interpreted by the tourist (Figure 12.2).

While only a small proportion of tourists described either garden setting as 
‘natural’, the overlap of the concepts of ‘natural’ and ‘nature’ provide scope for 
botanic gardens in ecotourism in terms of their nature experience. in south africa, 
the great majority of respondents (92.6 per cent, n=122) and south african tour 
operators (93.8 per cent, n=32) ranked the quality of KNBG’s nature experience 
as excellent. In addition, more than two-thirds (69.7 per cent) ranked it as an 
‘important’ or ‘very important’ nature tourism destination. similarly, the majority 
(79.7 per cent, n=79) of JBNC respondents ranked the quality of its nature 
experience as excellent, as did tour operators (n=3) during interviews. two cuban 
operators also indicated that Jbnc was an ‘important’ nature-based destination, in 
comparison to other destinations that they offered.

These findings support the argument for the integration of botanic gardens in 
LDCs into ecotourism. The final aspect of botanic gardens to be considered in terms 
of ecotourism is education, because it is commonly associated with ecotourism 
and it is included in various definitions (41.2 per cent, n=85) (Fennell 2001).

Education and Learning Opportunities

the role of KnbG and Jbnc in ecotourism mainly involves providing a nature-
based setting and the learning/awareness raising/interpretation element of 
ecotourism. Within ecotourism paradigms, education and learning has been viewed 
as part of the tourism experience in a passive way to enhance satisfaction and 
enjoyment, or in an active way to contribute to protecting resources by modifying 
tourist behaviour and attitudes (ritchie et al. 2003). the tourist education activities 
at KnbG and Jbnc are primarily modelled on ecotourism paradigms with a 
passive approach, and are hence non-outcome based programmes. for the most 
part, tourism satisfaction and enjoyment is their focus. this passive educational 
approach for tourists contrasts with the active approach taken with programmes 
for nationals (Hernández 1992, ashwell and bobo-mrubata 1998, betancourt et 
al. 2000, Ashwell 2001). Therefore, within these institutions, there are skills and 
knowledge available to support a proactive approach to tourism education.

consequently, there is potential for botanic gardens to expand their educational/
interpretive role in ecotourism. at KnbG and Jbnc, for example, the garden 
visits are often positioned at the beginning of an ecotour itinerary, prior to the 
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group visiting protected areas (table 12.2). this visit can thereby educate tourists 
about the biodiversity that they will see in more ‘natural’ habitats, support the 
protection of local biodiversity through raising awareness of its values, and 
educate tourists on appropriate ways to enjoy natural environments whilst still 
protecting biodiversity.

Hindrances to Botanic Gardens in Ecotourism

the previous section examined the potential of botanic gardens in ldcs for 
ecotourism in terms of the experiential components of this type of tourism, the 
botanic garden nature experience, and the educational and learning opportunities 
provided by these attractions. the discussion indicates that botanic gardens such 
as KnbG and Jbnc are well placed to expand into the ecotourism industry, 
particularly considering that for some tourists these settings effectively provide 
a feeling of remoteness, which lack crowds and provide learning opportunities. 
in addition, for a great majority, they are excellent nature experiences. However, 
the research also revealed that the ability of botanic gardens to integrate into the 
ecotourism industry is hindered by several factors. the following discussion 
focuses on three such factors and discusses them with particular reference to the 
case study research in south africa and cuba:

the socio-political situation of the host country
the management approach of the botanic garden to developing and 
monitoring their role in ecotourism 
industry perceptions of botanic gardens.

Host Country Socio-politics

Brockway (2002) highlights the relationship between botanic gardens and politics 
in her historical reflection on the science role of British Royal Botanic Gardens 
in colonial exploration. today, politics continues to determine the development 
and management of most botanic gardens, and michel (1996) and morris (1997) 
illustrate how political circumstances have led to the decay of several botanic 
gardens in LDCs. In terms of tourism, politics influences the integration of botanic 
gardens into the broad industry and more specifically ecotourism. For example, 
politics has resulted in the Jardín botánico nacional de cuba being pigeonholed 
into a traditional botanic garden role in science and formal education. since 
opening to the public in 1984, the mission of JBNC reflects Cuba’s priority to 
conduct programmes that benefit nationals:

… to promote knowledge and awareness of the plant life among population, 
emphasising Cuban native flora, contributing to its conservation and 

1.
2.

3.
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investigation, as well as to teaching botany at different educational levels (leiva 
sánchez 1996: 61).

as a consequence, Jbnc’s programmes in sustainable development and 
conservation, and its well-established visitor facilities and services, primarily cater 
for cuban nationals. the desire of Jbnc management to expand its focus and 
engage with international tourists links, firstly, with the global growing interest of 
botanic gardens in the implementation of the convention on biological diversity 
and, secondly, with cuba’s 1993/1994 reform to engage with international tourism 
in response to losing economic support following the collapse of the soviet union. 
International tourism is a revenue-raising tool for JBNC to support its work in 
conservation and sustainable development.

However, the role of Jbnc in international tourism is limited because it is under 
the universidad de la Habana management structure and is thereby constrained by 
its science and education role. Attractions under the Ministry of Tourism benefit 
from marketing and promotion campaigns, as well as being profiled as Havana’s 
icon tourist attractions. in contrast, a content analysis of cuban tourism publications 
collected from the 2002, 2004 and 2006 World Travel Markets in London revealed 
little attention paid to Jbnc, or other attractions that were not within the ministry’s 
portfolio. under cuba’s political regime, Jbnc staff are prohibited from liaising 
directly with international guide publishers and tour operators and, consequently, 
this challenges their attempts to promote the garden to an international market and 
engage with the ecotourism industry.

KnbG management, by contrast, faces different challenges. While the focus 
of KNBG’s work over nearly a century shows an inward-looking botanical 
institution (see south african national biodiversity institute 2008), post-apartheid 
saw the government’s reconstruction and development Programme, including 
strengthening its tourism industry, form the basis of the institution’s activities. 
Politics has enabled management to expand KnbG’s role in tourism and to 
integrate it into many cape town tourism products while, at the same time, its 
high profile challenges its ability to have a role in ecotourism.

in summary, both Jbnc and KnbG battle for a position in the ecotourism 
industry because of the politics of their host countries. Jbnc struggles because 
the political structure has it positioned as a scientific and educational institution 
and thereby restricts the ability of its management to integrate it into ecotourism. 
The high profile of KNBG in the mainstream tourism industry, by contrast, creates 
strong images of this garden that contrast with perceptions of an ecotourism 
experience and, therefore, limit its ability to integrate into this industry.

The Approach of Management to Developing and Monitoring the Role of JBNC 
and KNBG in Ecotourism

While, arguably, host country socio-politics can be a significant hindrance to botanic 
gardens engaging in ecotourism, as discussed above, the management of botanic 
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gardens also needs to be acknowledged in limiting integration into the industry. 
despite the interest of their management in ecotourism, the two case studies tend 
to operate on the periphery of this industry, with no evidence of their staff being 
key players or proactive in ecotourism. Areas needing greater attention are the 
strategic planning commitment to ecotourism, and being proactive in biodiversity 
and botanic garden-focused education programmes for industry representatives 
and ecotourists.

there have been some strategic attempts to develop the roles of KnbG and 
Jbnc in ecotourism, although these are still at the early stages of development. 
KnbG’s strategic planning shows a fundamental shift in focus towards nature-
based tourism, compared to earlier strategies. one of the institute’s goals is 
being ‘A key player in the nature-based tourism industry’ and a core business 
development area is developing ‘ecotourism destinations’ (nbi 2003: 6). this 
strategic vision, however, has not yet been put into practice and KnbG tends to 
react to demand from nature-based and ecotourism operators, instead of taking 
the proactive approach it takes with the mainstream tourism industry. In contrast, 
JBNC’s Marketing and Promotion Officer has developed one-day tour packages for 
niche markets including ecotourists. The promotion of these, however, is limited 
to delivering information packs and conducting meetings with Havana based 
operators; direct liaison with overseas operators is prohibited. consequently, the 
Jardín Botánico Nacional is described as ‘one of Havana’s many well-kept secrets’ 
(the Economist (us) 2000: 87).

as previously mentioned, and from an operational perspective, both KnbG and 
Jbnc need to be proactive in the provision of tourist learning programmes. KnbG’s 
management body, the south african national biodiversity institute (sanbi), for 
example, aims ‘to inspire and empower people [nationals] to take responsibility for 
their environment’ through its environmental education programmes (nbi  2003: 36), 
yet no such educational aims are set for tourist programmes. instead, the focus is 
on creating a ‘good public image … increasing awareness of [the] gardens and 
encouraging visits to them’ (nbi 2003: 40). according to redclift and sage (1994) 
the way people value nature influences their ability to manage the environment for 
sustainability, and so education in ecotourism needs to form part of a planned 
programme of learning for it to contribute to the development of tourist values and 
environmentally friendly behaviour appropriate for ecotourism.

Jbnc and KnbG staff also have a role in the training and capacity building of 
nature-based tour guides (table 12.2). However, again the provision of this tourism 
service was found to be reactive to demand. Taking a greater role in training and 
capacity building of nature-based tourism guides would raise the profile of these 
gardens for ecotourism through greater understanding of the opportunities and 
experiences that they can provide.
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Industry View of Botanic Gardens 

the perception of botanic gardens held by the tourism industry also has a 
significant influence on how these attractions are used, marketed and promoted 
for ecotourism. The passive approach taken to ecotourism by botanic garden 
management arguably results in many tour operators and industry representatives 
exhibiting a narrow view of botanic gardens and their potential for ecotourism. 
the view of the tourism industry as a hindrance to botanic gardens for ecotourism 
is discussed now in terms of the botanic garden image and stereotype and the 
nature experience provided.

Weak image
While botanic gardens are biodiversity rich, as one south african tour operator 
explained, their image is not strong enough to sell a country or even a destination. 
This contrasts with national parks, such as Kruger, Uluru-Kata Tjuta, and Serengeti, 
which can do both. This weak image of botanic gardens was emphasized in 
interviews with tour operators and, in addition, it was reiterated during tourist 
interviews when few KnbG tourists (KnbG 8.9 per cent, n=190) indicated that 
the presence of botanic gardens was important in influencing their decision to 
select a holiday/vacation destination. In contrast, a significantly greater proportion 
of protected area respondents in South Africa ranked national parks higher in 
influencing their holiday destination selection (24.4 per cent CGH, n=90). (χ2 = 
11.623, df = 1, p < 0.001). Similarly, the Cuban study revealed that national parks 
were significantly more important in influencing tourists’ holiday destination 
selection when compared to botanic gardens (χ2 = 6.701, df=1, p = 0.01).

The weak image of botanic gardens has resulted in small nature-based tour 
operators in south africa encountering reluctance in their clients to visit botanic 
gardens:

sa operator 1: We haven’t had people that really want to go to KnbG and really 
make an in-depth … or more than just a superficial acquaintance with it.

sa operator 2: … people are surprised [when they visit] because they [initially] 
think ‘… oh how boring we are going to a botanic garden’, they get the huff you 
know?

this reluctance to visit predominantly stems from children and young adults, 
because botanic gardens are not perceived as providing active recreational or 
wildlife viewing opportunities:

male tourist: … they [teenagers] would go if they [botanic garden] offered more 
activities, like when we went to Costa Rica they did paint balling in the forest. 
Botanic gardens are mainly about ‘looking’ and for teenagers they need more 
activity.
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sa operator 3: i’ve got the feeling that if you don’t force them [younger people] 
a bit to go there, they won’t go by themselves ...

furthermore, botanic gardens are perceived as something to be ‘grown’ into and, 
therefore, associated with an older age group:

sa operator 3: People love to be in the garden … in france the older you are, 
the more you are interested [in] plants.

sa operator 4: … it is more [for] 50, 55 even 60 or 70 [age group]. i suppose 
because people that age are probably retired they’ve got more time to have a 
passion and spend time in the garden.

tour operators also perceived limitations in botanic gardens. operators considered 
the appeal of KnbG and Jbnc for ecotourism negligible. of the south african 
operators surveyed (n=27), only one saw KnbG appealing to ecotourists. similarly, 
only one out of three cuban operators interviewed considered Jbnc had a role in 
ecotourism.

nevertheless, this chapter presents data to support the argument that the 
concept of ecotourism and modified spaces needs to be broadened and, if one 
quarter of tour operators consider KNBG had appeal to the scientific/botanical 
(25.9 per cent) and/or nature (22.2 per cent) niche markets, then surely there is 
potential for ecotourism?

