o ar 1 a: -iq 1 ar ¢ 1
msmumim"lnauamnnaamu‘mumamﬂmazqnmuumim H
-
mamisvealszmaing
Tourists' Perceptions of Wildlife and National Parks
in Northern Thailand

Stephen Elliott afurly 1eaidun*

ABSTRACT

Using questionnaires, 967 touristrs (490 foreigners, 477 Thais) were asked
about their attitudess towares wildlife and national parks in noorthern Thailand. Both Thais
and foreigners ranked wildlife conservation and protection of watersheds as more highly
important functions of national parks than tourism and recreation. Most tourists thoought that
construction of tourist facilities such as roads andd hotels shoould not bej permitted within
national jparks. Tourists were prepared to pay high prices for guided day treks to see wildlife
in their natural havitats. The mean priceds suggested by foreigners and Thais respectively were
371 baht and 321 baht to see elephants, 280 baht and 230 baht to see gibbons and 287 baht
and 260 baht to see Thailand's largest flower. Doi Suthep and Doi Inthanon were the most
popular parks in the North. The most preferred activities by vistors to these national parks
were walking along forest trails and visiting waterfalls. Touring by motor vehicles was not
very popular. More than half oof viositors to Doi Suthep and Doi Inthanon were satisfied with
exsting accommodation, transport facilities and walking trails, but most complained about the
lack of information and facilities for viewing wildlife. Most visitors to both parks thought they
had been spoilt by deforestation, polllution and tourism development. to satisfy the demands
of tourists, no development oof roads or large hotels in natioonal parks is necessary. Instead,
tourism development shooujld concentrate on providing better information and facilities for
viewing wildlife (guided treks, hides, salt licks etc.) Forest restoration and garbage removal are

also priorities.

* Department of Biology, Faculty of Science, Chiang Mai University,
Chiang Mai 50002
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INTRODUCTION

One of the fastest growing sectors of the tourism industry is that of "eco-
tourism"”, whereby tourists visit undisturbed natural areas to experience
spectacular scenery and view wildlife. Such tourism generates very large
profits, since eco-tourists are often prepared to pay high prices for modest
accommodation. Capital investment and infrastructure requirements are
therefore low. It is estimated that US$ 25 bilion per year flows from
developed to less developed countries through eco-tourism (Whelan, 1988).

Thailand, with its extensive national parks system, is an ideal location for
such tourism. The revenue generated could potentially make national parks
financially self-supporting. If local villagers had a share in the profits
(perhaps by providing accommodation and guides) the standard of living in
impoverished rural areas would be increased. Encroachment, logging and
hunting would be deterred, since these would threaten tourism earnings and
the risk of culprits being discovered would be increased in areas freguented
by tourists. Eco-tourists and villagers alike would become better educated in
conservation issues and would therefore be more likely to campaign for the
protection of national parks, when they are threatened by destructive
activities.

However, tourism development within national parks must be .carried out with
the greatest of care, if it is not to damage forests and wildlife or destroy the
sense of wilderness which most eco-tourists seek. Many inappropriate facilities
have been built or proposed in Thailand’s national parks, ostensibly to
promote tourism: Koh Samet’s bungalow resorts; Khao Yai’s golf course; the Doi
Suthep cable car system etc. Such development is inconsistent with the main
function of national parks which is to conserve forests, wildlife and unique
scenery (Kasetsart University, 1987). Nor does it take into consideration the
preferences of the tourists themselves, since little data are available about
what tourists expect from national parks.

This paper provides such data. It describes the results of a survey of nearly
1,000 tourists in northern Thailand and shows that the tourists themselves
believe that within national parks, conservation must take priority over
tourism development.

