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1. Use old-growth forests for tourism, not timber.  

2. Use tourism for conservation on private land.  

3. Shift high-impact tourism and recreation out of protected areas.  

4. Improve the scope and standard of recreation ecology research.  

5. Expand and improve research on policy tools.  

6. Improve environmental management of tourism.  

7. Use tourism to improve conservation connectivity under climate change.  

8. Expand the role of tourism in financing ex situ conservation.  

9. Be cautious over tourism lobbies related to climate change.  

10. Consider links between tourism and residential development.  

 

Introduction  
Tourism is both a threat and a tool in the conservation of Australia’s natural 

environment.  Currently, the continuing growth of commercial tourism 

operations within the national reserve system, and the increasing pressure 

applied by tourism industry associations and government portfolios to achieve 

increased access to protected areas and even a role in their management, 

represents a significant threat to conservation and consumes an increasing 

proportion of parks agency resources.  At least potentially, however, tourism 

could provide increased financial and political support for conservation both 

within the current protected area estate and on other public and private lands 

beyond its boundary.  Tourism may thus play a critical role in maintaining 

landscape connectivity in the face of climate change.  

 



Tourism is a significant industry sector in economic, social and environmental 

terms.  In most developed nations including Australia, tourism and travel 

makes up about one-tenth of the national economy.  This is several times 

larger, for example, than sectors such as agriculture.  In Australia, annual 

tourism turnover is around $60 billion dollars, and about one-third of the 

industry relies on the outdoor natural environment to provide the primary 

attraction or setting for its retail products.  Protected areas also provide social 

benefits through private recreation and its associated health and welfare 

benefits.  As with other industry sectors, commercial tourism generates 

substantial environmental impacts associated with transport, with 

accommodation and with various recreational activities.  These impacts 

include: energy, water and materials consumption; production of wastes and 

associated air and water pollution, and in addition, a wide variety of impacts on 

particular ecosystems and plant and animal species both terrestrial and aquatic.  

These impacts are lower than those of forestry or fisheries, mining or 

agriculture, but by no means negligible.  In addition, they are largely focused 

in areas of high conservation value.  

 

Key issues  

1. Use old-growth forests for tourism, not timber  

Tourism is a much higher-value use of public forests than logging, and with far 

lower environmental impacts.  Timber towns which continue to log the last of 

their native forests are destroying their own future livelihoods as well as the 

nation’s natural heritage.  Tourists are not interested in seeing forests being 

logged, euphemistically described as ‘working forests’.  Nor are they interested 

in plantations or regrowth.  They want to see large old trees in undisturbed 

forests, preferably with an open understorey and with birds and wildlife.  

Forest trails, river rafting opportunities, canopy walks and forest lodges all 



help to attract visitors and increase the price they will pay, but the forest itself 

is the primary attraction.  The experience that most forest tourists are seeking is 

a sense of awe and majesty in the presence of large and ancient living things, 

and an impression of beauty, of primeval nature untouched by human hand.  

They may also be interested in historical cultural interpretation showing the 

struggles of early settlers and timber getters who viewed the forest in a very 

different light, but they do not want to see modern-day clear cutting and 

agricultural clearance.  Currently, the State Government forestry agencies in 

Australia lag a very long way behind other countries such as the USA, and 

even further behind European nations, in the development of tourism on lands 

under their control.  There are two well-known canopy walks, one in Western 

Australia and one in Tasmania, and there are many smaller areas open for self-

drive recreational access.  There is nothing in Australia, however, approaching 

the vast areas of designated wilderness run by the US Forestry Service for 

recreational use, or the enormous commercial tourism operations, principally 

ski resorts, which use land leased from the USFS.  The single most critical 

policy initiative relating to tourism and environment in Australia is to convert 

forests of high conservation value from logging to tourism.  Paradoxically, this 

initiative is not under the control of either tourism or environmental agencies.  