Western stereotype of settings
associated with the image of botanic gardens, is the setting that they provide. 
Content analysis undertaken by Fennell (2001) revealed that the greater majority 
(91.8 per cent) of ecotourism definitions did not refer to the scale of development. 
Yet there is a stereotype of ecotourism taking place in remote, pristine places, 
which implies that the scale of development is minimal and the setting is natural. 
consequently, expectations of the setting and design of botanic gardens constitutes 
a worthwhile consideration when examining them in the context of ecotourism. 
byrd (1989) explains that early European botanic gardens in the 1500s and 1600s 
were based on Renaissance thinking where the natural world was to be controlled, 
and their designs reflected the development of mathematics as a science. By the 
mid-1700s, further order of plant collections was directed by linnaeus’s binomial 
nomenclature system (byrd 1989). While the layout of botanic gardens has evolved 
from these early design models to plantings that often reflect ecosystems and local 
habitats, the perception of botanic gardens as formal settings prevails because 
many European botanic gardens are still based on these early traditional designs. 

despite many of the world’s botanic gardens having natural areas of 
vegetation (Wyse Jackson and Sutherland 2000), most respondents had strong 
views of botanic gardens as heavily modified settings. Discussions with tourists 
on the expectations of botanic garden and national park settings produced some 
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predictable differences. National park settings are expected to be scenic and have 
rugged topography, wildlife and little development. in contrast, botanic gardens 
are expected to have settings associated with urban environments and include 
plant labels, displays of flowering plants, formal garden beds and water features 
(Sutherland 2005). Interestingly, during the field research tourists commented that 
the case studies were an exception to what they expected and broke the traditional 
botanic garden mould in terms of size, formality and naturalness, as the following 
tourist responses to Jbnc illustrate:

Denmark: I didn’t expect it … our garden in Copenhagen is small ... the size of 
a postage stamp!

Germany: i didn’t expect the national botanic garden to be so big and so 
natural.

Belgium: This is the first one that I’ve been to that is so big. I expect them to be 
very small.

USA: I expected the botanic gardens to have more flowers and to be more 
formal.

USA: I expected the botanic garden to be more formal, like the US gardens.

this strong reaction illustrates that some botanic gardens in ldcs do contrast with 
the traditional stereotype and it raises the question as to why these modified spaces 
have been overlooked in ecotourism discourse.

Concluding argument for Ecotourism and Botanic Gardens

this chapter has presented evidence to support the argument that botanic gardens 
in ldcs have the potential for ecotourism. as argued by previous authors on 
modified spaces and ecotourism, urban ecotourism provides the possibility of 
alleviating pressure on fragile natural environments. moreover, botanic gardens 
in ldcs challenge the traditional stereotype of botanic gardens as small, 
formally designed spaces; instead, many present large expanses with pockets of 
rehabilitated and natural vegetation. furthermore, the botanic garden experience 
is associated with a high quality nature experience for many tourists and operators. 
in addition, the commitment to sustainable development and education provides 
a basis on which to build, as they integrate into the ecotourism industry.

Consider the position of American national parks 40 years ago, when they 
were not managed for a range of visitor experiences until the recreational 
Opportunity Spectrum was devised (see Clarke and Stankey 1979, Driver et al. 
1987). initially there was little attention given to understanding people (Graham 
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1992), until extensive research revealed that people’s perceptions and values of 
nature varied (for example Schreyer and Roggenbuck 1978, Schreyer and Beaulieu 
1986, tuan 1990, manfredo et al. 1996). moreover, it was largely a controlled 
view of nature that was presented. are botanic gardens in any different a position 
than the national parks of the past? Can more credence be given to the individual 
to draw on their experience and knowledge and decide if botanic gardens provide 
an ecotourism experience? It must be acknowledged that not all national parks are 
appropriate for ecotourism, and similarly the potential ecotourism role of botanic 
gardens depends on such factors as their natural/nature setting, operational scale, 
level of development and location. of equal importance, their potential depends 
on the tourists, their life experiences and the type of ecotourism being sought and 
promoted. all of these factors must be considered before claiming that botanic 
gardens have limited opportunities for ecotourism.

In conclusion, the words of British sculptor Richard Deacon are used to reflect 
on the reality of the national park ecotourism experience:

We can never ‘see’ an object in its entirety, so in a sense only a fragment of 
what we see is the ‘real’ experience and part is remembered … and part is an 
‘imagining’ of the form. In between, we have to make a visual and conceptual 
leap of faith to interpret the spatial complexities of a form (richard deacon cited 
in the national Gallery in london).2

during the ecotourism experience, we never see the ecosystem in its entirety, 
instead we see a fragment chosen by our ecotour operator and interpreted by our 
guide, who determines the story/ies we are told. it is then up to us to complete the 
image of the landscape to form our ‘real’ nature experience. so why then, if we do 
not experience and see the ecosystem in its entirety, should botanic garden settings 
be rejected from giving an ecotourism experience that is similarly socially and 
personally constructed? this chapter has shown that there are just as many reasons 
to utilize botanic gardens for ecotourism as there are to reject them for this form 
of tourism activity.
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chapter 13 

Exploding the myth of Ecotourism
Ken simpson

They took all the trees, put ’em in a tree museum …
and they charged the people a dollar and a half just to see ’em

(Joni mitchell 1970)

introduction

the ‘tree museum’ referred to in Joni mitchell’s Big Yellow Taxi (1970) is actually 
Honolulu’s foster botanical Gardens, initially created by private owners in 1853 
to showcase the more spectacular examples of flora that are indigenous to the 
Hawaiian islands. since being bequeathed to the city in 1930, the gardens have 
been extended from 5.5 acres to 13.5 acres, and their appeal has been enhanced 
through the addition of approximately 10,000 new species of rare and endangered 
plant life, many of which are not native to the Hawaiian islands. in 2007, foster 
Gardens welcomed more than 75,000 visitors, the majority of whom were resident 
outside of the state of Hawaii, and it now costs the people five dollars ‘just to see 
’em’. The curse of inflation!

Is this, then, a typical example of what we mean when we talk about ecotourism? 
there is a well-established school of thought that says that it could be, for initiatives 
such as these can easily be seen to align with the primary principles of ecotourism 
suggested by dowling (1996). in this respect, dowling notes that instances of 
ecotourism, as distinct from any other form of tourism, can be recognized through 
their demonstrable association with five core elements:

they are primarily based on nature.
they are ecologically sustainable.
they are environmentally educative.
They benefit the host community.
they generate tourist satisfaction.

on this basis, then, foster Gardens is indeed an ecotourism site, and all of its 
visitors are thus ecotourists by both definition and default. And this form of 
‘ecotourism’ is popular; similar sites have emerged at four other locations on the 
island of oahu alone, and botanical garden visits have become a major element 
of Honolulu’s vitally important inbound tourism industry. At first glance at least, 
the state and its residents can reasonably claim to have created an ecologically 
sustainable and environmentally educative resource, that is solidly based on 

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
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elements of nature, and that has proven to be beneficial to host community and 
visitor alike. This sounds very much like a clear ‘win–win’ proposition that should 
be enthusiastically supported by all concerned.

Yet, perhaps this assessment is worth more than just a first glance. For example, 
would Foster Gardens look quite so compellingly attractive if we were to remove 
the ecotourism label, a legitimate question, as that label is a prima facie attribution 
of the author’s for illustrative purposes only, and there is no intent to suggest that 
the Gardens themselves have ever attempted to present this perspective to their 
public. so, if we were to carry out an assessment of foster Gardens as ‘a living 
museum of tropical plants, some rare and endangered, which have been collected 
from throughout the world’s tropics over a period of 150 years’, which is what the 
gardens themselves claim to be (city and county of Honolulu undated), would we 
perhaps be inclined to adopt a more critical attitude? 

Would we not wonder about the logic of a generic display of exotic (non-native) 
greenery in the heart of one of the planet’s notably unique floral ecosystems? Would 
we not question the imposition of an entry fee to a facility that is typically provided 
free of charge by other civic administrations? could we, therefore, not suggest that 
any attempt to classify gardens such as these, as ‘ecotourism’ attractions, might 
be little more than the application of marketing sleight-of-hand to a visitor site 
that has never aspired to anything so ambitious? it is this central proposition, 
that the apparently worthy concept of ecotourism has been largely hijacked by 
tourism industry operators in search of competitive advantage, that lies behind this 
chapter’s contention that ecotourism may be much more beneficial in theory than 
it is in practice; and that both academic and practitioner interpretations of what the 
concept actually means have been seriously distorted by the triumph of economic 
considerations over ecological misgivings. 

In support of this contention, the chapter first identifies the generally accepted 
foundations of the theoretical proposition that is referred to as ecotourism, before 
dissecting the reality of the tourist experience in terms of each of the foundation 
characteristics so identified. In this manner, a significant reality gap is identified, 
between the rose-coloured concept of ecotourism’s professed sustainability and 
the rather less positive realities that tend to emerge at the coalface of tourism 
experience. a brief commentary is then offered on the extent to which this reality 
gap challenges our conventional thought processes, before the chapter concludes 
with the presentation of an alternative philosophical standpoint – a suggestion 
that both supply and demand sides of the tourism equation would be substantially 
better off if the word ‘ecotourism’ was eliminated from the tourism industry 
lexicon altogether.

Ecotourism Theory and Practice

in the half century since the introduction of larger capacity jet aircraft, increasingly 
affluent first world populations have progressively embraced regular holiday travel 



Exploding the Myth of Ecotourism 225

as an inalienable right rather than an isolated privilege, and one inevitable outcome 
of this apparently entrenched practice has been an enhanced desire and confidence 
to seek out places that are ‘new and different’. More recently, though still dating 
back 20 years to the influential Brundtland Report into sustainable industrial 
development (WcEd 1987), those populations have also begun to develop a more 
sophisticated understanding of the need for ecological conservation. for advocates 
and disciples of sustainable tourism development, this combination of increasing 
mobility, increasing curiosity and increasing sophistication has been generally 
recognized as providing the initial impetus for what would eventually become 
known as ‘ecotourism’.

although many of the ‘new and different’ places sought by growing numbers 
of travellers are inevitably located in second- and third-world environments that 
are ill-prepared for rapid increases in high-density visitor activity, newsome et 
al. (2002) have observed that a uniformly positive outcome from tourism to those 
areas remains theoretically possible. For these authors, the costs and benefits 
of high tourism volumes are relatively easy to identify in advance of the event, 
and a carefully managed and multi-stakeholder pattern of response can succeed 
in the generation of significant levels of local economic benefit, without any 
apparent detriment to the environmental resource that simultaneously provides the 
motivation for visitor patronage and the setting for their post-arrival activities. 

a central tenet of the ecotourism concept is, therefore, the proposition that, 
under an appropriate management regime, significant economic benefits can be 
generated with minimal (if any) accompanying costs. this chapter argues that this 
approach is excessively optimistic, and that the claimed emergence (and continued 
development) of a direct and symbiotic relationship between responsible and 
farsighted local communities on the one hand, and concerned and committed 
visitor groups on the other, is unrealistic in the extreme. in contrast, the chapter 
proposes that, like all forms of tourism activity, the implications of ‘ecotourism’ 
(assuming for the moment that there is in fact such a thing) will inevitably emerge 
from a complex blend of economic and social interactions between a destination 
with experiences to sell and a multi-faceted market with the resources to buy. As 
such, the level of sustainability that can reasonably be expected from any given 
form of tourism is a function of the interplay between all three parties to the 
equation; the destination environment, the character of participating experience 
providers, and the attitudes and behaviours of primary experience users. that level 
of sustainability cannot be assumed to be positive just because some individual 
or organization has attached the prefix ‘eco-’ to whatever experience is actually 
being enjoyed.

yet this is often what appears to be happening. repeated and apparently 
indiscriminate usage of the ecotourism label, when applied to a variety of tourism 
initiatives that share a professed commitment to sustainable development, has 
led to acknowledgement, by host and guest alike, of ‘sustainable ecotourism’ 
activities that in reality have little to do with either ecotourism or sustainability. 
in essence, continuous and consistent use of the word ‘ecotourism’ in the same 
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breath as ‘sustainable development’ has led to an assumed association between the 
two concepts to such an extent that we have now largely accepted an unspoken 
assertion that ‘if it is ecotourism, it must be sustainable’. Extreme examples of this 
phenomenon can be found in the analysis of both trophy hunting (novelli et al. 
2006) and traditional urban zoos (ryan and saward 2004) as potential candidates 
for inclusion as ecotourism activities. 

literature such as this leaves itself open to accusations of excessive attention 
to esoteric labelling and to commitment of excessive resources to the question 
of whether a given activity is or is not a legitimate example of ecotourism. as 
Harrison (1997: 75) succinctly puts it:

in recent years ecotourism has become something of a buzzword in the tourism 
industry … academics have so busied themselves in trying to define it that they 
have produced dozens of definitions and little else. 

In Search of Definition

as with many other elements of the study of tourism, ecotourism does indeed 
suffer from a lack of uncontested definition. The earliest recorded reference in the 
tourism literature is that of ceballos-lascurain (1980, cited in boo 1990: xiv), 
who interpreted the concept as travel to:

relatively undisturbed areas with the specific objective of studying, admiring, 
and enjoying the scenery and its wild plants and animals, as well as any existing 
cultural manifestations found in these areas. 

This approach, which takes a visitor-centred perspective by representing ecotourism 
as a reason for travel rather than as a specific pattern of visitor behaviour, and by 
highlighting unspoilt destinations as an object of study rather than as a setting 
for discretionary leisure, has also provided the foundations for a definition first 
adopted by the World Tourism Organisation and subsequently modified by the 
original author. a generation on from his original thoughts, ceballos-lascurain 
was able to observe (1996: 20) that ecotourism could now be held to encapsulate:

environmentally responsible, enlightening travel and visitation to relatively 
undisturbed natural areas in order to enjoy and appreciate nature (and 
any accompanying cultural features both past and present), that promotes 
conservation, has low visitor impact, and provides for beneficially active socio-
economic involvement of local population. 

