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Summary 

Objectives 
• This report presents the findings of a project that was designed to explore key elements affecting the quality 

of visitor experiences in national parks and other protected areas in Australia. 
• The report examines current levels and patterns of visitation to Australian national parks and other protected 

areas, as well as tourism industry involvement in these areas through commercial tour operations and facility 
provision. 

• The main emphasis of the report is on identifying the main reasons why tourists visit national parks and 
other protected areas and factors that affect the quality of experiences sought. 

• The findings of the project provide a basis for informing the prioritisation of management actions from a 
visitor’s perspective, thus contributing to the efficient allocation of limited resources available. The report 
explicitly acknowledges that the need to respect and maintain the inherent natural and cultural heritage 
values of national parks and other protected areas is paramount to meeting visitor needs. 

• The project was undertaken by researchers from the University of Technology (UTS) under the auspices of 
the Sustainable Tourism Cooperative Research Centre (STCRC) and commissioned by TTF Australia.  

Methodology 
• The report relied mainly on secondary data sourced directly from national park and other protected area 

management agencies around Australia. Relevant secondary data was also sourced from other bodies, such 
as the Bureau of Tourism Research (BTR) and STCRC. 

• An extensive literature review and meta-analysis of visitor studies provided by national park and protected 
area management agencies was also conducted to define visitor profiles, identify motivations for visits and 
park attributes visitors perceive as important to the quality of experience offered. 

• Information pertaining to commercial tour operations was sourced from a survey of Australian national park 
and protected area management agencies. 

• Identification of factors inhibiting visitation to national parks and other protected areas was limited to an 
analysis of focus group research and community-wide surveys conducted in Queensland, New South Wales 
and South Australia.  

Key Findings  

Visitation to National Parks and Protected Areas   
• Based on estimates provided by national park and protected area management agencies, visitation to 

national and marine parks in Australia is currently very substantial, around 80 million visits per annum. 
• Whilst only representing a relatively small proportion of annual visitation to national parks, there is 

evidence that international tourists are highly significant in some national parks and that the presence of 
protected areas has significant appeal for drawing visitors to Australia. According to the 2002 International 
Visitor Survey (IVS), 1.8 million, or 41% of all international visitors to Australia made at least one visit to a 
national park during their stay, and 15% of international visitors visit the Great Barrier Reef. 

• Generally, international visitors in the younger adult age groups (20-34), females, fully independent 
travellers (FITSs) and visitors from European, North American and North-East Asian groups displayed a 
greater tendency to visit national parks. 

• Not surprisingly, international visitors appear to be most attracted to parks that offer peak experiences, 
including significant, well-known sights and close encounters with native fauna. 

• Domestically, data from the Roy Morgan Market Research’s Holiday Tracking Survey reveals that of the 
70% of respondents who reported taking an overnight trip within the previous twelve months, 11% 
incorporated a visit to a national park or forest. The data also reinforced the findings of numerous other 
studies undertaken in Australia and overseas, that indicates park visitors tend to be well educated and have 
higher household incomes than non-visitors. 

• Analysis of visitor studies revealed that enjoying or experiencing the natural environment were consistently 
cited as the most important motives for visiting national parks. Sightseeing, rest and relaxation, and 
experiencing the tranquillity of a natural setting were also consistently highly rated across all parks. 
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Enjoying or viewing wildlife, active recreation and learning were cited as motivations of particular 
importance in specific parks only.  

Emerging Trends 
• A lack of good quality time series data in all jurisdictions made it difficult to discern any clear trends in 

visitation levels and patterns. 
• Data for some individual parks, e.g. Kakadu and Uluru-Kata Tjuta, however, suggests that visitation levels 

have been in decline over the past two years, corresponding with a small overall decline in holiday visitors 
to Australia. This may be largely attributed to the impact of world events, e.g. 9/11, SARS and the Iraq war; 
however it could also suggest a need to improve the marketing and presentation of national parks, or tour 
opportunities within them, particularly to international visitors.   

Commercial Tour Operations / Licences 
• A survey of national park and protected area agencies revealed high levels of commercial tour operations in 

Queensland, particularly in the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park (GBRMP). There are also relatively high 
numbers of operators in both Western Australia and the Northern Territory. 

• Recent figures show that just under 3,000 commercial tour licences have been issued to operators 
nationwide. 

• No clear national trends emerged from an analysis of time-series data over the period 2000-2003, with the 
number of licences increasing in some jurisdictions and declining in others. 

• Licensed commercial operations are most significant in parks which could be classified as offering iconic 
sights/experiences, and to a lesser extent, cultural experiences. 

• There is some evidence of significant fluctuations in licence numbers from year to year, and a high turnover 
of operators in this sector of the industry. This may have implications for the quality of experience being 
offered to visitors, and both the causes and effects of this pattern are worthy of further investigation.  

Determinants of Visitor Satisfaction / Quality of Experience  
• Analysis of visitor studies provided by national park and protected area agencies identifies very high levels 

of overall satisfaction with park experiences, with typically less than 10% of visitors expressing 
dissatisfaction with their visit. This implies that national park and protected area agencies are meeting the 
overall expectations of their current visitors fairly effectively. 

• In addition to measuring satisfaction, many studies sought to identify factors that influence visitor 
satisfaction or the perceived quality of experience. General findings revealed that: 
- the natural features and pristine condition of the environment and other inherent features of the park, 

including wildlife were the most important attributes affecting the quality of experience for visitors; 
- directional signage, maps and clean toilets were regarded as important across all park types; 
- of less universal significance was interpretive information, which appears to be most important in 

certain limited contexts; 
- walking tracks were considered to be of high importance in a significant number of parks; and 
- there was evidence to suggest that controlling the behaviour of other visitors was more important to 

maintaining the quality of experience than controlling the actual number of visitors.  

Best Practice Guidelines and Principles  
• Best practice guidelines and principles have been reviewed in relation to the factors that were considered 

most important for determining the quality of visitor experiences. The overriding determinant, however, was 
the quality of the natural environment and the integrity of the cultural features that provide the fundamental 
attractions for visitors. 

• Best practice principles and guidelines have been reviewed and summarised in relation to the following: 
- Directional signage and park user information, 
- Interpretation, 
- Walking tracks, 
- Campground layout and facilities, and 
- Visitor impact and behaviour management. 
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• Some of these factors such as directional signage and park user information were of consistently high 
importance to visitors in most park situations, while others, most notably interpretation, had particular 
significance in a number of key park situations but were of little importance in others. 

• What is ‘best’ or appropriate practice is very much determined by context, including the profile of visitors, 
the basic environmental features and the nature of experiences being sought in a particular park. The report, 
therefore, does not present prescriptive advice on best practices but rather highlights the underlying issues 
that would affect the choice of practices associated with the above factors. 

Factors Inhibiting Visitation 
• Based on the limited research that has been conducted on this issue, the following factors have been 

identified as potential inhibitors of visitation to national parks: 
- lack of time due to family and work commitments; 
- perceived high costs associated with visiting national parks; 
- lack of awareness and knowledge about national parks; 
- accessibility and mobility issues; 
- perceptions of national parks being dangerous or risky places; 
- lack of appeal or preference for other leisure activities; and 
- perceptions that parks are not appropriately set up to meet personal or social needs of visitors.  

The Range of Experiences 
• The Australia-wide review of visitor studies which has been conducted for this report revealed that there 

were a number of types of experiences which were commonly sought in national parks and other protected 
areas. These experiences have been categorised as:  
- natural,  
- iconic, 
- independent recreational, 
- facilitated recreational, 
- urban respite, and 
- cultural. 

• Each of these categories of experience possesses a different type of tourism potential, both in terms of the 
scale and characteristics of that tourism. This in turn leads to different implications for the management and 
presentation of the parks which offer particular experiences. 

