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The Impact of Ecotourism on National
and State Parks in Australia

Executive Summary

Ecotourism, defined as responsible travel to natural areas that conserve the environment
and improve the well-being of local people (The International Ecotourism Society, 2015),
plays a significant role in Australia’s national and state parks. It supports conservation,
fosters environmental awareness, and generates economic benefits for local communities.
However, it also raises concerns about environmental degradation, resource overuse, and
cultural impacts. This report examines the evidence for these impacts in Australian parks,
drawing on recent studies and reports.

In two sections, this review looks at the impact on Australian landscapes in Section one and
a more global perspective citing successes from South America to the Polar regions in
Section Two.
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Section One

Introduction

Australia’s national and state parks serve as vital repositories of biodiversity, cultural
heritage, and recreational resources. With over 500 national parks and numerous state-
managed reserves, these areas are key to environmental preservation and sustainable
tourism. Ecotourism has emerged as a many would now see as a double-edged sword:
while it fosters conservation funding and public awareness, it risks ecological strain without
proper management.

Positive Impacts of Ecotourism

1. Conservation Funding

Ecotourism generates substantial revenue, a portion of which is reinvested into conservation
efforts. In Queensland’s Great Barrier Reef Marine Park, for instance, tourism contributes
directly to management initiatives, such as reef monitoring and restoration programs
(D’Agata et al., 2022). Entrance fees in Kakadu National Park are similarly used to fund
biodiversity projects and invasive species management (Commonwealth of Australia, 2020).

2. Community Engagement and Economic Benefits

Local communities benefit economically from ecotourism through employment opportunities
and cultural tourism ventures. The Daintree Rainforest offers eco-lodges and guided tours
led by Indigenous groups, which enhance cultural appreciation and generate income (Hill &
Thompson, 2021).

3. Environmental Awareness and Education

Ecotourism promotes environmental stewardship. Visitors to Wilsons Promontory National
Park, for example, participate in interpretive programs that emphasise conservation and
sustainable practices (Parks Victoria, 2023).

Negative Impacts of Ecotourism

1. Environmental Degradation

High visitor numbers can lead to habitat destruction, soil erosion, and pollution. A study of
the Blue Mountains National Park found that trail erosion and littering increased during peak
tourist seasons, impacting endemic species and the park’s aesthetics (Johnson et al., 2020).

2. Overuse of Resources

Excessive use of resources like water and energy at ecotourism accommaodations can strain
local ecosystems. In Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park, over-reliance on groundwater to
support tourist infrastructure has been flagged as unsustainable (Smith et al., 2019).

3. Cultural Impacts

While ecotourism provides a platform for Indigenous cultural expression, it can also
commodify traditions and disrupt communities. Over-commercialisation in areas like Kakadu
National Park risks undermining the authenticity of cultural experiences (Taylor, 2021).
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Case Studies
1. Great Barrier Reef Marine Park

Tourism to the Great Barrier Reef generates over $6 billion annually. Programs such as the
Reef 2050 Plan leverage this revenue to address coral bleaching and illegal fishing
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2021). However, boat traffic and snorkelling activities
contribute to coral damage, necessitating stricter regulations.

2. Tasmania’s Overland Track

The Overland Track in Cradle Mountain-Lake St Clair National Park demonstrates the
success of managed ecotourism. A cap on visitor numbers and mandatory booking systems
have minimised environmental impact while maintaining economic benefits (Tourism
Tasmania, 2022).

Strategies for Mitigating Negative Impacts
1. Carrying Capacity Assessment - Determining visitor limits for fragile ecosystems

can prevent overuse. Parks like Wilsons Promontory implement seasonal caps to
manage influxes sustainably.

Education and Code of Conduct - Educating tourists about responsible behaviors
can reduce littering and wildlife disturbance. Signage and pre-visit information help in
this regard.

3. Sustainable Infrastructure Development - Using renewable energy, water
recycling, and eco-friendly construction in tourist facilities minimises resource use.
Rottnest Island’s solar power grid exemplifies this approach (Western Australia
Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions, 2022).

Conclusion

The evidence underscores that while ecotourism has the potential to support conservation
and community development, it requires robust management to mitigate its adverse effects.
Australia’s national and state parks, as seen in the case studies, benefit from ecotourism
when coupled with strategic planning and sustainable practices.

Glossary

Adaptive Management: A structured, iterative process of robust decision-making in
the face of uncertainty, used in conservation to refine and improve strategies over
time.

Biosecurity Measures: Practices implemented to protect ecosystems from invasive
species, diseases, and pathogens introduced by humans or other vectors.

Carrying Capacity: The maximum number of visitors an area can support without
environmental degradation.

Coral Bleaching: The loss of algae that give coral its colour and provide essential
nutrients, often caused by stress from temperature changes.
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Ecotourism: Environmentally responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the
environment and improves local livelihoods.

Conservation Management: Activities aimed at protecting, preserving, and restoring
natural environments and wildlife.

Ecological Footprint: The impact of human activities measured in terms of the
amount of natural resources consumed and waste generated.