Though the key elements of ‘traveller motivation’ and ‘natural area’ had been 
retained, there had been a decided emphasis shift away from visitor intent and 
towards visitor impact, away from culture as a subject of study and towards culture 
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as part of a destination’s profile. In short, the focus had swung away from tourists 
and their motivations, and towards the destination and its attributes. 

The extent to which later literature has been able to reflect this movement 
may best be captured by the comment of newsome et al. (2002) that ecotourism 
is insufficiently distinctive to justify its status as a discrete form of tourism by 
itself, and that it is more usefully perceived as an (admittedly important) subset of 
the larger field of ‘tourism to natural environments’. According to these authors, 
a broad typology of natural tourism experiences exists, anchored by ‘outdoors 
adventure’ at the environmentally negative pole and ‘ecotourism’ at the benign 
or positive pole, with the primary goals of ecotourism reflecting a desire to foster 
sustainability through education in resource conservation, cultural revival and 
regional economic diversification. Again, this approach signals a further move 
towards the classification of ecotourism in terms of its consequences, rather than 
its origins, motives, or behaviours, a development exemplified by Martha Honey’s 
‘seven characteristics of ecotourism’ (1999) presented below:

involves travel to natural destinations.
builds environmental awareness.
respects local culture. 
Generates financial benefits for conservation.
Generates financial benefits and empowerment for local people.
supports human rights and democratic movements. 
results in minimal impacts.

Honey’s (1999) work provides a useful framework to guide any assessment of the 
value of ecotourism to a given destination. in this respect, if we were to examine 
any specific example of tourism activity, which involves the pursuit of specific 
experiences in a specific spatial environment, provided by specific operators to 
specific visitor groups, then Honey’s criteria are clearly important in validating 
the overall costs and benefits of that particular instance of tourism development. 
furthermore, if the example under review did, indeed, turn out to be largely 
positive when measured against all of Honey’s criteria, then it would be reasonable 
to suppose that a uniformly beneficial form of ecotourism had in fact taken place. 
unfortunately for all concerned, there appear to be few, if any, examples of this 
theoretically desirable outcome having been achieved in practice. 

if this is the case, if the conditions implied by Honey’s (1999) seven criteria are 
seldom, if ever, met in the real world of front line tourism operations, then surely 
the whole idea of ecotourism can be legitimately called into question. certainly, 
conventionally imagined ecotourism activities clearly meet the first criterion, that 
of ‘travel to natural destinations’, but what about the others? if ecotourism does 
not build environmental awareness or respect local culture; if there are no financial 
benefits, either to enhance conservation or empower host communities; if, indeed, 
the impacts of ecotourism are indistinguishable from any other form of tourism, 
then surely we are justified in asking whether we should be undertaking this type 

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
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of activity at all? How, then, does the ecotourism phenomenon, this ‘travel to 
natural destinations’, perform when measured against the remainder of Honey’s 
(1999) criteria? 

Environmental awareness 

This chapter was written in New Zealand, a country that is significantly isolated in 
terms of its physical location, and one that has therefore had to develop a uniquely 
compelling ‘reason to visit’ in order to compete for its share of international tourist 
expenditure. From a marketing perspective, it has succeeded brilliantly, initially 
with its adoption of a ‘clean and green’ market positioning, and then with the 
highly effective ‘100% Pure’ strap line that is still used to brand all of the new 
Zealand Tourism Board’s marketing communications. So, how does this marketing 
imagery translate into reality on the ground? Is it backed up by a deliberate strategy 
of sustainable development, effectively implemented through the co-ordinated 
activities of a sophisticated and responsible local tourism industry, or is it just that 
it is easy to disguise environmental failings in a country the size of italy, with a 
population of four million people?

the reality is that, although there is an admirable element of highly responsible 
operating practice present in the way that New Zealand conducts its tourism 
relationships with the rest of the world, a significant number of unpalatable 
contradictions remain. the country has one of the developed world’s highest rates 
of individual car ownership, with negligible controls on co2 emissions; one of 
the highest percentages of threatened species, in an environment in which many 
of these species are truly unique; seriously depleted fisheries which, in an island 
nation with an extensive economic exclusion zone, is arguably unforgivable; and 
a disturbingly high level of inland waterway pollution, primarily caused by the 
run-off from agricultural chemicals and pesticides.

the local tourism industry is aware of these contradictions, but there is little 
evidence that widespread knowledge has necessarily translated into greater care 
– the ‘gorillas in the mist’ idea that, when endangered resources are seen as more 
valuable when conserved than they would be when exploited, market forces alone 
are sufficient to generate positive outcomes. On a prominent ‘ecotourism’ lobby 
group website (Ecotours New Zealand undated), two local operators comment 
that, despite New Zealand being the last place on earth to ‘feel the brunt of human 
occupation’, it could be argued that nowhere on earth have so few people caused 
so much environmental destruction in such a short time. meanwhile, on the same 
website, two central problems for New Zealand ecotourism are identified as ‘low 
awareness of New Zealand’s eco-attractions amongst international visitor groups’ 
and ‘limited marketing resources’ to address that awareness deficiency.

In response, the Ecotours New Zealand website notes that ecotourism 
opportunities available to visitors include bird watching, whale and other marine 
mammal watching, and hiking/tramping, with visitors invited to ‘enjoy dolphins, 
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penguins, seals and albatross in their natural habitat, and to try trekking, kayaking 
and biking’. It does seem that the conventional definition of ecotourism is being 
a little stretched by some of those options, an interpretation that is supported by 
review of the recommended marketing strategy. Here, more effective use of the 
internet is seen as ‘the answer, (providing) exposure to millions of people … 
promoting New Zealand operators internationally … and inform(ing) international 
ecotourism travellers. By so doing, we hope to take a small step towards keeping 
New Zealand – clean and green’. It is difficult to follow this logic!

respect for Local Culture 

the impact of tourism on host community culture is a well documented theme in 
the literature, even to the extent of drawing a comment from Pope John Paul ii 
that tourism in natural or under-populated areas can transform ‘culture, religious 
ceremonies and ethnic festivities into consumer goods’ (bbc news 2001). in 
some instances, such as boyd and butler’s (1999) northern ontario case study, 
local people are themselves presented, both deliberately and involuntarily, as a 
significant component of local biodiversity, as another ‘threatened species’ that 
is worthy of examination, evaluation, categorization and conservation. these 
residents, especially indigenous residents, may then be more accurately visualized 
as a key component of the ecotourism parcel of visitor benefits, rather than as a 
primary and legitimate beneficiary of ecotourism outcomes.

as this type of relationship evolves, destination culture comes under increasing 
pressure to behave as visitors expect it to. Pseudo-cultural happenings are then 
created purely for the benefit of visitors, and family events such as church 
services, weddings and even funerals are routinely presented for tourist enjoyment. 
Ultimately, when local culture is deemed to be insufficiently interesting to offer the 
ubiquitous Kodak moment, there is always the possibility of inventing something. 
as nicholson-lord (2002) has noted, thailand’s traditional ‘rooted in history’ 
Chiang Mai flower festival was actually unknown in the city until the mid-1980s. 
The visitors wanted traditional festivals, so they got traditional festivals!

the clash between local community practices and visitor expectations can 
reach its zenith in circumstances where Western value systems may judge some 
aspects of local culture as ethically questionable or environmentally destructive. 
In this context, Buckley (2005) reports on the hunting and de-tusking of the 
narwhal by the inuit of the High arctic, commenting that this aspect of indigenous 
tradition continues in the face of a clear signal from the canadian government 
that this practice is ‘frowned upon’. yet there was no attempt to disguise this 
activity from the tourist gaze of a party of visitors undertaking an ‘ecotour’ 
with the overt purpose of viewing these same marine mammals. as a result, an 
inuit hunting expedition was seriously hampered by the presence of a party of 
‘outsiders’, and the quality of the ecotourism experience was similarly reduced 
as the narwhal chose to stay well away from the tourists’ motor launch on the 
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logical assumption that the vessel contained inuit hunters. though these particular 
ecotourists had originally set out to witness the behaviour of an endangered animal 
in the wild, their eventual experience was more closely related to the observation 
of an indigenous community. As Buckley (2005) observes, however, a surprising 
number of ‘ecotourists’ were willing to buy narwhal tusks from the Inuit hunters! 

Financial Benefits for Conservation 

The International Ecotourism Society (undated) notes that the clearly defined 
demographic that is the international ‘ecotourist’ (well educated, well paid, and 
middle aged) has repeatedly expressed its willingness to pay for the privilege of 
participation in an authentic ecotourism experience. yet, as batta (2006) notes 
in his investigation into ecotourism in india’s Himachal Pradesh province, the 
reality can be somewhat different. batta (2006) comments that around 85 per cent 
of visitors to this mountainous region of northern india come for scenic beauty, 
and have little knowledge of, or interest in, biodiversity or unique wildlife. In 
this particular instance, therefore, the ‘eco-’ prefix appears to owe its origins 
to a spurious marketing claim by the local tour operator community – there is 
little or no environmental interpretation available from a poorly trained tourism 
workforce, and the wider community appears largely ignorant of what tourism 
enterprises are doing in the region. Ecotourism in Himachal Pradesh is therefore 
virtually indistinguishable from mainstream visitor activity, especially in terms 
of its negative impacts, where facilities provided for visitors have resulted in 
the generation of large quantities of ‘disposable’ glasses, plates, cans and other 
packaging. When this is added to a significant degree of littering, deforestation, 
soil erosion, water scarcity and unscientific waste disposal, it seems likely that 
operators have made a conscious decision to accumulate social or community 
costs in preference to private costs of operation.

turning his attention to the question of who should pay for a high level of 
environmental damage, batta (2006) claims that almost half of all visitors were 
unwilling to pay any additional costs to compensate for environmental protection, 
and this reluctance to contribute was even more clearly established amongst local 
residents. a similar pattern was also apparent amongst operators, though attitudes 
appeared to be somewhat dependent on enterprise size, with resorts more willing 
to contribute than hotels, and hotels more positive than guest houses.

so, is the ‘small is beautiful’ platform actually a myth when it comes to 
calculating the costs and benefits of ecotourism? As with many related questions, 
the answer to this may be a cautious yes and no. While larger tourism businesses 
may be more acutely aware of business practices that are both philosophically 
and pragmatically desirable from an environmental protection viewpoint, this 
awareness comes at the cost of operational scale. for example, Peace (2005) cites 
the example of Kingfisher Bay Resort, on Australia’s World Heritage listed Fraser 
island, a high quality visitor accommodation venture that was consciously and 
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overtly positioned as an ‘eco-lodge’ on its opening in 1992. since then, the resort 
has continued to pioneer a number of innovative and creative ways to maintain 
its eco-image, and has been widely acclaimed as a benchmark for everything that 
is good about eco-lodge construction and operation. yet Peace (2005: 323) notes 
that the resort’s

focal point is a central complex which includes reception areas, administrative 
offices, restaurants, bars, lounges and swimming pools. This complex is 
connected by two-tier wooden boardwalks to 152 hotel rooms. Then there is a 
semicircle of 110 self-contained villas as well as a shopping area (the village) 
which incorporates a general store and petrol station, a bakery, a beauty parlour 
and a four wheel drive hire centre. 

Though Kingfisher Bay does make a genuine and sincere effort to operate in a 
responsible manner, and though it makes a particular feature of educating its 
guests in the core principles of ecological sustainability, it remains a major man-
made construction that is situated in an otherwise pristine wilderness location. 
Thus, though all possible steps have been taken to minimize negative impacts on 
the host environment, some of those impacts inevitably remain, not because the 
resort has been remiss or excessively tolerant, but because of the reality that all 
tourism infrastructure affects the location that supports it. 

In reality, Kingfisher Bay is not an environmentally beneficial venture; it is a 
venture that has succeeded in keeping environmental costs to a minimum. Would it 
not therefore be better to abandon the ‘eco’ label altogether, and adopt a marketing 
profile that more accurately and more honestly depicts what the enterprise offers 
its guests – a comfortable oasis, in a remote natural area, that makes it easy for 
cosseted visitors to feel as if they are experiencing the great outdoors. or would 
the abandonment of the ‘eco-’ prefix, as an implied guarantee of environmental 
beneficence, be too much of a price for the marketers to pay?

Financial Benefits and Empowerment for Local People 

Batta’s (2006) doubts about the financial benefits of ecotourism are especially 
marked when he considers the ultimate destination of tourist income in Himachal 
Pradesh. Echoing a concept that is fairly well established in the tourism impacts 
literature, he notes that just 30 per cent of total tourism revenue is currently being 
retained in the local area. Acknowledging that there is a significant economic 
outflow resulting from capital interest payments, repatriation of dividends to foreign 
owners, and imposition of central government taxation, the primary shortcomings 
are attributed to an inability and/or unwillingness of tourist operators to use local 
suppliers. in what is a predominantly agricultural community, 95 per cent of fruit 
and vegetables used by resorts, 65 per cent of similar products used by hotels, and 
40 per cent of usage by guesthouses is sourced from outside the local area. 
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yet still the tourists arrive, and still they expect to be cared for, although some 
writers have noted that a law of diminishing returns is beginning to make its 
presence felt. david nicholson-lord (2002) reports that, at the World Heritage 
site of machu Picchu in Peru, local residents have rebelled against burgeoning 
tourist numbers by picketing the site of a cable car designed to take visitors to the 
attraction, and this extraordinary occurrence begs at least two salient questions. 
firstly, how on earth has it become possible to construct an operating concept that 
permits inclusion of the words ‘ecotourism’ and ‘cable car’ in the same sentence; 
and, secondly, just how large is this volume of tourism that local people have 
decided they want a bigger slice of? at the time of writing (september 2007), the 
cable car was operating to capacity at 350,000 ‘ecotourism’ visits annually. there 
appears to be little room for ‘small is beautiful’ in this example.