• The primary purpose of such a categorisation is to stimulate discussion and to position the understanding of 
visitor experiences prominently amongst the range of issues that influence park planning and management, 
as a fundamental requirement to the pursuit of tourism-related goals.  

Future Action 
• The report concludes that national parks and other protected areas are highly significant for both 

international and domestic tourism in Australia, and generally provide satisfying experiences for current 
visitors. 

• There are, however, some indications that actions need to be taken to address a number of current issues, 
including: 
- the apparent recent decline in visits by international tourists;  
- the decline in national park visitation in some jurisdictions and specific parks; 
- the questionable commercial sustainability of tourism operators using national parks as a base for their 

activities;  
- the limited use of national parks made by significant sections of the Australian community; and 
- the lack of consistent, good quality data relating to visitor numbers, profiles, motivations and desired 

experiences upon which planning, management and, in particular, resource allocation decisions can be 
based. 

• A number of recommendations are therefore proposed, grouped under the following headings: 
- research and data collection; 
- enhancing visitor experiences; and 
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- attracting new visitors. 

Research and Data Collection 
• A more accurate and consistent approach to measuring visitor numbers should be developed and 

implemented in all jurisdictions. 
• A more accurate and consistent approach to determining visitor profiles within park visitor surveys needs to 

be introduced, overall and for specific parks. 
• Surveys of park visitors, routinely carried out by parks agencies, should include the determination of visitor 

motives as a standard component. 
• Research is needed on the decline in the proportion of international tourists visiting national parks, and on 

why certain nationalities have low propensities to visit. 
• More research is needed on determining factors that contribute most to visitor satisfaction or the quality of 

experience. 
• Additional research is needed to more fully understand the reasons why people do not visit national parks. 

Enhancing Visitor Experiences 
• Interpretation needs to be used selectively in national parks, as it only appears to be a significant contributor 

to the quality of experience in a limited range of circumstances. Interpretation is most important in parks: 
- that possess significant Aboriginal heritage, where there is also a strong desire to have Aboriginal 

guides involved; 
- that possess iconic/charismatic wildlife/ecosystems; 
- where guides are expected as part of the process of accessing the key attractions, e.g. caves; and 
- with high levels of first time and/or international visitors. 

• Some basic facilities need to be provided as foundations for the experience in most parks, especially clean 
toilets, directional information and information about the major attractions and experience opportunities in 
the park. 

• The level of facilities provided in any individual park needs to be geared to the profile of visitors and the 
locational circumstances of the park. 

• The quality and quantity of pre-trip information about parks needs to be improved. 

Attracting New Visitors 
• The bulk of efforts to attract new visitors to national parks should be focused on the parks that offer iconic 

sights or experiences. 
• Actions need to be taken to increase broad community levels of awareness about national parks and their 

highlights or attractions. 
• Some current negative perceptions about national parks need to be addressed, and there needs to be an 

ongoing effort to counter such perception problems as they arise. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Purpose of Report 
The broad purpose of this report is to contribute to the general goal of ‘making national parks and other protected 
areas a national tourism priority’. National parks and other protected areas need to be recognised as major assets 
for Australian tourism, both domestic and international. However, fully realising the value of these assets 
requires a careful balance between the protection and conservation of their natural and cultural values and taking 
actions which are deliberately designed to enhance their tourism functions. While acknowledging the former 
aspect of this balance, the main focus of this report is on the latter. Specifically, the overall task associated with 
this project requires that three major issues be investigated so that the tourism potential of national parks and 
other protected areas is more fully realised and the relationship between tourism and conservation is enhanced. 
Thus the overall project explores and presents findings relating to the following issues: 
• the quality of the visitor experience (presentation, interpretation and education) for tourists within national 

parks and other protected areas; 
• innovative funding arrangements for national parks to allow for the provision of soft and hard infrastructure 

while sustainably managing the natural and cultural heritage assets of the parks; and 
• the involvement of the tourism industry in the promotion and marketing of national parks and other 

protected areas. 

This report addresses the first of these issues. Specifically, as background to the overall task, the report 
examines current levels and patterns of visitation to Australian national parks and other protected areas, as well 
as tourism industry involvement in these areas through commercial tour operations and facility provision. The 
main focus of the report, however, is on identifying key factors that motivate tourists to visit national parks and 
other protected areas and factors that influence the quality of experience. Such knowledge provides a base for 
determining actions that can be taken to enhance the quality of experience. Some guidelines and principles that 
may improve practice in relation to these key factors are subsequently identified and presented in this report.  

The overall focus is on understanding the perspectives of visitors, so that actions are focused on their needs 
and preferences. It is recognised, however, that the sustainable management of national parks and other protected 
areas must not solely, or even predominantly, be focused on the needs of visitors, but must also respect and 
maintain the inherent natural and cultural heritage values as a paramount concern. Nothing in this report suggests 
that catering to visitors should override such concerns. Rather the emphasis is on providing guidance on how 
visitor needs can be most appropriately, effectively and efficiently satisfied within the constraints imposed by the 
need to protect heritage values. Thus the report recognises, and demonstrates, that national parks and other 
protected areas are highly significant tourism assets for Australia, and seeks to provide guidance on how the 
potential and consequent value of that asset can be maximised. However, that does not imply that the goal should 
be to maximise the level of visitation or commercial exploitation of such areas without appropriate recognition 
of the need to protect their inherent heritage values. The notion of ‘maximising potential’ must operate within 
these constraints. 

The report also recognises that the management agencies responsible for national parks and other protected 
areas operate under other significant constraints, most notably resource constraints. Arguably, the problem of 
limited resources has become more pressing as the size of the estate in most jurisdictions has expanded 
considerably in recent years without compensatory increases in budget allocations to the management agencies. 
Thus an increase in resources devoted to satisfying visitor needs and enhancing their quality of experience must 
involve a diversion from other management tasks, such as conservation. It is in the interests of the management 
agencies to ensure that resources are used as efficiently as possible, therefore any resources devoted to satisfying 
visitor needs must demonstrably be capable of producing benefits by way of enhanced quality of experiences at a 
level which justifies the costs involved. The corollary is that resources should not be devoted to providing 
facilities and services which do little or nothing to enhance visitor experiences, unless they are also serving other 
management objectives such as controlling visitor impacts or community education. Understanding visitor 
perspectives on what contributes most significantly to quality of experiences is thus fundamental to efficient 
resource allocation decisions.  
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Research Questions 
This report sought to address the following key research questions: 
1. What is the current visitation profile of national parks and other protected areas? 
2. Are there any significant or emerging trends in relation to levels and patterns of visitation? 
3. What is the current level of commercial tour operations in Australian national parks? 
4. What are the key determinants of visitor satisfaction/quality of experience in national parks? 
5. Are there identifiable ‘best practices’ (or best practice principles) in relation to visitor management practices 

and the provision of certain types of facilities and services, e.g. interpretation, information/signage, 
campground layout? 

6. Are there significant general factors which inhibit the current level of national park visitation, e.g. levels of 
awareness, levels/quality of pre-trip information, lack of knowledge about how to access such information, 
perceptions of danger/risk, perceptions of cost, accessibility? 

7. What is an appropriate range of experiences for a national park service to offer within its portfolio? 

Each of these questions is addressed in turn in this report. 

Methodology 
The report relied primarily on existing secondary data, sourced mainly from national park and protected area 
management agencies around Australia. Relevant secondary data from other sources, such as the Bureau of 
Tourism Research (BTR) and the Sustainable Tourism Cooperative Research Centre (STCRC), were also used 
and an extensive literature review conducted. Some findings have been drawn from research projects that are still 
in progress, including a number within the STCRC. Sources not directly referred to in the text of this report have 
been included in Appendix A.  