 

2. Use tourism for conservation on private land  

Australia could make much better use of tourism to promote conservation on 

private landholdings, and could make more use of tourism on private land to 

reduce pressure on the conservation estate.  A number of commercial tourism 

enterprises throughout Australia do operate on private landholdings, offering a 

range of nature-based, adventure or farm tourism experiences.  Some, but not 

all of these are associated with amenity migration; some, but not all are based 

around the boundaries of public protected areas; some, but by no means all, 

contribute to conservation of the natural environment on the private 



landholdings concerned.  Large-scale privately owned conservation reserves 

are still relatively rare in Australia, and rely more on philanthropy than 

commercial tourism.  The development of wildlife tourism as a conservation 

tool in Australia lags well behind sub-Saharan Africa and even parts of the 

Middle East and South-East Asia.  Likewise, the number of tourism enterprises 

on private land in Australia is tiny compared to the number in the USA, though 

the two countries are similar in total geographic area.  The reasons are complex 

and include ecological, legal, and tourism-related components.  Australia has 

not yet adopted tax-related incentives for private conservation comparable to 

those in the USA.  Federal Government natural-heritage funding has 

contributed little to conservation, both because of the politics of delivery and 

because it is not linked to State Government legal systems for conservation 

land tenure.  Tourism has a role in generating income for conservation on 

private land, but as yet this remains embryonic in Australia.  Some of the land 

owners have received Federal Government grants from the Natural Heritage 

Trust.  Relatively few have conservation agreements, covenants or easements 

over their land.  

 

3. Shift high-impact tourism and recreation out of protected areas  

National parks and other conservation reserves throughout Australia are 

generally available for low-impact recreation as well as for conservation.  The 

types of activities permitted differ between ecosystems, jurisdictions, reserves 

and subsidiary zones or areas within those reserves.  For a combination of 

historical, political and climatic reasons, Australian parks services have 

generally been more successful than their US counterpart in controlling the 

areas used and impacts created by activities involving motorised vehicles, 

livestock, or consumptive use.  Some individual parks, however, still suffer 

from high intensity use by off-road vehicles (ORVs), illegal use by trail bikes 

and ORVs, and pressure to permit activities such as horse riding, mountain 



biking and adventure races on trails currently used only for hiking.  Such 

activities do indeed need areas to operate, but because of their relatively high 

impacts both on the natural environment and on other visitors, this place 

should generally not be in conservation reserves.  Both State and local 

governments have other types of land at their disposal where they can provide 

for outdoor recreation, whether individual or commercial.  In addition, similar 

concerns apply, and with even greater force, to large-scale fixed-site tourism 

developments and their associated access, energy, water and waste 

management infrastructure.  Some of Australia’s national parks already contain 

such developments, and there is continual political pressure from tourism 

industry interests to permit more.  Australian society allows private tourism 

companies to use public natural resources at low cost, e.g. through permits to 

operate in public land and water.  Commercial tourism operations in national 

parks and other protected areas effectively receive a public subsidy, since 

conservation management, visitor facilities, and indeed access and advertising 

are provided at the public expense.  Tourism industry associations and 

government tourism portfolios lobby continually to increase access to such 

areas and to reduce both the restrictions and the prices paid.  With rather few 

and highly specific exceptions, the place for such developments is outside 

protected areas, not within them.  Similar considerations apply in marine as in 

terrestrial environments.  Recreational fishing and other high-impact 

components of the marine tourism industry are in many cases of greater 

economic value and lower environment impacts than industrial fisheries, and 

can indeed displace them.  In marine reserves, however, only low-impact and 

non-consumptive forms of tourism and recreation are appropriate.  

 

4. Improve the scope and standard of recreation ecology research  

To manage tourism and recreation in conservation reserves, parks agencies 

need much more comprehensive and detailed data on the ecological effects of 



various visitor activities in relation to factors such as ecosystem type, species 

and parameters considered, group size and skill, equipment and season, and 

management interventions.  This field of research, known as recreation 

ecology, is well established but up to now has largely been restricted to rather 

few countries, ecosystems and effects.  Impacts which are obvious to the naked 

eye and easily measured with minimal equipment, such as trampling of 

vegetation, have been studied far more than those which are slow, subtle, 

indirect, diffuse, invisible to the naked eye; or need specialist ecological skills, 