In reality, there are many such instances to support the claim that the financial 
proceeds of developing tourism do not normally accrue to individual members of 
the host community. most of the inbound investment, and therefore the majority 
of output profit, is the preserve of larger airlines, transport operators and hoteliers. 
These companies, usually domiciled in a first world country, are openly dependent 
on a pristine local environment for much of the motivational force that generates 
individual leisure travel, but all too frequently regard the destination as little more 
than a golden egg-laying goose. as such, for eco-enterprises and conventional 
enterprises alike, low wages, predatory employment practices and high levels of 
import leakage are the norm. Additionally, as the destination grows and develops, 
the welfare of those who live there becomes increasingly irrelevant in the face of 
mounting opportunities for operator profit.

Support for Human rights and Democratic movements 

as the historical cold war schism between East and West is replaced by an economic 
divide of even greater consequence, this time between north and south, the reality 
is that, in any form of tourism, there is an inevitable clash between the economic 
‘haves’ of the northern Hemisphere and their southern counterpart ‘have-nots’. is 
ecotourism any less guilty than its mainstream counterparts in this respect? Probably 
not, though perhaps the well heeled, sophisticated, and respectfully middle-aged 
ecotourist may be a little more tactful, and a little less overtly disdainful, of his or 
her relationships with members of the host community.

Even in destinations where a late entry into the world of international tourism 
has enabled tourism planners to learn from the errors of others, one example being 
the belated participation of cuba from the mid 1990s (Winson 2006), the most 
commonly adopted infrastructure remains the ubiquitous luxury hotel, owned 
and managed by foreign interests, located on fragile beachfronts, and using 
conventional and highly resource-hungry operating systems. in the face of the 
potential for large scale inbound investment, governments the world over have 



Exploding the Myth of Ecotourism 233

tended to display a low level of determination in protecting either individual 
human rights or democratic decision making.

In fact, as Belsky (1999) has noted, the emergence of ecotourism in second 
and third world countries can often precipitate the emergence of greater degrees 
of class, gender and other social distinction than existed prior to ‘eco’ arrivals. for 
example, James mair (2006) reports an experience in the las Perlas archipelago 
in Panama where, across a two-week period in late 2006, the municipal authority 
had worked hard to establish a hydrological reserve to protect nearly 10,000 acres 
of wetlands that offered sanctuary to 14 endemic bird species; at the same time, the 
central government was announcing major large-scale tourist development plans 
for the same area. as mair (2006) wryly comments, ‘the left hand protects the 
ecology, the right hand builds on it’.

minimal impacts

as international travel continues to increase, with corresponding increases in both 
economic benefits and multi-faceted costs, the process of travel itself appears 
to be emerging as an easily identified and convenient villain of the piece. The 
issue of air miles consumed in visiting remote destinations, and the oxymoronic 
juxtaposition of travelling by air to help conserve the environment, is by now 
well enough established to negate the need for any further comment, other than 
to note two commonly overlooked issues. Firstly, aviation is the world’s fastest 
growing source of greenhouse gas emissions; and, secondly, these gases are three 
times as harmful as ground-level gases due to the fragile composition of the high 
atmosphere (Hansford 2007). 

of equal concern, however, is the current posturing around carbon credit 
trading, a process which appears to have gained the support of many ecotourism 
devotees, but which this author prefers to portray as a mechanism by which one’s 
environmentally destructive practices are set off against some form of compensating 
checks and balances. As a result, though it remains an environmental sin to fly 
long distances, the degree of sin is somehow reduced if the privilege is paid for. 
Surely this is facetious and self-delusory in the extreme, seeking to reassure our 
collective conscience that we have ‘paid’ for what will always be a discretionary 
leisure activity by engaging in some supposed package of compensating action. 

the reality is that the worldwide volume of international tourism will almost 
certainly continue to increase, and ecotourism will by no means be immune from the 
consequences of this growth. in this respect, the international Ecotourism society 
(undated) has itself noted that tourism to natural areas represented approximately 
2 per cent of all leisure travel movements in the late 1980s, but that this proportion 
had grown to 20 per cent over the ensuing ten years. Based on these figures, it is 
possible that ecotourism in 2007 generates more than us$100 billion in annual 
visitor spending and that, again according to the Ecotourism society, it continues 
to grow at a rate that is approximately three times faster than the overall industry 
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total. thus, and no matter what precautions are adopted, it is naïve to suppose 
that ecotourism impacts can be contained at or below current levels. rather than 
maintain this essentially impracticable stance, it is much more relevant to consider 
the possibility that future ecotourism impacts may actually increase at a greater 
rate than other more conventional forms of tourist activity.

Where to from Here?

this chapter has attempted to illustrate a version of the ‘power of brand’, in respect 
of the clearly positive public image that proponents of ecotourism have managed 
to generate for a visitor activity that is little more than an (admittedly important) 
subset of tourism in natural areas. It has also attempted to make a case for the 
rejection of what batta (2006: 42) calls ‘the craze for calling any nature based 
tourism destination an ecotourism destination’, on the basis that ecotourism is 
actually a faux concept whose defining characteristics are largely irrelevant to the 
much more important issues of tourism costs and benefits. As such, the more we 
try to define, interpret and apply the espoused principles of ecotourism activity, the 
greater is the danger that we will lose sight of the aspects of tourism development 
that really matter.

Yet the concept of ecotourism has a firm grasp on our collective psyche. We 
have an international Ecotourism society, a dedicated Journal of Ecotourism and a 
veritable plethora of conferences for academics to attend. We have even experienced 
the ultimate acquisition of credentials through un recognition of an international 
Year of Ecotourism in 2002. In addition, we know what our ecotourists look like, 
for a well-established demographic profile has been assembled, and this is an area 
for further research that will doubtless command a significant degree of support 
from both public and private sector tourism bodies. Such is the growth profile 
of this so-called industry sector that there is considerable incentive for tourism 
operators to maximize their attention, and commit their investment, to what may 
easily be seen as the next major cash cow.

yet it may be that the concept of ecotourism is beginning to show signs of 
fraying around the edges, with Australian and New Zealand pavilions at this years 
itb in berlin being referred to as the ‘Halls of the devil’ (Hansford 2007), a 
chilling endorsement of Nicholson-Lord’s (2002) scathing attack on the concept: 

The reality (of ecotourism) is that no-one has properly defined it, no-one really 
knows what it means, it’s highly unlikely that anyone will ever define it in a 
way that will command assent from critics of the industry, and in this vacuum 
the marketing men, greenwashers, corporate developers and government spin 
doctors flourish.

so, would it not be simpler to drop the pretence, to abandon the concept of 
ecotourism altogether, and to acknowledge that any tourism to natural areas will 
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inevitably present a unique package of costs and benefits that reflect the political, 
societal and ecological realities of the specific circumstance under review? This 
has actually happened on at least one occasion, in cuba in 2003, where the power 
of an authoritarian state allowed ecotourism to be formally declared a ‘non-term’, 
to be substituted instead with the broader concept of nature tourism (Winson 2006). 
though cynics may readily perceive an ulterior motive, based on a governmental 
desire to directly control the evolution of tourism in that country, the stated 
intention is nevertheless sound – a focus on the characteristics of the destination 
as the most appropriate determinant of future development, and a belief that all 
tourism that takes place in the natural world must necessarily adopt ecologically 
sound attitudes towards the resource that it both relies on and seeks to exploit. 

so let us reject the ‘ecotourism’ label as indicative of some imagined guarantee 
of ecological purity and innocence, a certification that the tourism experience 
concerned is in some way environmentally benign, educationally enlightening and 
locally focused. let us instead concede that ‘eco’ sells and, as long as this remains 
the case, we will continue to be offered ‘eco’ shopping bags, golf tees, nappies and 
coffee mugs; we can continue to wear ‘eco’ shoes, eat ‘eco’ breakfast, clean our 
teeth with ‘eco’ toothbrushes and drain away the residue in an ‘eco’ InSinkErator 
– and, when all else fails, we can return to the earth in an ‘eco’ coffin that will 
biodegrade at a similar rate to its contents. Why then should we not be able to take 
‘eco’ holidays?

the answer is, of course, that we can, and that we always will be able to, 
as long as someone, somewhere will be able to profit from us doing so. More 
important, however, is our continued ability to recognize ‘eco’ as something that 
works well as a central element in twenty-first century marketing communication, 
but is of considerably lesser effectiveness when viewed through any other eyes. 
the truly vital determinants of the future for natural area tourism do not lie with 
‘to ‘eco’, or not to ‘eco’’; rather they lie with the extent to which operators, and 
the communities they inhabit, are able to genuinely embrace a long-term view of 
what they are doing and what the consequences will be. as James mair (2006) so 
memorably states:

If only enough people can get into the symbiotic mindset of taking the long-
term view instead of being part of the current prevailing short-term free-for-all 
‘grab and grow’ culture, then might we save our children and grandchildren the 
mounting parasitic blight of our economic and environmental debts to them.

in each of the world’s self-appointed ecotourism destination countries, there are a 
small number of dedicated and committed ecotourism operators who have already 
taken on board the vital necessity to embrace this perspective. However, there 
are a much larger number of pseudo-eco operations that have professed to do so 
while simultaneously going about their businesses according to a set of precepts 
that directly contradicts the ecotourism ethos. all we can hope for, given the 
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accumulated wisdom of a generation of ecotourism operations, is the wisdom to be 
able to tell the difference between them.
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chapter 14  

conclusion: lessons learnt  
and Ways forward

Jennifer Hill and tim Gale

introduction

This book has attempted to offer conceptual and practical insights into the 
complex interactions between ecotourism and heterogeneous and dynamic natural 
environments. it has drawn on a diverse array of case studies from around the 
world, incorporating analysis from a range of geographic scales and integrating 
knowledge from the social and natural sciences. A variety of ecotourism activities, 
ecosystem types, ecosystem components and environmental responses have 
been examined, and it has been shown that, in order to be successful, ecotourism 
requires the maintenance of natural, socio-cultural, economic and political capital 
(collins 1999, scheyvens 1999, Kiss 2004, Jones 2005, butcher 2006). the appeal 
of ecotourism, in enabling environmental conservation and socio-economic 
development (boo 1990, ross and Wall 1999, cleaver 2001, mohan 2002), 
rests in its potential to provide economic benefits whilst maintaining ecological 
integrity through sustainable resource consumption. from the thematic case 
studies presented in this volume, three overarching issues have emerged that may 
be summarized as: constructions of nature, ethics and environmental sustainability; 
ecotourism, nature and neoliberalism; and environmental measurement, monitoring 
and management. The general nature of these issues and their specific articulation 
within chapters is outlined here, before the book closes by proposing some new 
directions for ecotourism research.

Constructions of nature, Ethics and Environmental Sustainability

there has been recent interest in the physical sciences concerning the emotional 
underpinning of scientific facts, particularly within the field of biogeography 
(see trudgill 2001a, b, 2008, fall 2008). research in this area has shown that 
socio-cultural values mediate our response to scientific facts and, as such, 
whilst environmental conservation and ecotourism can be seen as rational 
projects (adams 1997), our social constructs actually guide our individualistic 
understanding of them. in chapter 2 of this volume, andrew Holden introduces 
social constructions of nature, indicating how an anthropocentric view of nature 
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assumes that it holds instrumental value for the purpose of human benefit. Tourism 
stakeholders adopting this view have a propensity to pursue resource destructive 
behaviour. conversely, if nature is considered to possess a range of values beyond 
the instrumental, then tourism stakeholders may adopt more benign resource 
conserving behaviour. Such views influence individual perceptions of carrying 
capacity and levels of acceptable change in particular environments (see mccool 
and lime 2001, Jennings 2004). 

in chapter 9, leah burns indicates that particular social constructions of 
wildlife can legitimize certain types of tourism management. she points out that 
as a consequence of an increase in tourist arrivals to fraser island in Queensland, 
australia, interactions of people with dingoes have come to be classed progressively 
as negative. This has resulted in the identification, and subsequent culling, of 
dingoes as ‘problem’ animals (at a rate of approximately one per month). such 
management, however, is set against the legal responsibility of the Queensland 
Parks and Wildlife Service to conserve dingoes as a protected ‘native’ species. The 
tension between anthropocentric values underpinning wildlife management and 
the positive construction of the dingo as a valuable part of contemporary australian 
wildlife persists. dingoes are variously seen as a pest versus a protected species, 
a native versus an introduced species and a pure-bred versus a hybrid species. 
thus, the management approach to dingoes is related to how they are socially 
constructed. if they are recognized as ‘protected, native and pure’, then there is 
less incentive to cull them. if, however, they are considered as ‘introduced, pest 
and hybrid’, then culling becomes a more acceptable option in order to remove the 
possibility of contact with people (Hytten and burns 2007a, b). burns concludes 
that, rather than constructing humans as separate from nature, as reflected in current 
management strategies such as fencing, people should be viewed as part of nature, 
with management reconstructed to transfer a sense of responsibility to tourists. 
this may reduce the heavy burden of recreation for managers, and provide more 
satisfaction for tourists and a greater conservation value for wildlife.