Initially a survey of all Australian national park and protected area agencies was undertaken to obtain 
information pertaining to visitation numbers, characteristics and trends. These agencies were also asked to 
provide any recent visitor studies conducted on the whole jurisdiction or on specific parks within that 
jurisdiction. A meta-analysis of these visitor studies, discussed in more detail below, was undertaken to define 
visitor profiles, identify motivations for visits and determine park attributes that visitors regard as important to 
the quality of their experiences. Data relating to national park visitation from the BTRs International Visitor 
Survey (IVS) (2002a), and National Visitor Survey (NVS) (2002b) were also examined, along with data from a 
recent Roy Morgan Market Research Holiday Tracking Survey of travel behaviour in Australia. The latter source 
was particularly useful for determining a profile of domestic visitors to national parks.  

Information pertaining to commercial tour operations and licences was drawn directly from the data bases of 
protected area agencies in each state/territory and supplemented with information contained in an earlier STCRC 
report prepared by Buckley, Witting and Guest (2001).  There were some limitations here with regard to the 
currency of data, the level of detail contained within each data base and the existence of good quality time series 
data. 

Determinants of visitor satisfaction/quality of experiences were derived primarily from the meta-analysis of 
recent visitor studies that have been conducted in a broad range of individual national parks and other protected 
areas across Australia. The large number of such studies, some of which were conducted on a state-wide basis, 
reflects the increasing desire of protected area agencies to understand the perspectives and expectations of 
visitors as a basis for planning and management decisions. A factor which hampered this analysis, however, was 
the wide variation in methods used to explore these questions, although there were signs of some standardised 
approaches being adopted within specific jurisdictions. A list of visitor studies used in the compilation of this 
report is appended.  

The meta-analysis of visitor studies, particularly of the data relating to visitor motivations and the 
importance of various park attributes to visitors, enabled the identification of key factors which influence the 
quality of experience. These then became the focus of a review of best practices. Recent best practice principles 
and examples were sourced from members of the project’s reference panel and from documentary sources such 
as past STCRC project reports and the literature. 

The identification of factors that inhibit visitation to national parks and other protected areas was 
constrained by the limited research which has been conducted on this issue in Australia. Essentially the research 
that sheds some light on this question was limited to recent community-wide surveys and some focus group 
research conducted in Queensland, New South Wales and South Australia, some of which is still in progress, e.g. 
a current STCRC project being conducted by University of Technology, Sydney (UTS). A number of overseas 
studies were also examined in relation to this question.  

A list of individuals contacted for each stage of the project is included in Acknowledgements. 
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Chapter 2 

Visitation to Protected Areas 

Levels of Visitation 
It is difficult to determine, with absolute precision, how many people visit national parks and other protected 
areas in Australia within a year. Visitor figures for each agency responsible for national and marine parks in 
Australia are presented in Table 1. Most agencies have provided figures for 2002, or the financial year 2002/03, 
with the exception of New South Wales, where aggregate visitation estimates have not been compiled since 
2000. The basis for data collection varies widely, from fairly precise entry ticket sales to broad estimates from 
field staff and traffic counters. The total nationwide figure, of over 79 million visits, thus represents an order of 
magnitude rather than a reflection of the true state of visitation. It is reasonable to conclude, however, on the 
basis of figures presented in Table 1, that visitation to national and marine parks in Australia is currently very 
substantial and is likely to be between 75 and 85 million per annum.  
 
Table 1: Visitation to National Parks and Other Protected Areas Managed by Commonwealth, State and 

Territory National and Marine Park Authorities 
Jurisdiction Current Annual 

Visitation1 (000s) 
Method of Estimation 

New South Wales 22,000 (2000) Traffic counters and estimates provided by park managers 
Victoria 24,900 (2002/3) Extrapolation from community-wide survey of national park 

use 
Queensland 13,000 (2002) Based on estimate provided to Department of Industry, 

Tourism and Resources and published in “Pursuing Common 
Goals” in 2003. Otherwise, QPWS compiles figures for 
camping visits only, calculated to be 132,000 in 2002. 

Western Australia 8,4422 (2001/2) Metrocount vehicle classifiers, traffic counters, pedestrian 
counters, ticket sales, entry fees, observation 

South Australia 3,799 (2002/3) Traffic counters, ticket sales, ranger estimates 
Tasmania 1,350 (2002) Traffic counts, entry fees, ferry ticket sales 
Northern Territory 3,048 (2002) Not specified 
ACT 176 (2002) Not specified 
Department of the 
Environment and 
Heritage3 

932  (2002/03) Park entry ticket sales (excludes under 16, who have free 
entry) for Kakadu and Uluru-Kata Tjuta. Entry tickets and 
campground bookings for Booderee 

Great Barrier Reef 
Marine Park 
Authority 

1,863 (2002) Number of visitor days, including part days, for passengers 
taking commercial tours4. 

Total 79,450  
Source: Survey of national and marine park agencies, 2003 
 
       Visitation to state forests has proved almost impossible to ascertain, as most forest agencies do not collect 
such figures (see Table 2), and in some jurisdictions, such as Queensland and Western Australia, visits to state 
forests are incorporated into national park visitation figures (see Table 1). According to the agencies, the 
dispersed nature of activities and the multiple entry points of most state forests make it extremely difficult to 
collect accurate visitor numbers. South Australia and Victoria were the only states that had comprehensive 
estimates available, although the most recent figures for the latter were for 1995, with only extrapolations of that 
figure available for more recent years5.  
                                                           
1 Reflects the most current visitor estimates available from the respective national and marine park agencies. The year for each estimate 
varies from service to service and is indicated in the table. 
2 Figure includes state forests as well as national parks. 
3 Kakadu, Uluru-Kata Tjuta and Booderee only. Excludes other Commonwealth national parks, which are located on offshore islands, and 
marine parks, where the figures are described as ‘negligible’. The only significant numbers for a marine park are at Ningaloo Reef, but these 
figures are based on visits to the adjoining state park, Cape Range, which are included in the WA figures. 
4 Each day is counted for passengers on multi-day trips, up to a maximum of 3 days. Passengers taking part-day trips are counted as one day. 
5 Australia’s State of the Forests Report (1998) has estimates for visitor days spent in state forests for each state and territory for 1995, 
although these figures are at odds with the estimates provided for Victoria for the same year (46.5 million visitor days). In that report, the 
total Australia-wide estimate for visitor days in 1995 was 76.2 million. It should also be noted that many of the state forests existing in 1995 
would have been subsequently gazetted as or incorporated into national parks.  
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Table 2: Recent Estimates of Visitation to State Forests 
State / Territory Visits per Annum Comments 
New South Wales 212,426 (Hunter forests, 2002) 

16,000 (Eden 2000) 
170,000 (Cumberland 2002/3) 
850,000 (Lower North East, est.) 
850,000 (Upper North East, est.) 

No visitor counting system is in place, apart from at 
sites where organised programs such as school 
visits and holiday programs take place. Visitation is 
recorded ‘opportunistically’ by rangers in some 
regions, using traffic counters.  

Victoria Last formal estimate: 3.5 million 
visitor days (1995). Projected 
visitor days of 4.2 to 4.7 million 
visitor days by 2000 

 

South Australia 153,734 (2000) 
162,570 (2002) 

 

Western Australia n/a State forest visits included in visits for national 
parks (Table 1) 

Queensland n/a State forest visits included in visits for national 
parks (Table 1) 

Tasmania 175,400 (2000) 
315,500 (2001) 
380,300 (2002) 

 

Source: Survey of state forest agencies, 2003 

Visitor Profile 

International Visitors 
While precise figures are not available, international visitors are likely to make only a relatively small proportion 
of the estimated 75 to 85 million annual visits to Australia’s national parks. However, there is evidence that 
international tourists are highly significant for some national parks and that the influence of national parks on 
Australia’s appeal as an international destination is profound. This suggests that appropriately protecting these 
assets and providing for visitor needs is vital to enhancing and sustaining Australia’s international tourism 
competitiveness. 