Eco-Certifications: Accreditation programs that assess and recognise tourism
operators adhering to environmentally and culturally sustainable practices.

Environmental Offsetting: Actions taken to compensate for the environmental
impacts of development, such as habitat restoration or protection of a similar
ecosystem.

Interpretive Programs: Educational activities designed to deepen visitors'
understanding of cultural and natural heritage.

Sustainable Carrying Capacity: The number of visitors an ecosystem can support
without significant ecological or cultural harm.

Visitor Impact Management: Strategies and tools used to monitor and mitigate the
effects of tourism on natural and cultural resources.

References

Commonwealth of Australia. (2020). Kakadu National Park Management Plan.
Retrieved from https://www.environment.gov.au

Commonwealth of Australia. (2021). Reef 2050 Long-Term Sustainability Plan.
Retrieved from https://www.environment.gov.au

D’Agata, S., McClanahan, T. R., & Graham, N. A. J. (2022). Coral reef tourism and
conservation. Marine Ecology Progress Series, 685, 1-15.

Hill, R., & Thompson, K. (2021). Indigenous engagement in ecotourism. Journal of
Sustainable Tourism, 29(5), 803-819.

Johnson, P., Smith, L., & Thompson, J. (2020). Visitor impacts in the Blue Mountains.
Australasian Journal of Environmental Management, 27(3), 345-359.

Parks Victoria. (2023). Wilsons Promontory National Park Visitor Guide. Retrieved
from https://www.parks.vic.gov.au

Smith, A., Taylor, B., & West, J. (2019). Sustainability challenges in Uluru-Kata Tjuta.
Environmental Impact Assessment Review, 76, 45-55.

Taylor, C. (2021). Cultural commodification in Kakadu. Anthropology Today, 37(2),
18-22.

Tourism Tasmania. (2022). Overland Track Management Plan. Retrieved from
https://www.tasmania.gov.au

Western Australia Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions. (2022).
Rottnest Island Sustainability Plan. Retrieved from https://www.dbca.wa.gov.au


https://www.environment.gov.au/
https://www.environment.gov.au/
https://www.tasmania.gov.au/

Opinion piece: Georgy Hadwen - HOPE researcher, Brisbane QLD

Section Two

Global Success Stories in Managing Ecotourism Impacts

1. New Zealand: Milford Sound (Fiordland National Park)
New Zealand employs stringent regulations and adaptive management practices to manage
the high visitation of Milford Sound. These include:

e Quota Systems: Strict daily limits on boat and vehicle traffic to reduce overcrowding
and environmental degradation.

e Zero-Waste Initiatives: Visitor facilities are equipped with composting toilets, and
operators are required to adhere to waste-free practices.

o Indigenous Partnerships: Maori cultural narratives are integrated into guided tours,
fostering respect for traditional knowledge (Department of Conservation New
Zealand, 2021).

2. South America: Galdpagos Islands, Ecuador
The Galapagos Islands are an exemplar of ecotourism management through:

o Entry Permits and Fees: Tourists pay high entry fees, which fund conservation
programs.

o Controlled Access: Designated visitor sites and strict limits on group sizes protect
sensitive ecosystems.

e Monitoring Programs: Continuous ecological monitoring assesses the health of the
environment and informs policy decisions (Galapagos Conservancy, 2020).

3. Southern Africa: Okavango Delta, Botswana
Botswana has implemented low-impact, high-value tourism in the Okavango Delta:

e High-End Tourism Model: Limited accommodations and premium pricing reduce
visitor numbers while maximising revenue.

e Community Involvement: Partnerships with local communities ensure financial
benefits and reinforce traditional land-use practices.

o Wildlife Corridors: Conservation efforts maintain connectivity for migratory species,
minimising habitat fragmentation (Okavango Delta Management Plan, 2019).

4. Europe: Cinque Terre National Park, Italy
To manage the millions of annual visitors, Cinque Terre National Park has adopted:

e Visitor Cap and Pass System: A ticketing system regulates access to trails and
towns.

e Eco-Transport: Electric buses and train services reduce carbon emissions and traffic
congestion.

e Trail Maintenance Fees: Revenue supports trail restoration and conservation projects
(Cinque Terre National Park Authority, 2022).
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5. Polar Regions: Antarctic Tourism
Antarctica demonstrates collaborative, international approaches to managing tourism
impacts:

IAATO Guidelines: The International Association of Antarctica Tour Operators
enforces strict environmental standards, including no permanent structures and
controlled visitor numbers.

Zodiac Protocols: Small inflatable boats (Zodiacs) minimise shoreline disturbances
during landings.

Scientific Collaboration: Visitor data supports research on climate change and its
impacts (IAATO, 2023).

Conclusion on Global Lessons
These global examples provide valuable insights for Australian national and state parks.
Key strategies include:

Limiting visitor numbers,

Integrating Indigenous and local community partnerships,
Enforcing strict environmental guidelines, and
Reinvesting tourism revenue into conservation efforts.

These practices demonstrate that ecotourism can be managed effectively to minimise its
ecological and cultural impacts while maximising its benefits.
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