In Chapter 12, Lucy Sutherland takes the idea of a socially constructed nature 
to the extreme with an examination of the potential role of, and challenges to, 
botanic gardens in promoting ecotourism within less developed countries 
(LDCs). Her work complements the growing academic discourse on ecotourism in 
modified spaces (see, for example, Mason 2000, Lawton and Weaver 2001, Ryan 
and saward 2004, Weaver 2005, cater 2006, Weaver and lawton 2007). many 
botanic garden managers in ldcs are examining the role that their institutions can 
play in supporting the protection of local biodiversity and in building the capacity 
of local communities to use biodiversity sustainably, as well as generating much 
needed revenue to support their institutions’ work in conservation and sustainable 
development. These operations complement the principles that ecotourism seeks 
to uphold. the case studies presented in sutherland’s chapter illustrate that 
some botanic gardens in ldcs already play a role in ecotourism, and further 
development of their role could alleviate pressure on protected areas by providing 
an alternative ecotourism experience. moreover, the botanic garden experience 
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can complement the protected area experience through education and awareness-
raising programmes that prepare tourists for the latter, as well as addressing 
appropriate tourism behaviour in natural settings. the chapter concludes that, at 
a broader level, the socio-politics of the host country is a key factor hindering 
the integration of botanic gardens into ecotourism and, at a grass roots level, 
the passive approach taken by their management allows the tourism industry’s 
Western view of botanic gardens in ldcs to persist (with the consequence that 
this particular construction of botanic gardens limits their recognition as viable 
settings for ecotourism).

Environmental sustainability is an inherently anthropogenic construct that can 
be examined at a number of spatial scales, including the global. in chapter 3, 
Colin Hunter highlights the need to look beyond the immediate destination area 
when considering the environmental impact of tourism, particularly ecotourism 
with its frequent reliance on long-haul air travel. His findings suggest that 
ecotourism holidays involving international air travel are likely to produce an 
absolute demand on global natural resources. it is possible that even if a strong 
environmental conservation ethic exists locally at most ecotourism destinations, 
the cost to the environment of getting to these destinations will actually exert 
a significant impact on natural resource use and environmental change at the 
global scale. if ecotourism really is to act as a positive exemplar for the rest of 
the tourism industry, then there is a particular onus on those engaged in planning, 
delivering and promoting ecotourism products to consider their impact in more 
global terms, and to account for the demands placed on natural resources by air 
travel in environmental sustainability assessments.

both alton byers (chapter 4) and Wenjun li (chapter 5) highlight the 
importance of achieving conservation with equity within ecotourism by integrating 
local communities into particular ventures (see also drumm 1998, vincent and 
Thompson 2002, Kiss 2004, Cole 2006, Cusack and Dixon 2006). In Chapter 
4, byers notes that the most promising long-term conservation mechanisms to 
protect alpine environments in areas such as nepal and Peru involve building 
local stakeholder capacity into the design, management and monitoring of 
projects. Likewise, in Chapter 5, Li presents a positive case study of tourism in Likewise, in Chapter 5, Li presents a positive case study of tourism in 
the Jiuzhaigou biosphere reserve in china, where the environment has not been 
degraded extensively as tourism has developed, and the indigenous communitythe indigenous community 
and local region have benefited economically from the industry. The developmentbenefited economically from the industry. The development the development 
and operation of a ‘joint-stock company’ to manage tourism, established between 
local community households and reserve administrators, is cited as a key element 
in the success of the project. the ceding of some authority and responsibility tothe ceding of some authority and responsibility to 
local communities, allowing members to decide how local resources are used, 
has promoted local environmental stewardship and (more) sustainable tourism local environmental stewardship and (more) sustainable tourism 
development..

in chapter 8, simon Evans considers the actual and potential roles of ecotourism 
in protecting vulnerable tiger populations in india, contextualising this within the 
broader ethical debate about ‘fortress’ conservation (as championed by conservation 
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biologists) versus sustainable use (as championed by social ecologists). Whereas 
tiger conservation in india was initiated following the fortress conservation model 
(see Adams 1997, 2003, 2004, Brockington 2002, Hutton et al. 2005), with the 
establishment of reserves supported by policies to relocate local communities from 
inside protected boundaries, there have been recent calls for greater adherence to 
social utility, involving local people in conservation explicitly and rewarding them 
for the continued presence of wildlife within their neighbourhoods (see Hulme 
and Murphee 1999, Brown 2002, 2003, Adams et al. 2004, Brockington et al. 
2006). Ecotourism can play a central role in such conservation, through provision 
of long-term economic incentives to protect threatened species. to achieve this, 
however, ecotourism must convey social benefits to local communities whilst 
following ethical practices on the ground. there is a danger that wildlife becomes 
manipulated in order to provide guaranteed sightings for tourists through, for 
example, baiting, which can lead to habituation (see also debruyn and smith in 
Chapter 7 and Burns in Chapter 9). The marketing of ecotourism activities should 
be undertaken ethically, such that the expectations of tourists are kept realistic. 
Additionally, the income received from tiger tourism must be invested back into 
parks and their local populations. Evans concludes that, whilst tiger tourism 
represents a powerful tool with which to contribute to wider conservation efforts, 
at present this is not being realized. for ecotourism to contribute more effectively 
to tiger conservation efforts in india, an integrated strategy is required that views 
tourism development as a component of sustainable development, rather than as a 
sustainable option in its own right. 

Two chapters in this volume provide evidence of ethics influencing the action 
of tourism stakeholders, notably through codes of conduct and wider visitor 
interpretation. in chapter 10, ethical approaches to guiding responsible tourist 
behaviour are examined by davina stanford. she notes (as do Hill and Gough 
in chapter 11) that ecotourism potentially draws tourists into fragile, remote and 
often protected areas that are vulnerable to the impacts of visitors. such tourism 
needs to be controlled if the visitors are not to damage the places and wildlife that 
they are visiting. control can be achieved through the provision of environmental 
information for tourists, increasing visitor knowledge and mindfulness (Moscardo 
1996, 1999, Kimmel 1999). stanford’s research uses Kohlberg’s stages of moral 
development as a framework to develop, and test empirically, several potential 
messages designed to influence seal-viewing behaviour at the Kaikoura Peninsula, 
New Zealand. The results highlight the importance of positive, credible and 
reasoned messages in influencing visitor behaviour; messages that appeal to good 
citizenship and emphasize the greatest good for the greatest number are most 
likely to influence visitor behaviour. By contrast, messages conveying universal 
ethical principles are least likely to influence visitor behaviour. Tourists in a novel 
situation do not intuitively know right from wrong and desired behaviour should, 
therefore, be explained to them in these messages, if they are to be effective. 

based on empirical research in Queensland, australia, Jennifer Hill and 
Georgina Gough (chapter 11) demonstrate that ecotourism interpretation can 
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act not only to increase visitor satisfaction and knowledge, but also to reinforce 
visitors’ already favourable conservation attitudes and behavioural intentions. they 
note the existence of a ‘ceiling effect’ (beaumont 2001: 335), whereby visitors 
report reasonably strong environmental attitudes prior to their rainforest encounter 
that are little changed by immersion in the forest. interpretive information does, 
however, seem to mediate the tourist encounter with nature, leading to the desire 
for tourists to gain a longer and more perceptive engagement with the environment 
in the future. interpretation stimulates visitors to engage in a positive way with the 
rainforest, through recognition of personal responsibility for the protection of the 
environment and through the desire to teach others about such issues. 

Finally, in Chapter 13, Ken Simpson identifies a significant reality gap 
between the ethics of ecotourism’s professed sustainability and the rather less 
positive realities that tend to emerge at the coalface of tourism experience. He 
presents an alternative philosophical standpoint, suggesting that both supply and 
demand sides of the tourism equation would be substantially better off if the word 
‘ecotourism’ was eliminated from the tourism industry lexicon altogether. instead, 
he suggests it would be better to acknowledge that any tourism to natural areas will 
present a unique package of benefits and costs that reflect the political, societal and 
ecological realities of specific local contexts.

Ecotourism, nature and neoliberalism

the biophysical environment is becoming increasingly neoliberalized through 
mechanisms such as economic governance, valuation, privatization and enclosure 
(see, for example, mcafee 1999, mccarthy and Prudham 2004, Heynen and 
robbins 2005, mccarthy 2005, robertson 2006, castree 2008a, b). Ecotourism 
can be said to contribute to this process (duffy 2008), an issue that emerges 
strongly within the chapters of this volume. in chapter 2, for example, andrew 
Holden notes that a demand for ecotourism can provide impetus to commoditize 
(assign economic value to) natural resources, thereby prompting local and perhaps 
national desire for them to remain in a conserved state. The user-benefits, and 
hence economic value, of tourism are achieved from experiencing nature non-
consumptively, maintaining it in a largely conserved state rather than exploiting 
it for alternative economic gain. by contrast, if natural habitats or wildlife are 
judged not to have sufficient economic value in comparison to other development 
options, then a pretext is established for their removal.

In Chapter 5, Wenjun Li notes that after withdrawal of government financial 
support for the Jiuzhaigou biosphere reserve in the early 1990s, the naturalJiuzhaigou biosphere reserve in the early 1990s, the natural 1990s, the natural 
resources in the reserve were entered into the market economy. Reserve 
administrators decided upon a ‘joint-stock mechanism’ with local residents as 
the operative system, partly because such systems were encouraged by central 
government and were widely used in china’s state enterprises. the adoption of 
this mechanism in the reserve, therefore, was embedded in the context of national 
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economic policy. li concludes that the system has been generally positive: it has 
kept environmental changes within an acceptable level and has allowed local 
communities to benefit from tourism.

the power of the environment as a strategic commodity within neoliberal 
market economies has caused Ken Simpson (Chapter 13) to question whether 
ecotourism has been largely hijacked by tourism industry operators, who adopt 
the ‘eco’ label spuriously in order to gain competitive advantage. He offers 
examples of poor socio-environmental practices on the ground, despite such 
product branding. this issue is also highlighted by simon Evans (chapter 8), who 
notes that the perceived performance of ecotourism in tiger reserves in india has 
been compromised by entry into the market of a number of tourism enterprises 
employing the ‘eco-’ prefix as a marketing label, without ever having to justify 
their performance in relation to conservation or the pursuit of sustainability. thus, 
sustainability cannot be assumed just because the experience being sold has been 
branded in this fashion. there is, indeed, an important role for tourists – if they 
are capable of it – to discriminate between products and, in turn, offer competitive 
advantage to truly dedicated ecotourism operators.

The neoliberalization of nature, which sees the market become the optimum 
mechanism for allocating environmental goods and services to meet the diverse 
needs of actors across the globe (castree 2008a), may be perceived as a positive or 
negative process. it has afforded greater agency to the environment and wildlife in 
the tourism–environment relationship, allowing the entry of nature in a conserved 
state into global markets and promoting the sustainable use of the biophysical 
environment as a competitive form of landuse. consequently, it can be said to form 
part of ‘new conservation’, notably through the integration of community natural 
resource use with environmental protection, mediated through local understanding 
of ecosystem structure and functioning (Hulme and murphee 1999, brown 2002,brown 2002, 
2003). this, in turn, might help to heal the currently fractured relationships between. this, in turn, might help to heal the currently fractured relationships between 
the conservation, tourism and development sectors. However, there remains the 
difficulty of reconciling multiple perspectives concerning the value of nature. 
How are these value differences catered for within a market economy? What if 
environmental values and services exceed those registered through market prices? 
Additionally, what is the value of ethics within such a financial system? In seeking 
answers to these questions, the market may actually be viewed as a contentious 
way of distributing environmental services among multiple stakeholders with 
differing socio-economic backgrounds.

Environmental measurement, monitoring and management

any debate concerning the inter-relationships between ecotourism and the 
environment requires some ability to measure past, present and future states of 
different environments and their value within market economies as perceived 
by different stakeholders. In Chapter 4, Alton Byers stresses the importance of 
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employing multiple methods of environmental measurement in order to monitor 
sustainability in the alpine zones of Sagarmatha National Park, Nepal and the 
Huascarán National Park, Peru. Long-term monitoring, using methods from the 
social and natural sciences (also advocated by li in chapter 5), has highlighted 
that alpine zones within both parks have been significantly degraded during the 
past 25 to 40 years as a result of poorly controlled adventure tourism, particularly 
trekking and mountaineering. Impacts within the alpine zone have included the 
over-harvesting of fragile alpine shrubs and plants to provide fuel for expeditions 
and tourist lodges, overgrazing, accelerated hillslope erosion, uncontrolled lodge 
building, health hazards related to poor sanitary practices and improper garbage 
disposal. byers notes that more interdisciplinary and applied research is essential 
for the better understanding of differing threats to alpine integrity, for remedial 
interventions and for capacity-building within local user groups. He notes that 
the alpine conservation Partnership project, with promising beginnings in the 
Himalayan and Andes mountains, represents the first global initiative to actively 
protect and restore alpine ecosystems, whilst building the management capacities 
of the people who live there.