Australia’s natural heritage would appear to be a very significant factor influencing international tourists’ 
decisions to visit Australia. As shown in Table 3, the 2002 International Visitor Survey (IVS) (BTR 2002a) 
revealed that the single most important factor influencing decisions to visit Australia, as nominated by nearly 
half of all respondents, was a desire “to experience Australia’s nature, landscapes and wildlife”. Similarly, nearly 
40% indicated that experiencing Australia’s coastline and beaches was influential in their decision to visit. 
Prospectively, passive enjoyment of the natural environment seemed to be far more significant than its active 
enjoyment, with only 17.8% indicating that experiencing a nature-based outdoor activity was influential. 
Generally, nature-based factors seemed to be far more influential than cultural factors, with only 6.8% indicating 
that the opportunity “to experience Aboriginal culture” was influential, the second lowest factor ahead only of 
“to attend a festival or carnival”. Based on these figures, it could be argued that national parks and other 
protected areas, as the repositories of Australia’s most natural landscapes, represent its greatest tourism assets. 

 
Table 3: Factors Influencing International Visitors’ Decisions to Come to Australia, 2002 

Influencing Factor % of Visitors 
To experience Australia’s nature, landscapes and wildlife 46.0 
To experience Australia’s coastline and beaches 39.5 
To experience a nature-based outdoor activity 17.8 
To experience Australia’s shopping 14.6 
To visit rural areas or the outback 12.0 
To experience Australia’s food and wines 10.4 
To experience Australia’s cultural life 9.4 
To experience Aboriginal culture 6.8 
To attend a festival or carnival 1.4 

Source: BTR (2002a) 
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While international visitation to national parks is relatively minor compared to the scale of domestic 
visitation, a significant proportion of international visitors do visit a national park at some stage during their stay 
in Australia. In 2002, 15% of all international tourists to Australia visited the Great Barrier Reef and 1.8 million, 
or 41% of all international visitors to Australia, made at least one visit to a national park. Notably, however, this 
was less than the proportion (46%, as shown in Table 3) of visitors who indicated that experiencing nature, 
landscapes and wildlife influenced their decision to come to Australia. This discrepancy could indicate either 
that international visitors are somewhat constrained in their ability to visit protected areas, or that they find other 
means of satisfying this desire, such as visiting zoos and wildlife parks. A trend that could be of some concern is 
that the proportion of international tourists visiting national parks has been declining since 1998, when 47% of 
international visitors (1.81 million) visited a national park. The number of international visitors to national parks 
peaked at 1.97 million in 2000, which represented 45% of all international visitors.  

Amongst international visitors, the younger age groups, particularly those aged between 20 and 34, have a 
greater tendency to visit national parks. Table 4 shows the composition of international visitors to national parks 
by age and compares this to the age distribution of all international visitors. The table demonstrates that the 
younger age groups, 15-34, account for 42% of all visitors to Australia as a whole but 47% of all international 
visitors to national parks, although the very youngest age group, 15-19, shows a slightly lesser tendency to visit 
national parks. The oldest age groups, 60+, also show a slightly greater tendency to visit national parks (12.4% 
of all international visitors, but 13% of international visitors to national parks). Females account for 48% of all 
international visitors to Australia but 54% of all those who visit national parks, thus displaying a slightly greater 
tendency to visit national parks than males. 

The propensity to visit national parks varies greatly between different international visitor groups. Table 5 
shows that, generally, European, North American and North-East Asian groups have a greater tendency to visit 
national parks than visitors from other countries, particularly South-East Asian. The United Kingdom accounts 
for the greatest number of international visitors to national parks, while the Germans show the greatest 
propensity to visit (with over two-thirds of German visitors visiting a national park at some stage during their 
stay). After the United Kingdom the most numerically significant groups are from Japan, USA and New 
Zealand, although New Zealanders have the second lowest tendency to visit national parks, exceeding only 
Indonesians. 

Table 4: International Visitors to National Parks by Age, 2002 
Age % of International Visitors to 

National Parks 
% of All International Visitors 

15-19 3.6 3.7 
20-24 15.6 13.0 
25-29 17.3 14.8 
30-34 11.5 10.8 
35-39 8.9 10.3 
40-44 7.5 9.3 
45-49 7.7 9.4 
50-54 7.8 9.2 
55-59 7.1 7.2 
60-64 6.5 6.2 
65+ 6.5 6.2 
Refused/don’t know 0.1 0.1 

Source: BTR (2002a)   
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Table 5: International Visitors to National Parks by Country of Origin, 2002 
Country of Origin Number of Visitors to National 

Park 
% of Visitors from Country 
Who Visit National Parks 

New Zealand 162,939 23.0 
Japan 294,363 48.1 
Hong Kong 48,918 36.6 
Taiwan 45,291 50.2 
Thailand 25,057 33.6 
Korea 70,076 42.1 
Malaysia 37,106 27.8 
Singapore 75,193 30.5 
Indonesia 17,538 20.7 
China 55,210 32.9 
Other Asia 31,888 29.4 
USA 191,921 48.6 
Canada 47,536 54.6 
United Kingdom 331,658 56.7 
Germany 87,410 67.1 
Other Europe 210,184 55.1 
Other Countries 68,153 28.0 
Total 1,800,441 41.4 

Source: BTR (2002a) 
Note: The figures in bold in the above table indicate where the visitors from that particular country of origin display an above average 
tendency to visit national parks. 
 

The vast majority of international visitors to national parks are fully independent travellers (FITs), who 
accounted for 76.6% of all international visitors to national parks in 2000 (BTR 2000a). However, those on 
group tours display a greater tendency to visit national parks as, while they constitute only 23.4% of 
international visitors to national parks, this is more than proportionate to their share of total visitation to 
Australia (18.4%, compared to 81.6% for FITs). The fact that compared to group tourists, a smaller proportion of 
FITs visit national parks while in Australia could reflect either awareness or access difficulties for these tourists6. 

Not surprisingly, those who indicated that their main purpose for visiting Australia was for a holiday have a 
greater tendency to visit national parks (see Table 6), with over half of holidaymakers visiting at least one 
national park during their trip. 
 

Table 6: International Visitors to National Parks According to Purpose of Trip to Australia, 2002 
Purpose of Trip Number of National Park 

Visitors 
% of Visitors Who Visit 

National Parks 
Holiday 1,226,960 52.4 

Visiting Friends/Relatives 308,103 36.3 
Business 98,002 15.1 

Other 167,376 33.0 
Total 1,800,441 41.4 

Source: BTR (2002a) 
 
        National park visitation by international visitors, however, tends to be highly concentrated. In those parks 
with a prominent international reputation and icon sights and experiences international visitors constitute a high 
proportion of visitors, but in most parks their numbers are minimal (less than 10% of total visitors). Table 7 
presents some indicative visitation figures for a range of national parks in Australia, based primarily on surveys 
and visitor counts since 1999. 

