
Pandemic travel restrictions provide a test of net ecological effects of ecotourism, and 
new research opportunities. 
 
Net ecological impacts of ecotourism, and related nature and adventure tourism subsectors, 
may be either positive or negative (Buckley 2009). Travel restrictions due to the COVID-19 
coronavirus pandemic have provided a worldwide natural experiment. Historical parallels 
were much more limited. They include: past global economic downturns; conflicts cutting off 
tourism to individual countries; and government shutdowns removing ranger protection from 
national parks (Buckley 2014, 2020). The 2020 pandemic imposed far more comprehensive 
changes than any of these, and hence provides a more powerful test. 
 
Consequences of the coronavirus for tourism, and vice versa, have already been examined 
extensively (Chinazzi et al. 2020; Gössling, Scott & Hall 2020; Nguyen & Coca-Stefaniak 
2020; Yang, Zhang & Chen 2020). There have been recommendations for possible systemic 
changes in future, including social and environmental as well as economic aspects (Higgins-
Desbiolles 2020; Nepal 2020). There is little evidence as to whether these may actually 
occur. Here, I consider a much more limited question: namely, what the actual events of early 
2020 can reveal, regarding the net ecological effects of ecotourism for parks and wildlife.     
 
Previously published evaluations of the ecological effects of tourism reductions during the 
coronavirus pandemic have been either broad but general, or detailed but localised (Buckley 
2020; Newsome 2020; Pearson et al. 2020).  The net effects of ecotourism on individual 
threatened species, however, differ greatly between species and circumstances (Buckley, 
Morrison & Castley 2012; Naidoo et al. 2016). In consequence, localised results cannot be 
extrapolated reliably. Here, therefore, I aim to identify large-scale patterns, by assembling 
and comparing multiple case studies. In particular, I compare cases from wealthy developed 
nations, with those from less wealthy developing and newly industrialised nations, NINs.  
 
In developed nations, public funding and protection of parks has continued, but visitor 
numbers and associated ecological impacts, especially on wildlife, have been greatly reduced 
(USNPS 2020). Most of these reductions are temporary. In a few cases, however, they have 
provided improved opportunities for successful reproduction of threatened species, with 
likely longer-term increases to populations (USNPS 2020). Some of these cases, e.g. for 
endangered marine turtle species, occur in newly-industrialised nations such as the BRICS 
countries of Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa (Newsome 2020; Phillips 2020; 
Reuters 2020).  
 
In many developing nations, conservation relies on a matrix of public, communal and private 
reserves, funded jointly by taxpayers, tourism, NGOs and donors. For these, the pandemic 
has exposed particular tourist impacts, and differential reliance on tourism or donations. In 
Botswana, for example, >80% of conservation funding is from international tourism (Buckley 
et al. 2012). During early 2020, there have been large increases in poaching of threatened 
species such as black and white rhinoceros, necessitating emergency measures (Patta 2020; 
Maron 2020; Newsome 2020). There has also been increased poaching of African elephant, 
giraffe, gorilla, and many other species (Kuiper et al. 2020; Losh 2020).   
 
Similar concerns apply in other developing and newly-industrialised countries.  Private 
conservation measures are important, for example, for a number of threatened species in 
Latin America (Buckley & Cooper 2019).  In India, threats to tiger have increased through 
collapse of livestock compensation schemes funded by tourism (Buckley & Pabla 2012), and 



poaching of prey species (Matthews 2020).  Poaching has increased for jaguar and puma in 
Colombia (Beck 2020), and critically endangered ibis and stork species in Cambodia (Alberts 
2020).  Deforestation is accelerating, eg in SE Asia and Brazil (Taylor 2020; Charner 2020). 
Similar effects are also likely elsewhere, eg West Africa, but reliable information is not yet 
available (Westberg 2020).  
 
The collapse of tourism under the COVID-19 pandemic thus confirms, more powerfully than 
any previous event, that in the short term, the normal net effect of tourism on conservation is 
positive in less wealthy developing nations, negative in wealthier developed nations, and 
complex in BRICS and other newly industrialised nations.  This, however, considers only 
immediate ecological, social and economic impacts.  In the longer term, nature, eco and 
adventure tourism in developed nations contributes substantially to regional economies and 
public health (Buckley et al., 2019); and this provides political support for the continuing 
existence of national parks, otherwise under threat from extractive industries (Buckley, 2020; 
Kelly & Newell, 2020).    
 
The findings reported here are not a criticism of ecotourism and park visitation, either in 
developed or developing nations.  What they show is that in wealthier nations, the ecological 
impacts of ecotourism and park visitation are a long-term price, paid to retain political 
support for conservation. In less wealthy nations, in contrast, the economic returns from 
ecotourism and park visitation are the immediate, and fragile, source of funding for active 
operational conservation measures. This distinction has been suggested previously (Buckley 
2009; Buckley et al. 2016; Naidoo et al. 2016).  The COVID collapse in tourism now yields 
support, through an inadvertent worldwide experimental test.   
 
As of June 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic is continuing, with global case numbers soon 
likely to exceed ten million.  National governments are attempting to wind down public 
financial stimuli and subsidies, and reinvigorate their private sector economies. They are 
encouraging regional domestic tourism. This includes domestic air travel, reopening of 
subsidiary-state borders, and visitation to reopened national parks. Countries heavily 
dependent on international tourism are lobbying for inbound tourist “bridges” or “bubbles” 
that would allow residents from specific overseas destinations to enter without mandatory 
quarantine, typically 2 weeks.  This includes business travel, VFR, foreign students, and 
leisure tourists, depending on the countries concerned.  Airlines have suffered major financial 
losses, and are very keen to resume international routes. A few have already been reopened.  
Tourism, including park visitation and wildlife watching, has already begun to resume in 
some countries, and we may predict that this will continue and accelerate.  
 
During the COVID-19 shutdowns, national and regional tourism agencies have continued to 
compile tourism visit and spending statistics.  Parks, land, and wildlife managers have taken 
many steps to conserve landscapes and wildlife as far as possible. They have also monitored 
populations of threatened species, and changes in threats such as poaching.  For both tourism 
and wildlife, pre-COVID statistics have been collected for many years, providing a reliable 
baseline.  Currently, most of the data compiled during lockdowns are not yet accessible for 
research. Over the next 12 months or so, however, we may anticipate that a large trove of 
data will become available, principally in internal government, NGO, and private corporate 
compilations.  This will provide an unprecedented opportunity for further research along the 
same lines as above, but much more comprehensive and rigorous. It will need collaborations 
including tourism and conservation sectors, in many countries. If it can be achieved, it will 
provide an experimental test far greater in scale than any research intervention. 



 
The COVID-19 lockdowns may also provide new opportunities for research in recreation 
ecology, the science of tourism impacts on the environment.  For example, many animal 
species suffer mortality, movement restrictions, and noise disturbance, from vehicles on 
roads.  Where traffic has declined, these impacts may have been reduced. Where long-term 
monitoring programs were already in place, lockdowns may provide new evidence on these 
impacts. Similar considerations may apply for noise disturbance to marine mammals. In each 
case, tourism generates only one component of disturbance, so new evidence will only be 
reliable where monitoring programs have fine spatial and temporal resolution. Reviews of 
recreation ecology research have shown that similar stresses may produce different outcomes 
in different ecosystems, and hence in different tourism destinations (Buckley 2013; Marion et 
al. 2020; Monz et al. 2013).  The COVID-19 lockdowns have produced similar relaxations of 
such stresses, in many different ecosystems, simultaneously.  This provides opportunities for 
new insights, from new international collaborations between ecologists and tourism 
researchers.    
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