Efforts to value biophysical resources in economic terms are of fundamental 
relevance to the process of neoliberalising nature. in chapter 2, however, andrew 
Holden indicates that comparative measures of the economic value of natural 
resources in a conserved state are limited (see, also, boo 1990). it is consequently 
difficult to argue for the continued existence of the environment in a conserved 
state vis-à-vis its modification for alternative economic activities. In Chapter 
8, Simon Evans notes a further problem, originating in the range of conflicting 
definitions of ecotourism (see Fennell 2001). This causes difficulties in assessing 
what ecotourism actually is and how it should be measured. depending on the 
definition employed, the economic value of ecotourism generates anything from 
us$30 billion (Honey 1999) to us$1.2 trillion (ceballos–lascurain 1996).

in chapter 3, colin Hunter argues that, in order to test the environmental 
impacts of ecotourism at the global scale, a metric is required that can express 
different types of impact generated at different stages in the life cycle of a tourism 
product. He offers Ecological footprint analysis as a means of identifying and 
understanding globally expressed demands on the biosphere brought about by 
tourism activity, whilst also noting that caution is required in the interpretation 
of figures gained from such analyses, partly due to the use of proxy measures. It 
is only through the collection of primary data for real ecotourism products that 
assumptions can be tested rigorously. He notes that approaches to data collection 
might include the keeping of diaries by tourists, visitor surveys, and gathering 
information from hotels, restaurants and the providers of excursions. He also 
comments that a promising avenue for future research may be to utilize an 
input–output macroeconomic framework to redistribute and disaggregate national 
Ecological footprint analysis information down to the household and tourist 
economy levels, using expenditure data (Wiedmann et al. 2005).



Ecotourism and Environmental Sustainability246

A number of chapters in the book make reference to the need to improve 
the planning and management of ecotourism, particularly through regionally–
coordinated initiatives informed by academic research. in chapter 6, Emma 
stewart and dianne draper suggest that arctic cruise tourism has moved beyond 
its infancy and is now entering a phase of maturity, with increased numbers of 
vessels and more regular patterns of activity. despite this growth, these authors 
note that there has been little coordinated, trans-regional planning for the sustained 
development of cruise tourism in arctic canada, partly due to the complex 
involvement and interaction of multi-scale stakeholders in this region. Mindful 
of the inherent difficulties of collaborative practice, Stewart and Draper propose 
that cruise operators, communities and tourists might benefit from cruise tourism 
planning being given higher priority in the broader framework of integrated coastal 
management. such management translates into a number of potential initiatives: 
including communities in establishing the upper limits of passenger numbers 
who disembark (thereby determining destination carrying capacity); in deciding 
for themselves how to present their culture to visitors; in developing particular 
interpretive approaches to ensure that pre-determined messages are communicated 
effectively to visitors; and in involving members in policy development. similarly, 
tour operators could cooperate to try and achieve a greater distribution of economic 
benefits among Arctic communities, whilst distributing tourists more widely across 
the environment; they could also implement voluntary codes of conduct, thereby 
promoting acceptable behaviour amongst their passengers when interacting with 
local communities. finally, the tourists could adhere to voluntary codes of conduct; 
contribute financially to each community visited; educate themselves about the 
places they visit before they disembark; and engage in ambassadorial activities.

in chapter 7, terry debruyn and tom smith explore the management of 
bear-viewing in Alaska. A growing demand for this activity in the State presents 
a challenge to resource managers as they strive to minimize human impacts on 
both the bears and associated wilderness. areas that concentrate bears attract the 
greatest numbers of visitors, and these areas are nearly always critical feeding 
sites. Hence, the potential for negative impacts on bears by viewers is considerable. 
Habituation to human disturbance is maladaptive for bears and, as a result, viewing 
programmes in some areas have led to the displacement of individual animals, 
particularly adult males. as few studies have examined the interactions between 
bear-viewing and bear behaviour, the full extent of any behavioural or resource 
use change as regards the species is unknown. DeBruyn and Smith conclude that 
it is essential for agencies to develop a unified regional approach to bear-viewing 
policies and programmes within Alaska, specific to each bear-viewing area, which 
provide for optimal visitor experiences and safety whilst minimizing their impact 
on bears. long-term monitoring can then determine whether management actions 
are effective in achieving desired outcomes, and any necessary adjustments can be 
made through adaptive management.

finally, in chapter 11, Jennifer Hill and Georgina Gough note that 
environmental interpretation and visitor education might offer a ‘soft’ strategy for 
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managing tourism that complements many ‘hard’ physical and regulatory options, 
thereby allowing a more holistic approach to management (Kuo 2002, mason 
2005, marion and reed 2007). However, whether such environmental education 
can support a shift from a ‘minimalist mode’ of ecotourism (superficial learning 
opportunities and site-specific sustainability objectives) to a ‘comprehensive 
mode’ (fostering deep understanding and transformation of behaviour) remains to 
be seen (see Weaver 2005, for more information about these terms).

new Directions in Ecotourism research

We would not presume to dictate an agenda for ecotourism (and environmental 
sustainability) research. However, there are opportunities for new knowledge 
creation associated with alternative ways of seeing the subject(s) of this book. 
firstly, we believe that ecotourism research can be refreshed by ideas and techniques 
drawn from mobilities, a new ‘movement driven’ social science incorporating the 
work of geographers and sociologists (Urry 2007). This has certain outcomes for 
researching tourism in general, which may be summarized as follows:

a movement towards ‘de-exoticising tourism’, so that we are no longer 
preoccupied with tourists and travels to distant lands.
recognition that the processes which have enhanced the mobility of some 
people(s) have also served to highlight, and to heighten, the immobility of 
others.
the inclusion of imaginative, virtual and communicative (as well as 
physical or corporeal) travel in analyses of tourism phenomena, which are 
made possible by a range of digital devices and networks that allow us to 
access other people and places at the touch of a button.
concern for the undesirable and hitherto unforeseen consequences of living 
a mobile life that lie outside of our control, and which threaten that very 
mobility (e.g. climate change, terrorist atrocities).

the implications for tourism studies of the so-called ‘mobility turn’ in the social 
sciences are further explored in Gale (2008, 2009). the concern, here, is what 
this means for the sub-field of ecotourism. Looking back at earlier chapters it 
can be seen that ecotourism is not simply what ecotourists, or those that cater to 
their needs and wants, do. rather, it encompasses the multiple and intersecting 
mobilities of various individuals (for example, hosts, guests and those not directly 
implicated in the tourism system), and of other sentient and non-sentient life forms, 
buildings, objects and machines. Likewise, ecotourism sites and destinations are 
not fixed and given, but arise from the contingent conjunction of these agents 
at particular points in time–space, in order to realize certain performances that 
are recognisable as ‘ecotourism’. thus, for example, the patterns of movement 
exhibited by members of the brown bear or wild tiger populations of Alaska and 

1.

2.
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4.
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india respectively, as a consequence of habituation to humans through ecotourism 
(see Chapters 7 and 8), are no less significant than the motivations and behaviour 
of the ‘ecotourists’ themselves (traditionally the focus of much ecotourism 
research). Elsewhere in the book, attention has been drawn to the comparative 
immobility of certain groups of people (for example, the communities located on 
the routes to and from the reserves mentioned in chapters 5 and 8, or those that 
play host to visitors disembarking from cruise ships in the Canadian Arctic, as 
discussed in chapter 6), and to the reciprocal relationship between climate change 
and (eco)tourism as both ‘perpetrator’ and ‘potential victim’, given its dependency 
on long-distance travel and vulnerable natural resources (see chapters 2 and 
3). in addition, we might infer from the above list of outcomes that ecotourism 
and the benefits thereof are not necessarily confined to remote locations and are 
capable, in fact, of being experienced ‘closer to home’, whether this be in respect 
of using new information and communication technologies to create surrogate 
experiences in modified settings within or adjacent to urban centres, such as 
zoos and botanic gardens (see chapter 12 for a discussion of the latter), or with 
regards to the significance attached (in Chapter 11) to interpretation provision at 
natural attractions in promoting positive attitudes and behaviour change towards 
the environment, both at the destination and following one’s reintegration into 
everyday life (such as recycling household waste). no doubt, readers will draw 
further conclusions from our assertion that ecotourism is best seen as a form of 
temporary mobility, and we invite them to do so.

Secondly, and with the benefit of hindsight, we would question the efficacy 
of the term ‘environmental sustainability’, substituting it with ‘environmental 
justice’ (inspired by lee and Jamal 2008). turning this on its head, there are 
many injustices manifest in the biophysical and social environments, when using 
ecotourism as an incentive to promote improved environmental management; 
these include ‘collateral damage’ to flora and fauna when tracking certain species 
such as the ‘big five’ in southeast africa (lions, elephants, buffaloes, leopards and 
rhinoceros), ‘anti-social’ behaviour in animals (as attributed to the dingoes of fraser 
island, in chapter 9) resulting from stress levels being exceeded, and the reduction 
or loss of access to natural resources by the rural poor due to the perception that 
ecotourists do not want to see local people in national parks and other protected 
areas (lewis 2008; see also chapter 8). furthermore, the pursuit of environmental 
justice in and through ecotourism, though ambitious, might be more attainable in 
the medium- to long-term, and easier to measure, when compared to an objective 
as open to interpretation (and misappropriation) as ‘environmental sustainability’. 
of course, some might dismiss this as mere semantics, but if ecotourism – or 
indeed any form of tourism – is managed in such a way as to maximize the chances 
of it being ‘just’ or ‘fair’ (so that it does not degrade the environment, and counters 
forces that marginalize and impoverish the most vulnerable in society), then it is 
also likely to be (more) sustainable. Hence, just as the term ‘ecotourism’ has been 
(mis)used so often as to become virtually redundant (see chapter 13), so might 
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we wish to mark the beginning of the end of ‘(environmental) sustainability’ as a 
buzzword.

finally, by way of a footnote to this edited volume, we would remind readers 
that the enablements and constraints to using ecotourism as a tool for promoting 
environmental sustainability (or environmental justice, if one agrees with the 
above recommendation) are related to complex and overlapping processes at 
various scales, from the local to the global, which produce geographically distinct 
or contextualized outcomes that one cannot assume to be transferable to other 
contexts. Hence, there are no claims as such to good practice (even if some of the 
initiatives and techniques described in the book, for example in Chapters 4 and 10, 
inspire good practice elsewhere). accordingly, we would hold that there is a place 
for research about ecotourism (and environmental sustainability) that offers few 
answers but raises many questions.

references

adams, W.m. (1997) rationalization and conservation: ecology and the 
management of nature in the united Kingdom. Transactions of the Institute of 
British Geographers, 22, 277–291.

adams, W.m. (2003) Future Nature: A Vision for Conservation (2nd edition). 
Earthscan, london.

adams, W.m. (2004) Against Extinction: The Story of Conservation. Earthscan, 
london.

Adams, W.M., Aveling, R., Brockington, D., Dickson, B., Elliot, J., Mutton, J., 
roe, d., vira, b. and Wolmer W. (2004) biodiversity conservation and the 
eradication of poverty. Science, 306, 1146–1149.

beaumont, n. (2001) Ecotourism and the conservation ethic: recruiting the 
uninitiated or preaching to the converted? Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 9, 
317–341.

boo, E. (1990) Ecotourism: The Potentials and the Pitfalls (vol. 1). World Wildlife 
fund, Washington, dc.

Brockington, D. (2002) Fortress Conservation: The Preservation of the Mkomazi 
Game Reserve. James currey, oxford. 

 Brockington, D., Igoe, J. and Schmidt–Soltau, K. (2006) Conservation, human 
rights and poverty reduction. Conservation Biology, 20, 250–252.

brown, K. (2002) innovations for conservation and development. The Geographical 
Journal, 168, 6–17.

brown, K. (2003) three challenges for real people-centred conservation. Global 
Ecology and Biogeography Letters, 12, 89–92.

butcher, J. (2006) natural capital and the advocacy of ecotourism as sustainable 
development. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 14, 529–544.

castree, n. (2008a) neoliberalising nature: the logics of deregulation and 
reregulation. Environment and Planning A, 40, 131–152.



Ecotourism and Environmental Sustainability250

castree, n. (2008b) neoliberalising nature: processes, effects, and evaluations. 
Environment and Planning A, 40, 153–173.

cater, E. (2006) Ecotourism as a Western construct. Journal of Ecotourism, 5, 
23–39.

ceballos-lascurain, H. (1996) Tourism, Ecotourism and Protected Areas. iucn, 
Gland.

cleaver, f. (2001) institutions, agency and the limitations of participatory 
approaches to development. In B. Cooke and U. Kothari (eds) Participation: 
The New Tyranny? Zed Books, London, pp. 36–55.

Cole, S. (2006) Information and empowerment: the keys to achieving sustainable 
tourism. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 14, 629–644.

collins, a. (1999) tourism development and natural capital. Annals of Tourism 
Research, 26, 98–109. 