knowledge or equipment to quantify.  Examples include: introduction of weeds 

and pathogens; effects of noise; interference with plant pollination, animal 

courtship behaviour, host-parasite or predator-prey dynamics, and other inter- 

and intra-species dynamics; foraging ecology and energetics, and so on.  For 

each of these issues, ecological methods have been developed and applied in a 

few instances, but not yet with sufficient breadth to build up a general body of 

relevant knowledge.  From an ecological perspective, published literature in 

recreation ecology remains relatively sparse, crude and clumped.  Priorities for 

future research include: more carefully designed experimental approaches; 

greater attention to more subtle but ecologically significant impacts; extension 

of existing research to many more species, many more parameters and many 

more activities; comparisons between different ecosystems, and between 

similar ecosystems in different continents; and accurate scientific measurement 

of the outcomes from management interventions.  

 

5. Expand and improve research on policy tools  

Increase the contributions of tourism to conservation.  Tourism can support 

conservation.  If an adequate conservation framework is already in place, 

tourism can generate funds to help operate it.  This applies both on public and 

private lands.  Tourism can also help to generate political support for 

conservation.  None of these, however, are guaranteed, and there are rather few 



instances worldwide where tourism has demonstrated a positive net 

contribution to conservation.  It is critical that a conservation framework, either 

public or private, must be in place before the development of commercial 

tourism, or the latter will inhibit conservation rather than promoting it.  This is 

a complex field which has barely begun to be explored within Australia.  

Higher entry and camping fees in national parks, for example, do not 

necessarily contribute to conservation.  Much depends on factors such as 

government budget processes, changing visitor expectations and behaviour, 

costs of additional infrastructure and administration and a number of legal 

issues.  Models for private conservation reserves funded by tourism, developed 

successfully in other parts of the world, may or may not be applicable in 

Australia: it depends on market and ecological factors, such as the ability to 

present particular icon wildlife species, and legal factors such as trust and tax 

law, and ownership of native wildlife.  

 

6. Improve environmental management of tourism  

Enhance the resilience of conservation reserves against climate change.  

Protected areas face a number of existing pressures, from tourism and 

recreation as well as fires, invasive species, poaching and encroachment.  

Climate change will add significantly to those pressures.  To improve 

ecological resilience to climate change, one potential approach is to reduce 

other sources of stress.  Reducing the impacts of recreation and tourism in 

areas of high conservation value is thus more critical than ever in the face of 

climate change.  Management of visitors in general, and commercial tour 

operations in particular, consumes a considerable proportion of the time and 

resources available to protected area management agencies in Australia, and 

competes with resources available for conservation management.  Approaches 

such as ecocertification and commercial partnerships are heavily promoted but 



rather peripheral to the principal political issue, which is the primary public 

funding for parks agencies to conserve biological diversity.  

 

7. Use tourism to improve conservation connectivity under climate change  

Climate change will affect tourism, the environment, and the interactions 

between them.  Increasing costs for long-distance travel may boost visitation to 

local parks.  Increasing storms and floods, droughts and fires may increase 

sensitivity of conservation areas to recreational impacts, and may reduce 

visitor access if areas are closed during periods of high risk or to allow 

recovery.  Fires in the Australian Alps provide one example.  Many tourist 

destinations rely on features of the natural environment as primary attractions, 

and these features may be affected by climate change.  Examples include 

beaches, rivers, forests and icon wildlife species.  Ecological links, corridors 

and buffers between and around existing conservation reserves could 

potentially allow some plant and animal species to adjust their geographic 

distributions in response to changing climatic conditions.  This approach has 

limited potential for species with long generation times, low dispersal ability, 

or for which corridors do not provide appropriate habitat, but it may be 

valuable nonetheless for species not subject to these constraints.  Since the cost 

of changing land tenure in conservation corridors is commonly prohibitive in a 

short-term political context, approaches which enhance conservation 

management under current tenures are the most promising at present.  Such 

approaches generally require financial incentives, and tourism income provides 

an important complement to government grants and tax treatment for 

conservation.  

 

8. Expand the role of tourism in financing ex situ conservation  

Notwithstanding resilience and connectivity, climate changes currently 

predicted are likely to render many endangered species extinct in the wild.  