METHODS

The survey was carried out during public holidays in July-August over four
consecutive years from 1989 to 1992. Nine hundred and sixty seven tourists
(490 foreigners and 477 Thais) leaving Chiang Mai via the airport, bus or
railway stations at the end of their vacation filled in printed gquestionnaires.
The first sheet of the questionnaire dealt with general opinions concerning the
functions of national parks and how much tourists would to pay to see certain
types of wildlife in their natural habitats. The second sheet was completed
only by those tourists -who had actually visited a national park during their
holiday in northern Thailand. It covered questions concerning their activities
in the parks and their satisfaction with facilities provided and the condition
of the park. Responses of the tourists were analyzed using the LOTUS
spreadsheet package.
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RESULTS

By sampling at the airport, bus and railway stations, the survey covered all
income groups fairly evenly. Both sexes were also more or less equally
represented (Table. 1.). The age distribution of both Thai and foreign tourists
peaked in the 20-30 years age group. Most foreign tourists came from Europe
(63.2 %) followed by America (169 %), Australasia (9.8 %) and Asia (7.3 %).

The survey demonstrated immense public support for the concept of national
parks. Ninety two per cent of foreigners and 90 % of Thais disagreed with the
statement: "National parks are wasted land and should be used to grow food
instead."

To determine tourists’ awareness of national parks in northern Thailand, they
were asked to name up to 3 parks. Sixty eight per cent of foreigners couldn’t
name a single national park in northern Thailand and only 22 % could name
one, whereas 43 % of Thais could name 2 and 17 % could name 3.

The tourists were asked to score four functions of national parks in order of
importance with 1 = most important to 4 = least important. Foreigners thought
that wildlife conservation was the most important function of national parks
with protection of watersheds a close second (Table 2.). Thais ranked wildlife
conservation and watershed protection as more or less * equally highly
important. Both Thais and foreigners ranked tourism and recreation as less
important.

The tourists’ belief that tourism is of secondary importance compared with
conservation was confirmed when they were asked to agree or disagree with
the statement: "Construction of tourist facilities e.g. roads, hotels etc. should
be allowed in national parks". Eighty four per cent of foreigners and 76 % of
Thais disagreed.

One of several ways to determine the potential economic value of wildlife is to
determine how much tourists would pay to see it. The tourists were asked how
much they would be prepared to pay for a guided day trip to see i)
elephants, ii) gibbons or iii) Thailand’s largest flower (80 cm in diameter) in
their natural habitats. Elephants were, not surprisingly, the most popular. The
average price suggested by foreigners was 371 baht, whilst Thais would pay
322 baht. Unexpectedly the botanical curiosity scored higher than gibbons.
Foreigners and Thais would pay on average 287 and 260 baht respectively to
see it, whereas they would only part with 280 and 230 baht respectively to
see gibbons (Fig. 1.). The range of prices suggested was very wide. Some
tourists said they were would not pay anything to see these things, whereas
others simply wrote "priceless”.

Doi Suthep was the most popular national park in Northern Thailand. One in
five foreigners and one third of Thais visited it during their holiday in
Chiang Mai. Doi Inthanon was second most popular, visited by 5 % of
foreigners and 22 % of Thais.

Most visitors went on day trips to these parks, but 13 % of Doi Suthep’s
visitors and 39 % of Doi Inthanon’s visitors stayed for two days or longer. At
Doi Suthep most visitors stayed in hotels outside the park, whereas at Doi
Inthanon the most popular forms of accommodation were Forestry Department
bungalows, followed by camping (27 % and 23 % of visitors respectively).

Tourists engaged in a wide variety of different activities when visiting

national parks. At Doi Suthep, not surprisingly, Wat Phra That was the most
popular attraction, with 68 % of Doi Suthep’s visitors going there, but walking
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Table 1. Composition of Tourist Sample Questioned.

% of Total % of Total
Thais Foreigners
Location
Airport 30.5 36.6
Railway Station 37.4 37.9
Bus Station 32.0 25.5
Sex
Males 52.2 51.1
Females 47.2 47.1
No Answer 0.6 1.8

Table 2. Relative Importance of National Park Functions.
1 = highest importance to 4 = lowest importance

MEAN SCORE

Thais

Foreigners

Tourism

Recreation

Wildlife Conservation

Watershed Protection

1.75 Highly Important
1.73 Highly Important
2.78 Moderate Importance

3.55 Low Importance

1.36 Highly Important
1.92 Highly Important
3.23 Low Importance

3.34 Low Importance
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along forest trails was a close second (66 %) and visiting waterfalls a close
third (63 %). Cnly 43 % of Doi Suthep’s visitors included touring by car or
motorcycle as among their activities in the national park.