Cusack, D. and Dixon, L. (2006) Community-based ecotourism and sustainability: 
cases in bocas del toro Province, Panama and talamanca, costa rica. Journal 
of Sustainable Forestry, 22, 157–182.

drumm, a. (1998) new approaches to community-based ecotourism management. 
in K. lindberg, m.E. Wood and d. Engeldrum (eds) Ecotourism: A Guide for 
Planners and Managers (vol. 2). the Ecotourism society, north bennington, 
vermont, pp. 197–213.

Duffy, R. (2008) Neoliberalising nature: global networks and ecotourism 
development in madagascar. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 16, 327–344.

fall, J. (2008) Global swarming: cosmopolitan natures, ‘alien’ species and 
the politics of barbarian plants. Paper presented at the rGs–ibG annual 
conference, Kensington Gore, london, 27–29 august.

Fennell, D. (2001) A content analysis of ecotourism definitions. Current Issues in 
Tourism, 4, 403–421.

Gale, t. (2008) the end of tourism, or endings in tourism? in P. burns and m. 
novelli (eds) Tourism and Mobilities: Local–Global Connections. cabi 
Publishing, Wallingford, pp. 1–14.

Gale, t. (2009) urban beaches, virtual worlds and ‘the end of tourism’. Mobilities, 
4, 119–138

Heynen n. and robbins, P. (2005) the neoliberalization of nature: governance, 
privatisation, enclosure and valuation. Capitalism, Nature, Socialism, 16, 1–
4.

Honey, m. (1999) Ecotourism and Sustainable Development: Who Owns Paradise? 
island Press, Washington, dc.

Hulme, d. and murphee, m. (1999) communities, wildlife and the ‘new 
conservation’ in africa. Journal of International Development, 11, 277–285.

Hutton, J., Adams, W.M. and Murombedzi, J.C. (2005) Back to the barriers? 
changing narratives in biodiversity conservation. Forum for Development 
Studies, 32, 341–370. 



Conclusion: Lessons Learnt and Ways Forward 251

Hytten, K. and burns, G.l. (2007a) Dingo Dualisms: Constructions of Nature 
and Culture in the Australian Context. Paper given at the animals and society 
conference, tasmania, July 2007.

Hytten, K. and burns, G.l. (2007b) deconstructing dingo management on fraser 
Island, Queensland: The significance of social constructionism for effective 
wildlife management. Australasian Journal of Environmental Management, 
14, 40–49.

Jennings, s. (2004) landscape sensitivity and tourism development. Journal of 
Sustainable Tourism, 12, 271–288.

Jones, S. (2005) Community-based ecotourism: the signifincace of social capital. 
Annals of Tourism Research, 32, 303–324.

Kimmel, J.r. (1999) Ecotourism as environmental learning. Journal of 
Environmental Education, 30, 40–44.

Kiss, a. (2004) is community-based ecotourism a good use of biodiversity 
conservation funds? Trends in Ecology and Evolution, 19, 232–237.

Kuo, i.–l. (2002) the effectiveness of environmental interpretation at resource–
sensitive tourism destinations. International Journal of Tourism Research, 4, 
87–101.

Lawton, L.J. and Weaver, D.B. (2001) Modified spaces. In D.B. Weaver (ed.) The 
Encyclopedia of Ecotourism. cabi Publishing, Wallingford, pp. 315–326.

lee, s. and Jamal, t. (2008) Environmental justice and environmental equity in 
tourism: missing links to sustainability. Journal of Ecotourism, 7, 44–67.

lewis, f. (2008) Handing out the justice? Tourism: environmental incentive or 
injustice? Paper presented at the celts–Esrc seminar series: tourism, 
inequality and social Justice: Environmental, Economic and social futures 
for all? university of the West of England, bristol, 24 september.

marion, J.l. and reed, s.E. (2007) minimizing visitor impacts to protected areas: 
the efficacy of low impact education programmes. Journal of Sustainable 
Tourism, 15, 5–27.

Mason, P. (2000) Zoo tourism: the need for more research. Journal of Sustainable 
Tourism, 8, 333–339.

mason, P. (2005) visitor management in protected areas: from ‘hard’ to ‘soft’ 
approaches? Current Issues in Tourism, 8, 181–194.

mcafee, K. (1999) selling nature to save it? biodiversity and green 
developmentalism. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 17, 133–
154.

mccarthy, J. (2005) devolution in the woods: community forestry as hybrid 
neoliberalism. Environment and Planning A, 37, 995–1014.

mccarthy, J. and Prudham, s. (2004) neoliberal nature and the nature of 
neoliberalism. Geoforum, 35, 275–283.

mccool, s.f. and lime, d.W. (2001) tourism carrying capacity: tempting fantasy 
or useful reality? Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 9, 372–388.

mohan, G. (2002) Participatory development. in v. desai and r. Potter (eds)in v. desai and r. Potter (eds) The 
Companion to Development Studies. london, Edward arnold, pp. 49–53.



Ecotourism and Environmental Sustainability252

moscardo, G. (1996) mindful visitors: heritage and tourism. Annals of Tourism 
Research, 23, 376–397.

moscardo, G. (1999) Making Visitors Mindful. sagamore, champaign, il.
Robertson, M. (2006) The nature that capital can see: science, state, and market in 

the commodification of ecosystem services. Environmental and Planning D: 
Society and Space, 24, 367–387.

ross, s. and Wall, G. (1999) Ecotourism: towards congruence between theory and 
practice. Tourism Management, 20, 123–132.

ryan, c. and saward, J. (2004) the zoo as ecotourism attraction – visitor reactions, 
perceptions and management implications: the case of Hamilton Zoo, New 
Zealand. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 12, 245–266.

scheyvens, r. (1999) Ecotourism and the empowerment of local communities. 
Tourism Management, 20, 245–249. 

trudgill, s.t. (2001a) Psychobiogeography: meanings of nature and motivations 
for a democratized conservation ethic. Journal of Biogeography, 28, 677–
698.

trudgill, s.t. (2001b) The Terrestrial Biosphere: Environmental Change, 
Ecosystem Science, Attitudes and Values. Pearson, Harlow.

Trudgill, S.T. (2008) A requiem for the British flora? Emotional biogeographies 
and environmental change. Area, 40, 99–107.

urry, J. (2007) Mobilities. Polity, cambridge.
vincent, v.c. and thompson, W. (2002) assessing community support and 

sustainability for ecotourism development. Journal of Travel Research, 41, 
153–160.

Weaver, d. (2005) comprehensive and minimalist dimensions of ecotourism. 
Annals of Tourism Research, 32, 439–455.

Weaver, d.b. and lawton, l.J. (2007) twenty years on: the state of contemporary 
ecotourism research. Tourism Management, 28, 1168–1179.

Wiedmann, T., Minx, J., Barrett, J. and Wackernagel, M. (2005) Allocating 
ecological footprints to final consumption categories with input–output 
analysis. Ecological Economics, 56, 28–48. 



index

‘50 things to do before you die’ 6–8

A Sand County Almanac 25
aborigines and dingoes 143
adventure trekking in Sagarmatha (Mt. 

Everest) National Park, Nepal 53, 
66

aEco see arctic Expedition cruise 
operators

‘aesthetic pollution’ 21
air transport 19
air travel and Ecological footprint analysis 

43
Alaska

bear-to-human habituation 116–117
bear-viewing 109–124
black bears 111
brown bears 109, 111, 117, 247

all terrain vehicles (atv) 115
alpine conservation Partnership 66, 245
alpine degradation in sagarmatha (mt. 

Everest) National Park, Nepal 
54–56

alpine ecosystems
adventure tourism 66
Huascarán National Park, Peru 57–65
sagarmatha (mt. Everest) national 

Park, Nepal 51–57
alpine environments

Huascarán National Park, Peru 241, 245
sagarmatha (mt. Everest) national 

Park, Nepal 241, 245

Amboseli National Park, Kenya 22
american alpine club 65
American National Parks 213–214
anima mundi 25
annapurna conservation area, nepal 23
antarctic treaty consultative meetings 

(atcm) 101

antarctic treaty system (ats) 102
antarctic tourism 100–103
arctic canada cruise tourism 89–107

climate change 94–95
coastal management 97–103
development 246
environment 93–96
Explorer 89–90, 91, 103
ice conditions 89
planning 96–97
ships 89–91

arctic Expedition cruise operators 
(aEco) 101

Arenaria harvesting in sagarmatha (mt. 
Everest) National Park, Nepal 54

atcm see antarctic treaty consultative 
meetings

ats see antarctic treaty system
‘attenborough Effect’ 134
atv see all terrain vehicles
australia

dingoes 139–155
tropical forest 175–196

bandhavgarh reserve, india 130
bbc (british broadcasting corporation) 6
bear-to-human habituation in Alaska 

116–117
bear-viewing in Alaska 109–124

areas 110–111
bear-to-human habituation 116–117
black bears 111
brown bears 109, 111, 117, 247
management 114–118, 246
polar bears 112
programmes 112–114
recommendations 118–120
regional approach 118–119
research 121
site specific guidelines 119–120



Ecotourism and Environmental Sustainability254

visitor spending patterns 109–110
bears’ temporal patterns 115
behaviour

tourists in tropical forests, australia 
175–196

visitors 159–163, 170, 242
‘big five’ animals 248
Big Yellow Taxi 223
biodiversity in tropical forests, australia 

175–196
biodiversity information in crocodylus 

rainforest village, australia 
177–180, 185, 190–191

biosfera sierra del rosario (sdr), cuba 
201

birds of prey on fraser island, australia 141
black bears in Alaska 111
bligh, anna 148
book organisation 10–13
botanic gardens in less developed 

countries 197–213, 213–214
evidence for ecotourism 201–213
hindrances to ecotourism 208–213
host country socio-politics 208–209
industry view 211–212
institution evolvement 200–201
modified spaces 198–199
western stereotypes 212–213

brown bears in Alaska 109, 111, 117, 247
brundtland report (sustainability) 225

canada
northwest Passage 89–90
ocean strategy 97
see also arctic canada cruise tourism

cancun, mexico 25
cartesian Philosophy 24–25
cbd see convention on biological 

diversity
‘ceiling effect’ for environmental attitude 

243
characteristics of ecotourism 3–6, 223–228
Chiang Mai, Thailand flower festival 229
china air transport 19
circular ropewalk at Crocodylus Rainforest 

village, australia 188
climate change 18–19, 31–32, 43–45, 57, 

59, 89–90, 94–95, 247–248

co2 (carbon dioxide) emissions 31–32, 
18, 228

coastal management in arctic canada 
97–103

coastal wetlands 20
‘common pool resources’ (cPrs) 18
communication

effectiveness 158, 170–172
language 171
messages for visitor behaviour 

159–163
Roggenbuck strategies 163
visitors 158–159

consequentialism 159–160
conservation, and ecotourism 5, 9, 11–13, 

22–24, 31–32, 56–57, 65, 73, 83–
86, 120–121, 125–129, 132–135, 
146, 149, 152–153, 175–180, 
186–188, 191–192, 197, 200, 227, 
230–231, 239–244

constructions of nature and wildlife 17, 27, 
141, 151–152, 198, 239–241

convention on biological diversity (cbd) 
197

coral mining 19–20
cPrs see ‘common pool resources’
crocodylus rainforest village, australia

biodiversity information 177–180, 185, 
190–191

biodiversity quiz 180
circular ropewalk 188
research methods 177–180
results of visitor survey 181–188
visitor motivation 181–182

cruise tourism in arctic canada 89–107, 
248

cyprus and Ecological footprint analysis 
33

daintree rainforest, australia 177
Dartmoor National Park, UK 176
‘debt-for-nature’swaps 23–24
definition of ecotourism 3–6, 133, 197–

198, 200, 207, 212, 226–228, 345
deforestation of mountains 20
democratic movements 232–233
deontology 159–160
Descartes, René 24–25



Index 255

dingoes on fraser island, australia 
139–151, 151–153

aborigines 143
culling 148, 152, 240
fencing 148, 151, 240
introduction 139
policy documents 144–146
research 140–143
tourism impact 143–149

discovery initiatives (tourism company) 132
dolphins and Ecological footprint 

analysis 43

‘eco’ label 225, 230, 235, 244
Ecological footprint (Ef) analysis

biosphere 245
conclusions 44–45
discussion 41–43
flight distances 36–38
host countries 35–38, 40
introduction 31–32
methods 34–38
results 38–41
source countries 35–38, 40
sustainable tourism 32–34
transit zones 38–39

economics
ecotourism 225
Juizhaigou biosphere reserve (Jbr), 

china 77–79
ecosystem conservation at crocodylus 

rainforest village, australia 
186–188

ecosystem degradation 18–22
ecotourism, definitions of see definition of 

ecotourism
‘ecotourism’ label 13, 126, 235, 243–244
ecotourism, research 9–10, 247–249
ecotourists 4–6, 8–9, 34, 41–42, 129, 134, 

