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The importance of nature-based tourism 
& sustainable development

Prior to the pandemic:
• 8 billion visits to protected areas p/a
• USD 600 bn direct in-country expenditure p/a
• USD 250 bn consumer surplus p/a

Balmford et al (2015)



21.8 million jobs are supported by 
wildlife tourism

Global wildlife tourism generates 5 x 
more revenue than the 

illegal wildlife trade 

WTTC (2019)
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https://www.unwto.org/unwto-tourism-recovery-tracker



• Loss of 850 million to 1.1 billon international tourists
• Loss of US$ 910 billion to US$ 1.2 trillion in export revenues from tourism
• 100 to 120 million jobs at risk

https://www.unwto.org/unwto-tourism-dashboard



Potential impacts of COVID-19 in destinations

Spenceley, 2020 a & b; Briggs, 2020

Reduced capacity for climate investment. 
Potential increase of local
Transportation emissions

due consumer demands. Major international 
travel arrivals decrease, forcing focus 

on domestic tourism nature-based tourism 
and low carbon tourism models

Waste management challenges including health and 
safety measures; recycling reduced; food waste may 

increase

Trust and health considerations will drive consumer 
demands to meet social distancing and hygiene norms. 

Increase of 
plastic pollution and use 

of single use plastic

Drop in oil prices makes
transition to renewable
and sustainable energy

investments less attractive

Sanitization and hygiene
standards to will increase

the use of water in 
tourism destinations.

Jobs accommodation 
and food services 
make 20% of all 

vulnerable
positions. They are 
subject to furlough, 

layoffs. 

Women are a major % 
of tourism labour 

force



100s of papers & opinions

See https://annaspenceley.wordpress.com/2020/04/02/covid-19-and-sustainable-tourism/  



Destinations emptied

https://www.scmp.com/lifestyle/travel-leisure/article/3074414/coronavirus-
and-after-amazing-photos-compare-asias



Protected area closures

Spenceley, 2020 a & b; Briggs, 2020 https://ourworldindata.org/

4 April 2020



Protected area closures

“Virunga National Park closed 
the park due to possible effect 

that COVID-19 would have on the 
mountain gorillas, being an 

endangered species, we had to 
put their welfare as a priority 

above everything, so therefore 
we have had 100% cancellations 

and have taken no bookings. 
Therefore the financial effect of 
COVID-19 has been devastating 

on cash flow for the park”. 

Spenceley, 2021 a & b; Briggs, 2020



Economic effects of COVID-19 on 
nature-based tourism

Analysis by Thiago Sousa, in Spenceley et al, 2021 in

Reduction from 15.3 million 
to 7 or 8 million visits 

Losses of:
US$1.6 billion in total sales 

55,000 permanent or 
temporary jobs

US$ 410 million income for 
employees and business 

owners
US$ 575 million in total 

GDP value in Brazil

Economic effects in 2018 Economic effects in 2020



Threat of loosing protected areas?

https://www.afar.com/magazine/how-the-coronavirus-is-impacting-conservation-efforts-in-africa



COVID-19 and nature-based tourism

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-
/publication/bda7e04d-7c9c-11eb-9ac9-
01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-194167807



Changes in customers and 
future booking requests

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-
/publication/bda7e04d-7c9c-11eb-9ac9-
01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-194167807



Business measures put in place to mitigate 
the impacts of COVID-19

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-
/publication/bda7e04d-7c9c-11eb-9ac9-
01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-194167807



Changes in local employment due to 
COVID-19

• 543 African operators reporting staff numbers in the last completed financial year 
collectively employed 48 041 people (with an average of 88 staff each). 

• The majority are local people (59 % are recruited from within 50 km), followed by nationals 
(33 %) and expatriates (8 %). 



Values for conservation 

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-
/publication/bda7e04d-7c9c-11eb-9ac9-
01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-194167807



Reductions or increases in wildlife crime?

See https://annaspenceley.wordpress.com/2020/04/02/covid-19-and-sustainable-tourism/  



and while tourists are away . . . 

See https://annaspenceley.wordpress.com/2020/04/02/covid-19-and-sustainable-tourism/  
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https://www.unwto.org/unwto-tourism-recovery-tracker



https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/change-visitors-parks-covid

15 May 2021



https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-54775061
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-54701239

World Heritage Sites with different approaches



Our Nature Our Health
• improved sleep
• increased productivity
• lowered stress
• increased self-esteem

https://www.ontarioparks.com/hphp/engage
https://www.europarc.org/nature/healthy-parks-healthy-
people-europe/
https://www.who.int/news-room/q-a-detail/one-health

Healthy Parks Healthy People



www.tripadvisor.com/Covid19Whitepaper
May2020

Nature & beach 
destinations are early 

beneficiaries of increasing 
demand

Consumers are 218% more 
likely to want to take a trip 

where they can relax 
compared to before the 

pandemic

Nearly two thirds (59%) 
would prefer to go 

somewhere off the beaten 
path versus a popular 

destination



. . . but domestic 
overtourism in 
protected areas



. . . and fear of tourists

www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/2020/04/costa-rica-
tourism-struggles-to-survive-during-coronavirus/

“We don’t want the parks to become super 
spreaders . . . These communities simply do 

not have the capacity or the medical 
infrastructure to deal with an outbreak.” 

Timothy Whithouse, Public Employees for 
Environmental Responsibility, USA

“I’m scared of the tourists not returning, 
and I’m also scared of them coming back 

and bringing the virus here.”

Laura Mora, La Cuchara de la Abuela diner, 
Monteverde Cloud forest, Costa Rica



New normal or back to normal?

https://theconversation-com.cdn.ampproject.org/c/s/theconversation.com/amp/tourism-
desperately-wants-a-return-to-the-old-normal-but-that-would-be-a-disaster-154182

https://www.pata.org/blog/build-back-better-can-sustainable-tourism-regenerate-nature



See https://annaspenceley.wordpress.com/2020/04/02/covid-19-and-sustainable-tourism/  

“Nature is sending us a clear message. We are 
harming the natural world, to our own detriment” 

UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres
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See https://annaspenceley.wordpress.com/2020/04/02/covid-19-and-sustainable-tourism/  
& https://op.europa.eu/en/web/general-publications/publications

Provide guidance for tourism amid COVID



https://www.unwto.org/covid-19-oneplanet-responsible-recovery-initiatives 
https://luchoffmanninstitute.org/future-nature-based-tourism-report/ Worapongsathon, 2020

Share inspiring stories & ideas



Share inspiring stories & ideas

See https://annaspenceley.wordpress.com/2020/04/02/covid-19-and-sustainable-tourism/  



Reinforce sustainable tourism messages

See https://annaspenceley.wordpress.com/2020/04/02/covid-19-and-sustainable-tourism/  



Compile and disseminate knowledge - linked with 
training & accessible formats



Improve access to funding: 
Emergency relief + longer term

See https://annaspenceley.wordpress.com/2020/04/02/covid-19-and-sustainable-tourism/  



Change how we measure success

Arrivals & $ Sustainability



Strengthen partnerships to build back better
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