International visitation is most significant in Queensland, especially in the Wet Tropics national parks, the 
Great Barrier Reef and Fraser Island, and in the Northern Territory. Significantly, most of the parks with high 
proportions of international visitors are prominent World Heritage Areas. World Heritage status does not, 
however, guarantee high international visitation, as seven of the NSW parks listed in Table 7 also have World 
Heritage status, but only one has a proportion of international visitors greater than 10%. Other parks which 
receive high proportions of international visitors possess either prominent wildlife attractions, such as Seal Bay, 
or icon sights/experiences, such as Wattarka. Generally international tourists appear to be most attracted to parks 

                                                           
6 BTR (2002a). More recent figures for this are not available. 
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that offer peak experiences, including significant, well-known sights and close encounters with charismatic 
wildlife. 

The composition of international visitors to individual national parks according to country of origin 
generally mirrors the data contained in Table 5. In most parks, the majority of international visitors are from 
Western Europe, including the United Kingdom, and North America. Asian visitors are prominent in a smaller 
range of parks, most notably the Great Barrier Reef (where they still comprised only 19% of all international 
visitors). 
 

Table 7: International Visitors as Percentage of Total Visitors to Various Protected Areas 
Parks(s) International Visitation as % of Total 
Northern NSW (7 parks: Border Ranges, Boonoo Boonoo, 
Gibraltar Range, Washpool, Nightcap, Bald Rock, Yuraygir) 

7 

Mungo (NSW) 6 
Barrington Tops (NSW) 3 
Crowdy Bay (NSW) 0 
Oxley Wild Rivers (NSW) 15 
Parks Victoria (Urban Fringe Parks) 4 
Parks Victoria (Country Parks) 21 
Grampians (Vic) 9 
Port Campbell (Vic) 30 
Fraser Island (Qld) 39 
Wet Tropics World Heritage Area (Qld) – 10 sites 33 
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park 61 
Kondalilla (Qld) 7 
Carnarvon Gorge (Qld) 5 
Kenilworth State Forest (Qld) 3 
Cleland Wildlife Park (SA) 33 
Coorong (SA) 10 
Mt Remarkable (SA) 8 
Seal Bay Conservation Park (Kangaroo Island, SA) 31 
Kelly Hill Conservation Park (Kangaroo Island, SA) 14 
Flinders Chase NP (Kangaroos Island, SA) 27 
Coffin Bay (SA) 4 
Flinders Ranges (SA) 15 
Innes (SA) 5 
Naracoorte Caves (SA) 24 
Morialta Conservation Park (SA) 5 
Gammon Ranges (SA) 7 
Granite Island Recreation Park (SA) 13 
Tantanoola Caves Conservation Park (SA) 10 
Western Australia (19 parks state-wide, representing a range of 
experiences) 

17 

Kakadu (NT) 52 
Uluru-Kata Tjuta 707 
Wattarka (Kings Canyon) (NT) – June-Aug 34 
Wattarka (NT) – Sep-Nov 58 
Nitmiluk (Katherine Gorge/Edith Falls) (NT) 24 
Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve (ACT) 20 

Source: Various park visitor studies (see Appendix A) 

Domestic Visitors 
A survey of Australian travellers conducted by Roy Morgan Research (2002b) over the period 2001-2002 reveals 
a number of features about the extent to which domestic tourists visit national parks and other protected areas, 
and some characteristics of those visitors. Seventy percent of respondents reported taking a trip involving at least 
a one-night stay away from home within the previous 12 months, with 11% of those trips incorporating a visit to 
                                                           
7 Estimate provided by Voyagers Hotels and Resorts 
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a national park or forest. The visitation rate to protected areas is even higher for those taking trips of at least 
three days duration, with 23% of these travellers visiting a national park or forest at some stage of their trip. 
Demographically, there were no significant differences between travellers who visited national parks or forests 
and those who did not on the basis of age (see Table 8) or household life cycle stage, but there were differences 
in relation to a number of socio-economic characteristics. National park or forest visitors tended to be more 
highly educated and have higher household incomes than non-visitors. The vast majority, nearly 70%, of 
domestic travellers visiting national parks or forests lived in cities, although this is largely reflective of the 
geographic distribution of the Australian population. 
 

Table 8: Comparison Between National Park or Forest Visitors and Non-Visitors by Age 
Age Group % of Age Group Who Have Made a Trip 

in Last 12 Months 
% of Age Group Who Visited National 

Park or Forest on Trip in Last 12 
Months 

14-24 18.4 16.1 
25-34 19.7 20.5 
35-49 27.9 29.9 
50-64 22.8 22.6 
65 + 11.3 10.8 
Total 100.0 100.0 

Source: Roy Morgan Research (2002)  
 

Many of the national park visitor studies examined for this report gathered only minimal demographic data 
and consequently did not provide comprehensive profiles of local visitors. Some findings that did emerge, 
however, are summarised below: 
• Reinforcing the findings of Roy Morgan Research, domestic visitors tend to be more highly educated than 

the average population, with generally higher proportions engaged in professional and managerial 
occupations. In a series of surveys conducted by UTS in 7 national parks in Northern NSW, for example, 
55% of respondents held a university qualification. In other surveys conducted by UTS in Mungo and 
Barrington Tops National Parks the proportions with university qualifications were similar, 53% and 54% 
respectively. In all the above parks the proportions of respondents who were employed in managerial and 
administrative, professional or associate professional occupations were also significantly higher than for the 
average population: 60% in northern NSW, 90% in Mungo and 68% in Barrington Tops, compared to the 
average of 40% for the general workforce at the 2001 census. 

• The age distribution of visitors seems to vary widely from park to park, depending on the nature of 
experience or activities offered. Likewise the composition of groups varies widely, with family groups 
dominating in some parks, and adult couples or groups in others. To some extent these results may have 
been influenced by the timing of the various surveys, for example some were only conducted in school 
holiday periods.  

• Although very few studies specifically explored this, there is some evidence (partly anecdotal from parks 
agencies) that visitation by Australian residents of other than Anglo-Celtic or north-western European 
background is minimal. Surveys in Mungo and Barrington Tops National Parks revealed that those born in 
Australia or in north-western European were over-represented when the respondents were compared to the 
Australian population, while all other ethnic backgrounds were under-represented, particularly those from 
southern and eastern Europe and Asia. 
Roy Morgan Research also revealed a number of significant psychographic characteristics of Australian 

travellers who had visited a national park or forest on their last trip. When compared to the general travelling 
public these visitors were: 
• more environmentally aware and had stronger environmental concerns; 
• more open to challenges in life and able to take risks; 
• open to new technology and ready to accept changes; 
• more assertive and independent in their decision making processes; and 
• regular users of the Internet as a source of information as well as a tool in making bookings and organising a 

holiday. 

Some of these characteristics were borne out in the style of trip undertaken by these travellers, with only 1% 
visiting a national park as part of a tour group. Generally they were more likely to have engaged in outdoor 
activities on their last trip compared to those who did not visit a national park (76% and 39% respectively), and 
all reported engaging in sightseeing, compared to 46% of those not visiting a national park. 
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Repeat Visitation 
Many of the visitor surveys examined for this report revealed high levels of repeat visitation to specific national 
parks, suggesting that visitors find their visits to these parks to be satisfying and that they develop a certain 
degree of attachment to parks. All of the state-wide and multiple park surveys which were reviewed showed high 
levels of repeat visitation: e.g. 50% for Northern NSW parks, 51% for Victorian country parks, 74% for 
Victorian urban fringe parks, and 38% for Western Australian parks. In surveys of individual parks, generally the 
more remote the park was from major population centres the higher the proportion of first time visitors, which is 
reflected in the above findings, particularly when contrasting Victoria with Western Australia. Parks which 
offered iconic sights or experiences generally had lower proportions of repeat visitors, although this would be 
partly attributable to the higher levels of international visitation evident in those parks.  