150–151, 210, 212, 223, 230, 232, 
234, 247–248

Ecotours, New Zealand 228
Education of visitors 66, 99, 150, 160, 176, 

192, 198, 201, 207, 246–247
Ef see Ecological footprint
environment

aesthetics 20
awareness 6, 228–229

ethics 24–26
measurement, monitoring and 

management 244–247
pollution 18–24

‘environmental justice’ term 248–249
‘environmental sustainability’ term 

248–249
ethics and communication 159–160, 171
ethics and environment 11, 24–26
ethics and environmental sustainability 

239–243
Everest (film) 53
Explorer (ship) 89–90, 91, 103

fidms see fraser island dingo 
management strategy

fido see fraser island defenders 
organisation

financial benefits
conservation 230–231
empowerment for local people 

231–232
first Haudenosaunee chiefs, north 

america 27
flight distances and Ecological Footprint 

analysis 36–38
foster botanical Gardens, Honolulu 223
franco, General 25
fraser island, australia

birds of prey 141
culling of dingoes 240
dingoes 139–155
geography 141
Great sandy management Plan 145
human–dingoes interaction 148–149, 

240
Kingfisher Bay Resort 230–231
manager expectations 147–148
policy documents 144–146
population 142–143
tourism 143–149
tourist aspirations 146–147
wildlife tourism 151–153
World Heritage status 141, 143, 

230–231
fraser island defenders organisation 

(fido) 141, 147



Ecotourism and Environmental Sustainability256

fraser island dingo management strategy 
(fidms) 144–145, 146, 148–149, 
151

future of ecotourism 234–236, 239–249

Global Positioning system 62
GdP see Gross domestic Product
global warming 17–19, 59
Great sandy management Plan (GsmP) 145
Gross domestic Product (GdP) and 

Juizhaigou biosphere reserve, 
china 79–80

GsmP see Great sandy management Plan

Hanseatic (ship) 91–92
Heathrow airport, london 21
Himachal Pradesh, india and ecotourism 

230
HnP see Huascarán National Park, Peru
Honey, martha 227
host-country socio-politics and botanic 

gardens 208–209
Huascarán National Park (HNP), Peru 

57–65
alpine environments 245
field methods 61–62
human context 57–61
ishinca valley 58–61, 61–62, 64
landscape 63–65
physical context 57–61
Pisco valley 58–61, 61–62, 65
Polylepis forests 57, 59, 63, 65
unEsco 57, 59

human rights 227, 232–233
human–wildlife interaction 128, 140, 148, 

240

iaato see international association of 
antarctica tour operators

iata see international air transport 
association

ice in canadian arctic 89
immobility of people 248
impacts, minimal 233–234
india

demographics 127–128
wild tigers 125–127, 127–137

indigenous residents in Juizhaigou 
biosphere reserve, china 81–83

intergovernmental Panel on climate 
change (iPcc) 18–19

international air transport association 
(iata) 18

international association of antarctica 
tour operators (iaato) 101, 103

international Ecotourism society, the 234
international tourism 233–234
international year of Ecotourism 9, 37, 234
Interpreting Our Heritage 158
inuits and hunting 229
iPcc see intergovernmental Panel on 

climate change
Ishinca Valley, Huascarán National Park, 

Peru 58–61, 61–62, 64–65

Jardin botánico nacional de cuba (Jbnc), 
cuba

background 202–203
ecotourism development 209–210
education 207–208
evidence 201–202
image 212
ecotourism potential 203–208
quality of experience 206–207
socio-politics 208–209
western stereotypes 213

Jbnc see Jardin botánico nacional de 
cuba

Jbr see Juizhaigou biosphere reserve
joint-stock mechanism in Juizhaigou 

biosphere reserve, china 83–84, 
86

Journal of Ecotourism 234
Juizhaigou biosphere reserve (Jbr), 

china 73–77, 77–84, 84–86
discussion 84–86
economics 77–79
environmental impact 80–81
government support 243
Gross domestic Product 79–80
indigenous residents 81–83
interviews 75–77
joint-stock mechanism 83–84, 86
methods 74–75
remote sensing 77



Index 257

results 77–84
shuzheng residents 85
surveys 75–77
tourism 241

juniper shrubs in sagarmatha (mt. Everest) 
National Park, Nepal 54–55

Kacc see Khumbu alpine conservation 
committee

Kaikoura, New Zealand
case study 163–170
description 163–164
information boards 164–167, 167–170, 

170–172
message influences 242
seal viewing 157–158, 163–170, 

170–172
Kanha National Park, India 130–132
Kant, immanuel 24–25
Kapitan Khlebnikov (ship) 91
Katmai National Park, Alaska 111
Kenya and maasai tribe 27
Khumbu alpine conservation committee 

(Kacc) 56
Khumbu region, sagarmatha (mt. Everest) 

National Park, Nepal 53, 54–57
Kingfisher Bay Resort, Australia 230–231
Kirstenbosch national botanical Garden 

(KnbG), south africa
background 202–203
ecotourism development 209–210
education 207–208
image 211–212
ecotourism potential 203–208
quality of experience 206–207
socio-politics 209

KnbG see Kirstenbosch national 
botanical Garden, south africa

knowledge
sources for ecotourism 9–10
visitors to crocodylus rainforest 

village, australia 182–184, 243
Kohlberg, lawrence 161–162
Kohlberg stages of moral development 

157–158, 161–216, 164, 167–169, 
171, 242

 

landscape
Huascarán National Park, Peru 63–65
sagarmatha (mt. Everest) national 

Park, Nepal 54–57
language and communication 171
ldcs see less developed countries
leopold, aldo 25
less developed countries (ldcs)

botanic gardens 197–219
ecotourism in modified spaces 240–241

levi, Primo 134
lisbon principles and ocean governance 98
local culture 99–100, 227, 229–230

maasai tribe, Kenya 27
mabira forest reserve, uganda 22
machu Picchu, Peru 232
majorca and Ecological footprint analysis 

33
mallory, George 53
management

bear-viewing in Alaska 246
ecotourism 246

mather, stephen t. 112
matthews, Justin 132
message influences in Kaikoura, New 

Zealand 242
minimal impacts 233–234
mitchell, Joni 223
‘mobilities’ social science 247
modified spaces

botanic gardens 198–199
less developed countries 240

Mon Repos Conservation Park, Australia 176
moore, Henry 25
moral development (Kohlberg stages) 

157–158, 161–162, 164, 167–169, 
171, 242

motivation
ecotourists 6–8, 181–182, 248
visitor demography 6
visitors to crocodylus rainforest 

village, australia 180, 181–182
mountaineering in sagarmatha (mt. 

Everest) National Park, Nepal 53
mountains and deforestation 20
muir, John 25
myth of ecotourism 223–237



Ecotourism and Environmental Sustainability258

Narita Airport, Tokyo 21
narwhal hunting 229–230
‘natural area’ concept 226
natural environment and tourism 17–24
nature

environmental sustainability 239–243
neoliberalism 243–244, 245

neoliberalism and nature 243–244, 245
nepal

alpine environments 241
annapurna conservation area 23

New Zealand environment 228–229
nGos see non-governmental organisations
noise pollution 21
non-governmental organisations (nGos)

‘debt-for-nature’ swaps 23–24
stakeholders 17
tourism 159

northwest Passage, canada 89–90

ocean governance and lisbon principles 98
ocean strategy in canada 97

Penguin island, australia 176–177
Pisco Valley, Huascarán National Park, 

Peru 58–61, 61–62, 65
Plan Nacional de Estabilization 25
planning

arctic canada cruise tourism 96–97
ecotourism 246

‘pleasure periphery’ concept 3–4
polar bear-viewing 112
pollution

aesthetic 21
environmental 18–24
noise 21
water 20–21

Polylepis forests in Huascarán national 
Park, Peru 57, 59, 63, 65

Pope John Paul ii 229
population

fraser island, australia 142–143
wild tigers in india 127

‘power of brand’ concept 234
practice of ecotourism 224–226
Project tiger 125, 129

QPWs see Queensland Parks and Wildlife 
service

quebradas (glacial valleys) 57
Queensland Parks and Wildlife Service 

(QPWs)
fraser island

‘be dingo-smart’ message 150
human–dingoes interaction 148-9, 

240
legal responsibilityfor conservation 

240
management 139, 141, 147
policy 144–145
tourism 143, 151

quenual see polylepis

Ranthambhore National Park, India 125, 
130–133

relationship with other types of tourism 
5–6

research in ecotourism 9–10, 247–249
robson, molly 145
Roggenbuck’s communication strategies 

163
romanticism 22, 25
royston Holmes iii 24

Sagarmatha (Mt. Everest) National Park, 
nepal 51–57

alpine degradation 54–57
alpine environments 245
Arenaria harvesting 54
juniper shrubs 54–55
Khumbu region 53, 54–56
landscape 54–57
physical context 51–53
sherpas 53–54, 54–55
tourism 53–54

sanitation in inshinca valley, Peru 65, 245
Sariska Reserve, India 125, 128
satisfaction, visitors at crocodylus 

rainforest village, australia 
182–184, 188, 243

scotland and Ecological footprint analysis 
43

seal viewing
Kaikoura, New Zealand

case study 163–270



Index 259

communication effectiveness 
167–270, 170–172

conclusions 170–172
information boards 164–167, 

167–270
introduction 157–158

seal-culling 27
‘sense of place’ concept 157
sherpas in sagarmatha (mt. Everest) 

National Park, Nepal 53–54, 54–55
shuzheng residents in Juizhaigou 

biosphere reserve, china 85
Skyrail Rainforest Cableway, Australia 

175–176
‘small is beautiful’ concept 230
spinoza, benedict 25
stages of moral development, Kohlberg 

242
sustainability, triple-bottom-line 8–9, 26

Table Mountain National Park (TMNP), 
south africa 201

theory of ecotourism 224–226
thoreau, Henry 25
‘tiger show’ 130–131
tigers in india 125–237
tmnP see Table Mountain National Park, 

south africa
tour operators for tigers (toft) 135
Tourism in Marine Environments (journal) 

104
‘tourism to natural environments’ concept 

227
tourism–environment relationships

conclusion 26–28
ethics 24–26
introduction 17
natural environment 17–24

transit zones and Ecological footprint 
analysis 38–39

‘travel to natural destinations’ concept 227
‘traveller motivation’ concept 226
triple-bottom-line sustainability 8–9, 26
tropical forests, australia

biodiversity 175–296
tourist behaviour 175–296

un see united nations

UNESCO, Huascarán National Park, Peru 
57, 59

united nations (un) international year of 
Ecotourism (2002) 9, 37–38, 234

united states (us) fish and Wildlife 
service 109

Valley of the Giants Tree Top Walk, 
australia 176

visitors
behaviour 159–263, 170–172, 242
communication 158–159, 170–172
crocodylus rainforest village, 

australia
biodiversity information 177–280, 

185, 190–191
ecosystem conservation 186–188
motivation 180, 181–182
satisfaction 182–184, 188

education 246–247
information 158–159, 170–172
knowledge 243
satisfaction 243

water pollution 20–21
Wet tropics management authority, 

australia 177–280, 181–188
wetlands, coastal 20
whales and Ecological footprint analysis 43
wild tigers in india

‘attenborough Effect’ 134
ecotourism 133–135
introduction 125–127
population 127, 248
protection 241–242
review 127–137
‘tiger show’ 130–131
tour operators for tigers 135
tourism 130–133
tourism enterprises 244
traditional chinese medicine 125–126, 

127
wildlife conservation 23, 121, 125
Wildlife institute of india (Wii) 127
World Heritage status for fraser island, 

australia 141, 143, 230–231
World tourism organization 19, 37, 42, 

226
World Wildlife fund, uK 33



This page has been left blank intentionally


	Contents
	List of Figures
	List of Tables
	List of Contributors
	Preface
	PART 1 The Context of Ecotourism and Environmental Sustainability
	1 Ecotourism and Environmental Sustainability: An Introduction
	2 An Introduction to Tourism–Environment Relationships
	3 Thinking Globally about Ecotourism Impact: The Contribution of Ecological Footprint Analysis

	PART 2 Thematic Case Studies
	4 A Comparative Study of Tourism Impacts on Alpine Ecosystems in the Sagarmatha (Mt. Everest) National Park, Nepaland the Huascarán National Park, Peru
	5 Tourism, Local Community and Natural Resources: Tourism Impact Assessment and Tourism Management Analysis in the Jiuzhaigou Biosphere Reserve, China
	6 Environmental Sustainability and Cruise Tourism in Arctic Canada
	7 Managing Bear-Viewing to Minimize Human Impacts on the Species in Alaska
	8 Pugmarks, Tyre-Tracks and Footprints: The Actual and Potential Roles of Ecotourism in Protecting Wild Tigers in India
	9 Managing Wildlife for People or People for Wildlife? A Case Study of Dingoes and Tourism on Fraser Island, Queensland, Australia
	10 Kohlberg: A Theoretical Framework for Informing Seal-Viewing Behaviour at the Kaikoura Peninsula, New Zealand
	11 Can the Conservation Attitudes and Behavioural Intentions of Tourists to Tropical Forest be Improved through Biodiversity Interpretation? A Case Study from Australia
	12 Broadening the View of Ecotourism: Botanic Gardens in Less Developed Countries

	PART 3 The Future for Ecotourism and Environmental Sustainability
	13 Exploding the Myth of Ecotourism
	14 Conclusion: Lessons Learnt and Ways Forward

	Index