At Doi Inthanon, walking along forest trails and visiting waterfalls were
equally the most popular, with 75 % of visitors enjoying these activities. Next
came visiting hill tribes at 54 %. Like at Doi Suthep, motoring was not very
popular, with only 40 % of visitors including it on their list of activities.

Visitors to national parks were asked to state whether various facilities were
"adequate" or "should be improved". More than half of visitors were satisfied
with accommodation, transport and the walking trail system at Doi Suthep and
Doi Inthanon. However, most were clearly dissatisfied with the provision of
information (maps and guidebooks) and facilities for viewing wildlife (hides
etc.). At Doi Suthep and Doi Inthanon respectively only 28 % and 35 % of
visitors thought that information provided was adequate and only 27 % and 30
% were satisfied with facilities for viewing wildlife (Fig. 2.).

Tourists were clearly aware of environmental degradation at both parks. The
most serious complaint was against garbage dumping. Seventy seven per cent
of Doi Suthep’s visitors and 80 % of Doi Inthanon’s visitors thought that the
parks had been spoilt by garbage. Forest loss was also seen as a problem.
Sixty nine per cent of Doi Suthep’s visitors and 79 % of Doi Inthanon’s
complained about deforestation. More than half of visitors also felt that the
parks had been spoilt by too much tourism development (58 % at Doi Suthep
and 56 % at Doi Inthanon).

CONCLUSIONS

The above results show widespread support for the concept of national parks.
Tourists seem to show great understanding and appreciation of the fact that
the primary goal of national parks is conservation and that tourism and the
provision of tourist facilities must not interfere with that goal. In fact nearly
all tourists believe that construction of tourist facilities e.g. roads and hotels
should not be permitted within national parks.

Tourists seem satisfied with existing accommodation facilities at Doi Suthep and
Doi Inthanon and prefer camping, staying in simple bungalows or in hotels
outside the parks. Construction of large or high class hotels at these parks is
clearly unnecessary and would probably repel tourists rather than attract
them. The data show clearly that there is Ilittle demand for such
accommodation.

Expansion of road and transport facilities at both Doi Suthep and Doi Inthanon
is also unnecessary. Road improvement or expansion projects have recently
been proposed at both parks, but such projects cannot be justified in terms
of satisfying tourist demand. The data show that more than half of visitors
(65.6 % at Doi Suthep and 67.5 % at Doi Inthanon) are satisfied with the
existing road system. Touring by motor vehicle was far less popular activity
than walking along forest trails.

In general, tourists seem to want an educational rather than recreational
experience when they visit a national park and tourism development plans for
national parks should reflect that demand. The provision of high quality
information is clearly necessary. Visitors’ centres have been constructed at
both Doi Suthep and Doi Inthanon but they contain very little information. The
provision of maps, guidebooks, audio-visual presentations, exhibitions and
competent information officers would go a long way towards satisfying the
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demand for better information. The sale of such information could also
generate revenue for conservation activities in the parks.

The most serious complaint was the total lack of facilities for viewing wildlife
at both Doi Suthep and Doi Inthanon. Facilities such as nature trails, short
walks with informative guides, hides, salt-licks etc. (MacKinnon et al. 1986)
would not only satisfy this demand with low capital investment, but they
would have minimum impact on the environment.

Furthermore it .seems that many tourists are willing to pay quite a high price
to see more wildlife, not only spectacular large mammals but also unusual
plants. Nature treks with experienced guides have proved popular at Khao Yai
(Brockelman & Dearden, 1990). They have improved the standard of living of
villagers and helped to reduce encroachment. Doi Suthep and Doi Inthanon may
lack the large mammals of Khao Yai, but treks could be devised which
concentrate on their diverse bird and plant communities, which already..have
an international reputation amongst botanists and bird watchers.

Above all, however, tourists want to see an improvement in the condition of
the environment at both Doi Suthep and Doi Inthanon. Since tourism is one of
Chiang Mai’s biggest industries and Doi Suthep and Doi Inthanon are main
tourist attractions, any further degradation of these parks could have a major
impact on the local economy. Projects must be implemented urgently to protect
all remaining areas of forest, restore the natural forest ecosystem to degraded
areas and remove garbage from the national parks.
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