Motivations for Visit  
Most visitor surveys examined for this report made some attempt to identify the main motives for or purposes of 
visits to national parks. While the methods and sample sizes of the individual surveys varied some fairly clear 
overall patterns emerged, both in relation to national parks in general and for parks which offer particular types 
of experiences. An overall summary of these results is presented in Table 9. In that summary, results from 
surveys in most states and territories and from a range of different types of national parks and other protected 
areas are presented. The table specifically indicates findings in relation to ‘learning’ as a purpose of visit because 
of the implications this has for the provision of interpretation in national parks. For the purposes of this report 
‘interpretation’ is defined as information which is intended to convey an understanding of a site or environment 
and its associated values. This is distinct from other forms of information, which provide directions or advice to 
visitors about the location and general nature of park features and facilities. The method of determining 
motivations or purposes in each study is also specified in the table, as this varied widely and is important for 
interpreting the specific results. 
 

Table 9: Motivations / Purposes for Visit in Various National Parks 
Park(s) Method of 

determination 
Main motivations 
/purposes of visit  
(in descending order) 

Significance of learning 
as purpose of visit 

Northern NSW (7 
national parks covering 
environments ranging 
from coastal to 
rainforest/mountain to 
tableland) 

Multiple responses 
allowed on 6 possible 
motives 

Enjoy being in a natural 
environment (73% of 
visitors overall) 
Undertake recreational 
activities (69%) (higher 
in coastal park) 
Sightseeing (58%) 
(higher in icon sight 
parks) 

Learning about the 
natural environment 
rated 5th overall (32% of 
visitors) and in each 
park, only exceeding “to 
break a journey” as a 
motive.  

Mungo NP (NSW)  
 
 

Importance rating score 
on 11 possible motives, 
on a scale of 1-5 (5 
highest) 

Sightseeing (4.6) 
Enjoying nature (4.4) 
Learning about cultural 
history (4.4).  
 

Learning about cultural 
history (4.4) and native 
animals and plants (4.1) 
rated 3rd and 5th 
respectively. The 
Aboriginal heritage of 
this park is very 
significant as it is the site 
of the oldest known 
human remains in 
Australia. A high 
proportion of 
respondents had taken a 
“discovery tour” 
operated by NSW 
NPWS. 
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Park(s) Method of 
determination 

Main motivations 
/purposes of visit  
(in descending order) 

Significance of learning 
as purpose of visit 

Barrington Tops  NP 
(NSW) 

Importance rating score 
on 11 possible motives, 
on a scale of 1-5 (5 
highest) 

Enjoying nature and the 
outdoors (4.1) 
Being close to nature 
(3.9)  
Seeing the sights (3.9)  

Learning about native 
animals and plants (2.8) 
and cultural history (2.4) 
rated 9th and 10th 

respectively, only 
exceeding developing 
personal skills and 
abilities. 

Oxley Wild Rivers NP 
(NSW) 

Multiple responses 
allowed on 6 possible 
reasons, with “other” 
option. Respondents also 
asked to indicate “main 
reason”. 

Experience a natural 
environment (63% as 
main reason) 
Socialise with family and 
friends (10%). 

Learning rated 3rd as a 
reason for visit, but 5th 
out of 6 as the main 
reason (5%). 

Crowdy Bay NP (NSW) Multiple responses 
allowed on 6 possible 
reasons, with “other” 
option. Respondents also 
asked to indicate “main 
reason”. 

Rest and relax (71% as 
main reason) 
Experience a natural 
environment (17%). 

Learning about park 
(41%) rated last of all 
possible reasons, even 
behind “other”. No 
respondents cited 
learning as main reason. 

Kondalilla (Qld) Importance rating of 7 
possible reasons. 
Respondents also asked 
to indicate “main 
reason”. 

Experience a natural 
environment (46% as 
main reason)  
Socialise with 
family/friends (20%)  

Learning about park 
(24%) and learning about 
cultural history (15%) 
were the reasons least 
frequently rated as 
extremely or very 
important. Learning 
about the park was cited 
as the main reason by 5% 
of respondents (6th out of 
7), while none cited 
learning about cultural 
history. 

Carnarvon (Qld) Importance rating of 7 
possible reasons. 
Respondents also asked 
to indicate “main 
reason”. 

Experience a natural 
environment (46% as 
main reason)  
Learn about the park 
(22%) 

Learning about park 
(71%) and learning about 
cultural history (55%) 
were respectively rated 
3rd and 5th most 
frequently as extremely 
or very important. 
Learning about the park 
was the 2nd most frequent 
main reason, while 
learning about cultural 
history (3%) rated 6th out 
of 7. 

Kenilworth State Forest 
(Qld) 

Importance rating of 6 
possible reasons. 
Respondents also asked 
to indicate “main 
reason”. 

Socialise with family and 
friends (33% as main 
reason),  
Escape everyday routines 
(27%)  
Experience a natural 
environment (21%)  

Learning about the forest 
(25%) was the reason 
least frequently rated as 
extremely or very 
important. Learning 
about the forest was cited 
as main reason by 1.5% 
of respondents (5th out of 
6). 
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Park(s) Method of 
determination 

Main motivations 
/purposes of visit  
(in descending order) 

Significance of learning 
as purpose of visit 

Great Barrier Reef Rated on 5-point 
importance scale, with % 
“very important” 
reported 

Experience the beauty of 
nature (72%)  
Experience something 
new and different (58%)  
Be in a natural place 
(57%) 

Learning motives, “about 
a coral reef” (40%) and 
“more about nature” 
(39%) ranked 6th and 7th 
respectively out of 16 
possible motives. 

Wet Tropics (Qld) Importance rating score 
on 10 possible motives, 
on a scale of 1-6 (6 
highest)  

Seeing natural features 
and scenery (5.19) 
Being close 
to/experiencing nature 
(4.81)  
Experiencing tranquillity 
(4.59)  
 
Experience opportunities 
generally rated more 
highly than recreation 
opportunities and 
learning opportunities 
least of all.   

Learning about nature 
(3.31) and learning about 
Aboriginal culture (2.46) 
were the lowest rated of 
all motives. There was 
some variation between 
different types of 
visitors: international 
and, to a lesser extent, 
first time Australian 
visitors rated learning 
opportunities more 
highly than repeat 
visitors. 

Kakadu Importance rating score 
of 14 possible motives, 
on a scale of 1-7 (7 
highest) 

To appreciate the scenery 
(>6) 
To see wildlife (>6) 
To see Aboriginal rock 
art (>5) 
Walking (>5) 
To see the waterfalls (>5) 
To learn about 
Aboriginal culture (>5) 

Learning about 
Aboriginal culture rated 
6th out of possible 14 
motives. Learning also 
inferred to be part of the 
motive of seeing 
Aboriginal rock art (rated 
3rd).   

Victorian Parks (“Urban 
Fringe” and “Country”) 

One main reason 
nominated, based largely 
on activities  

In urban fringe parks, 
sightseeing or spectating 
(32%), and physical sport 
or activity (31%) were 
the most common 
reasons.  
In country parks, 
sightseeing (55%) and 
physical sport or activity 
(28%) were the most 
common reasons 

No results on learning as 
a motive were reported. 

Cleland Wildlife Park 
(SA) 

One main reason 
nominated from list of 8, 
with “other’ option 

Enjoy wildlife (56%)  
Sightseeing (17%) 

Learning rated 5th out of 
8 possible motives (5%). 

Coorong (SA) One main reason 
nominated from list of 8, 
with “other” option 

Enjoying the natural 
environment (33%)  
Sightseeing (20%)  

Learning rated 6th with 
5% out of 8 possible 
motives. 

Flinders Ranges (SA) One main reason 
nominated from list of 8, 
with “other” option 

Sightseeing (35%) 
Enjoying the natural 
environment (32%)  

Learning experience 
(3%) ranked 5th out of 8 
possible motives. 