Ex situ conservation through zoos and botanical gardens will be the only option 

to keep these species alive, but costs are high.  Increased public awareness of 

the impacts of climate change on biological diversity, as well as increased 

costs of international travel, may well increase urban demand to visit to see 

endangered species even in captivity.  Tourism may thus have a significant role 

in funding increased ex situ conservation.  

 

9. Be cautious over tourism lobbies related to climate change  

As climate change begins to affect the tourism industry more significantly, we 

can expect tourism industry associations and government tourism portfolios to 

lobby governments for special concessions to counter claimed threats to 

regional economies and employment.  The Northern Hemisphere ski resort 

sector, for example, claimed initially that climate change was a fallacy, but this 

seems to have been a ruse to maintain their share prices whilst they 

repositioned themselves as four-season mountain resort-residential 

developments relying more on summer visitors, property sales and retail 

revenues than on lift tickets.  Currently, they claim that climate change is real, 

so they should be given access to more public land to maintain profitability.  In 

Australia, parallel patterns have occurred but to a lesser degree, limited by land 

tenure arrangements.  We may anticipate, however, that ski resort corporations 

will soon begin to lobby for greater water entitlements so as to increase 

snowmaking, and for access to more land, even inside national parks, to 

develop summer activities such as golf.  Either of these approaches, however, 

would have significant impacts on conservation in the Australian Alps national 

parks.  Similar lobbying may occur when parks agencies want to prohibit 

access to particular areas either for safety or for post-fire regeneration, and tour 

operators who use those public lands or waters argue for access to be 

maintained.  

 



10. Consider links between tourism and residential development  

The larger corporations in the tourism sector are not tour operators but property 

developers, and for them, tourism is merely part of a portfolio of approaches 

used to acquire, develop and sell real estate.  This is assisted by social trends of 

counter-urbanisation and amenity migration, made possible through 

technological advances in communications, and in social change in 

employment and entrepreneurial opportunities in the creative and knowledge 

industries, including conservative, traditional and high-paid sectors such as 

finance.  A development application for a single large stand-alone or 

greenfields tourism resort may be subject to formal environmental impact 

assessment at State or Federal level, with opportunities for public comment.  

Applications for a series of concatenated residential developments, in contrast, 

may be determined at local government level with no public information or 

input, even if the aggregate environmental impacts are higher and the level of 

environmental control and management lower.  Over recent decades, for 

example, there has been a considerable increase in the number of strata-titled 

developments which combine elements of tourism and residential housing.  

This approach is used not only in urban high-rise apartments and coastal 

marinas, but even in enclave developments within or adjacent to World 

Heritage national parks.  Tourism has been described by North American 

population analysts as a ‘transitional economy’ – transitional to permanent 

residential housing, urbanisation and land-use change with all the associated 

environmental impacts.  Effectively, this term views tourism as the thin end of 

a residential development wedge.  

 

Conclusions  
The three principal approaches to strengthen the conservation estate against the 

impacts of climate change all have connections to tourism.  To improve 



connectivity between protected areas through conservation on other land 

tenures, income from tourism is a key consideration both for public lands such 

as State forests, and private lands used for agriculture and amenity migration.  

To improve the resilience of protected areas against climate change by 

reducing non-climate stresses, impacts from tourism and recreation is another, 

in addition to issues such as fires and invasive species.  Finally, where ex situ 

conservation approaches are adopted for particular species, through zoological 

and botanical gardens, income from tourism is commonly a key consideration 

for financial viability.  

 

Key research themes hence include: ecological measurements of recreational 

impacts; role of tourism, in conjunction with government tax and policy 

measures, in promoting conservation on private land; the role of tourism in so-

called ‘sea change’ and ‘tree change’ amenity migration, and the role of 

tourism in conserving Australia’s biological diversity in the face of climate 

change.  

 

Key policy issues include: conversion of economic activity, in public forests of 

high conservation value, from logging to tourism; development of policy 

incentives, taking advantage of tourism, for conservation on private land; 

caution over tourism lobbying associated with climate change, and better 

recognition of the links between tourism and residential development.  
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