Canunda (coastal park in 
SA) 

One main reason 
nominated from list of 8, 
with “other” option 

Active recreation (36%) 
Relaxation (27%)  
Sightseeing (21%)  

Learning about the 
environment (2%) ranked 
6th out of 8 possible 
motives. 

Morialta (urban park in 
SA) 

One main reason 
nominated from list of 8, 
with “other” option 

Active recreation (43%) 
Relaxation (21%)  
Enjoying natural 
environment (21%)  

No respondents gave 
“learning experience” as 
a motive for visit. 
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Park(s) Method of 
determination 

Main motivations 
/purposes of visit  
(in descending order) 

Significance of learning 
as purpose of visit 

Seal Bay (Kangaroo 
Island, SA) 

One main reason 
nominated from list of 8, 
with “other” option 

Enjoying wildlife (49%)  
Sightseeing (24%)  

Learning experience 
(8%) ranked 4th out of 8 
possible motives, the 2nd 
highest rating given to 
this motive across all SA 
parks surveyed. Park has 
a very high proportion of 
first time visitors (93%) 
and visitors taking 
guided tours (63%). 

Mt Remarkable (SA) One main reason 
nominated from list of 8, 
with “other” option 

Active recreation (38%) 
Sightseeing (17%)  
Relaxation (16%)  
Enjoy plants/bushland 
(12%)  

Learning about the 
environment (2%) rated 
6th out of a possible 8 
motives, although it was 
rated more highly (7%) 
by international visitors. 

Naracoorte Caves (SA) One main reason 
nominated from list of 8, 
with “other” option 

Sightseeing (50%) 
Learning about the 
environment (23%) 
 

Learning experiences 
(23%) rated 2nd out of 
possible 8 motives, the 
highest rating amongst 
all SA parks surveyed.  
This park has a high 
proportion of first time 
visitors (88%) and 
visitors taking guided 
tours (50%). 

Gammon Ranges (SA) One main reason 
nominated from list of 8, 
with “other” option 

Active recreation (31%)  
Sightseeing (28%) 
Relaxation (15%)  
Enjoy plants and 
bushland (13%)  

Learning about the 
environment (5%) rated 
6th out of possible 8 
motives. 

Kelly Hill (Kangaroo 
Island, SA) 

One main reason 
nominated from list of 8, 
with “other” option 

Sightseeing (56%) 
Active recreation (14%) 

Learning experiences 
(8%) rated 3rd out of 
possible 8 motives.  Also 
a park with a high 
proportion of first time 
visitors (94%) and 
visitors taking a guided 
tour (57%). 

Tidbinbilla Nature 
Reserve (ACT) 

Main reason for visiting 
nominated, plus 
“preferred overall 
experience” 

Main reason: 
Viewing animals/wildlife 
in their natural setting 
(51%) 
Preferred overall 
experience: 
Natural heritage (50%) 
Recreational (39%) 

First time visitors 
expressed a higher 
preference for natural 
heritage and educational 
experiences, whereas 
repeat visitors expressed 
a higher preference for a 
recreational experience. 

 
       An examination of the findings presented in Table 9 reveals that simply enjoying or experiencing the natural 
environment were rated consistently as the most important motives across most types of parks. In some instances 
this was coupled with the notions of rest and relaxation, escaping everyday routine, or experiencing the 
tranquillity of a natural setting. Sightseeing was also consistently highly rated, particularly in parks that 
possessed significant or iconic sights. Enjoying or viewing wildlife was important where the park contained a 
major or charismatic wildlife population, but of moderate importance in most other parks. Active recreation was 
most prominent as a motive in urban or near-urban parks and in some coastal parks. Only occasionally did it 
emerge as an important motive in inland parks. 
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Learning, generally, was rated fairly lowly in most parks. In some surveys which allowed visitors to indicate 
multiple motives it emerged as a supplementary reason for the visit, but rarely did it emerge as the main reason 
for more than a very small proportion of visitors. Learning was, however, rated highly in some situations, most 
notably in parks which contained significant Aboriginal heritage, e.g. Mungo, Kakadu and Carnarvon, or which 
contained truly unique or iconic natural environments/wildlife, e.g. Great Barrier Reef and Seal Bay. In all these 
cases a high proportion of visitors undertook some form of guided tour, which may have raised an expectation 
about learning from the experience. It was also rated more highly in parks with higher proportions of first time 
and/or international visitors, including in some remote outback parks.  Indeed where the data were cross-
tabulated, first time visitors generally placed more importance on learning motives than did repeat visitors, 
giving lie to the notion often stated in the literature that the more one visits a park the more deeply one wishes to 
understand it. Repeat visitors would appear to be more motivated by positive feelings about the general 
ambience or environment of the park, or are interested primarily in pursuing the active recreational opportunities 
that the park provides. 

There are a number of implications which emerge from this analysis. Examining the motives for visits to 
parks provides a basis for a segmentation of the market, which can ultimately act as a foundation for matching 
the park ‘product’ to the needs and expectations of significant, or desired, segments. It is noteworthy that, while 
many visitor surveys sought information on motives or reasons for visiting parks, many did not, or did not do so 
in other than the broadest of terms; e.g. holiday, day trip, business or honeymoon in the case of one park. There 
is a strong case for including an appropriately designed question on motivation for visit as standard practice in 
all visitor surveys, as it yields potentially very valuable information for management about the key qualities of 
the experience being sought and the facilities and services that may be required to support such desired 
experiences. It can also provide guidance on the types of information about a park which are most likely to be in 
demand, as visitors with different motives are likely to have different information needs. The adoption of a 
standardised approach to asking this question may have the added advantage of providing broad data based on a 
significant sample size which would then enhance the reliability of the data. Comparisons can also be made and 
significant differences determined between different types of parks. 

The examination of motives for visits to parks also provides a partial basis for classifying parks into 
different categories, as motives or reasons for visit reflect desired experiences and activities and some 
expectations about what the parks will provide. A suggested framework for such a categorisation is developed in 
Chapter 8 of this report. The basic rationale for this categorisation is not to produce a comprehensive framework 
for the overall management of a park, as a substitute for a framework like the Recreation Opportunity Spectrum 
(ROS), but rather to allow a focus on tourism-related issues, including assessing tourism potential and 
developing effective ways to realise that potential, by giving some prominence to the experiences which are 
being sought. 

Motives for park visits also have implications for identifying factors that affect the quality of experiences, a 
theme which is more thoroughly pursued in Chapter 5 of this report. Most notably the ratings relating to learning 
motives have implications for the perceived value of interpretation in different park situations. The above 
findings suggest that, from the visitor’s perspective, interpretation has significant value in only a limited range of 
park situations. Devoting resources to interpretation in parks where the vast majority of visitors are quite 
indifferent to learning in that setting may be an ineffective and inefficient use of those scarce resources. This 
implication is reinforced by the fact that in a number of the parks where learning was rated lowly as a motive, 
most visitors reported not seeing, using or seeking out interpretive material. While this could have been partly 
attributable to the poor quality, delivery and/or positioning of interpretation, it may be that spending additional 
resources to improve this would be a further waste of resources in situations where such material is neither 
expected nor desired. 
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Chapter 3 

Emerging Visitation Trends 
 
A thorough examination of trends in visitation levels and patterns is hampered by a lack of good quality time 
series visitor data in all jurisdictions. Table 10 presents some indicative visitation statistics for national parks 
over the period 1998 to 2002, but it is difficult to discern any clear trends from these data. Consistent data over 
this period was only available for parks in Western Australia, Northern Territory and the Australian Capital 
Territory, and for those under the control of the Australian Department of the Environment and Heritage and the 
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority. In New South Wales, there is no current estimate of visitor numbers, 
and the most recent estimate (2000) is derived from applying an anticipated growth rate to a base year (1997) 
estimate. Comparable figures are not available for Victoria before 2001/2 because of a change in the way this 
estimate was derived. In Queensland precise visitation numbers for other than camping visits are not collected, 
and the only estimate available is one provided for the Department of Industry, Resources and Tourism report 
“Pursuing Common Goals” for the year 2002. Tasmania was only able to provide visitor totals for 2001 and 
2002, while South Australia provided figures for the last two financial years.  

No clear trends emerge overall. Numbers have declined in some jurisdictions but increased in others. In 
some jurisdictions there is additional evidence of a decline in visitation by domestic visitors. For example, based 
on community surveys conducted in 1999 and 2003, QPWS detected a decline in the proportion of 
Queenslanders visiting national parks over this period. In the 1999 survey, 65% of the sample reported having 
visited a national park or similar area within the last three years, with this proportion declining to 60% in 2003. 
The proportion of Queensland residents indicating that they visited a national park or similar area at least once a 
year also declined from 56% in 1999 to 50% in 2003. 

The data for some individual parks suggest that visitation levels have been in decline over the past two 
years, particularly in parks where international visitor numbers are significant, e.g. Kakadu and Uluru-Kata 
Tjuta. However, this may be largely due to the impact of world events, e.g. 9/11 and its aftermath, SARS and the 
Iraq war, on overall visitation to Australia rather than anything which relates specifically to the appeal of 
national parks. Supporting this is the fact that there has been a small decline in holiday visitors to Australia from 
2000 to 2002 according to the IVS. More significantly, visitation by a number of those nationalities showing the 
greatest tendency to visit national parks (as shown previously in Table 5), notably Germans and other Europeans, 
Americans and Japanese, has declined over this period. National parks, as tourist attractions, may simply be 
proving equally vulnerable to broad influences affecting the inbound tourist market. 

There may, however, be something more fundamental behind the decline in national park visits by 
international tourists. As indicated in Chapter 2, the proportion of international tourists visiting national parks 
has been in decline since 1998, prior to the dramatic international events of 2001-03. One can only speculate on 
what is behind this trend, but it could suggest a need to improve the marketing and presentation of national parks 
themselves, or tour opportunities within them, to international markets. Running counter to this trend, however, 
is the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park, where visitor numbers have risen over the period 1998 to 2002, most 
notably in the last two years, in spite of its high proportion (61%) of international visitors. 
 

Table 10: Numbers of Visitors to National Parks, 1998-2002 
Jurisdiction 1998 2000 2002 
NSW 20,000,000 (1997) 22,000,000 n/a 
Victoria n/a 26,800,000 (2001/2) 24,900,000 (2002/3) 
Queensland n/a n/a 13,000,000 
WA 8,100,185 8,293,875 8,354,050 
SA n/a 3,747,400 (2001/2) 3,799,350 (2002/3) 
Tasmania n/a 1,240,000 (2001) 1,350,000 
Northern Territory 2,956,648 3,098,426 3,048,421 
ACT 95,052 146,928 175,760 
Kakadu and Uluru-Kata 
Tjuta 

526,943 560,583 532,376 

Great Barrier Reef MP 1,628,647 1,667,407 1,833,777 
n/a = not available 
 

In the absence of good quality time series data of a quantitative nature, qualitative observations on 
significant trends were sought from national park and other protected area management agencies. Few such 
comments were received. In state forests in NSW there was anecdotal evidence that usage was increasing in 
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forests close to Sydney, e.g. Watagans, Moss Vale and Newnes. Increases in certain activities such as trail biking 
and mountain biking were also observable, with the impacts of these activities being acknowledged as poorly 
understood. However on the supply side it was noted that the number of recreational facilities maintained by 
State Forests has decreased in recent years. Factors which have contributed to this decrease include: the cost of 
maintaining sites and ageing facilities, particularly in light of fiscal pressures and the higher priority of 
sustaining the timber supply; the increased cost of public liability insurance for private tour and event organisers, 
and recreation/sporting clubs, resulting in a decline in demand; and the loss of high quality recreational sites to 
national parks under Regional Forest Agreements. 

The above limited analysis reveals that there is a clear case for improving the collection of visitor data so 
that meaningful trends can be identified and the significance of national parks to national leisure and tourism 
activities can be more accurately determined. There are currently a wide variety of methods, of varying degrees 
of reliability, used to measure visitor numbers. Ideally a greater degree of standardisation in method would be 
desirable, although logistically this may be difficult to achieve given the varying circumstances of the parks 
agencies and even individual parks. 

In addition to broad visitation numbers, it would be desirable to have more accurate time series data relating 
to the profile of visitors. Again there was wide variation in practices employed by parks agencies in the 
collection of such data, with some agencies collecting minimal data on visitor characteristics. Knowledge of who 
is using, or not using, national parks, and how this is changing over time could provide an indication of how well 
the parks agencies are serving their constituencies and the possible need to adjust to changes in visitor profiles 
over time. It also enables judgements to be made about the success of practices intended to attract new types of 
users, including practices involving the tourism industry. 
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Chapter 4 

Commercial Tour Operations / Licences 

Number of Licences / Permits 
The numbers of current licences or permits issued to commercial operators in the various jurisdictions are 
presented in Table 11. Commercial operations are most significant in Queensland, particularly when figures for 
the Great Barrier Reef are included. There are also relatively high numbers of operators in both WA and NT. 
Given its large population base and the size of the national park estate in NSW, the number of licensed operators 
is relatively low. While 2003 figures were not available for all jurisdictions, based on the most current figures 
available the number of licences issued to operators in protected areas nationwide is just under three thousand. 
Environment ACT is not included in this table as it does not operate a licensing system, although there are three 
operators currently working in Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve and Namadji National Park. 
 

Table 11: Commercial Licences / Permits in Protected Areas 
Number of licences/permits Jurisdiction 

2000 2001 2002 2003 
NSW NPWS n/a n/a n/a 237 
NSW State Forests n/a n/a 40 n/a 
SA DEH 122 140 151 144 
QPWS n/a 605 n/a 512 
NT P&WC8 n/a 40 52 n/a 
TasNPWS n/a 124 n/a 1009 
WA CALM 363 351 360 361 
Parks Victoria10 n/a 260 292 220 
Parks Australia  
(Uluru-Kata Tjuta) 

n/a 70 106 127 

Parks Australia 
(Kakadu) 

158 138 116 115 

GBRMPA 91011 n/a n/a n/a 
Other marine parks12 n/a n/a n/a 43 

Sources: Most figures are from a survey of park agencies, 2003. Where 2001 figures were unavailable from these sources, a figure was 
extracted from Buckley, Witting and Guest (2001). 
 

Table 11 also provides an indication of the changes in the numbers of licences over the period 2000-2003. 
No clear national trends emerge here, with the number of licences increasing in some jurisdictions (South 
Australia, Northern Territory and Uluru-Kata Tjuta), declining in others (Queensland, Victoria and Kakadu), and 
remaining fairly stable in Western Australia. 

The reasons for the above trends in licence numbers are not readily apparent, nor were explanations 
provided by the parks agencies in most cases. In Western Australia, the relative stability in licence numbers 
could be attributed partially to the structure of the licensing system. The licence is based on an annual flat fee, 
currently $350, and the term of the licence may be up to five years. The licence is not attached to a specific park 
but rather the operator may nominate all of the parks that they may possibly visit in a year. There is a small 
additional fee ($50) if an operator wishes to visit a park which they had not previously nominated, thus most 
operators nominate a large number of parks, many of which they will not actually visit. Because of this, the 
number of operators licensed for a park does not necessarily reflect the number of operators actually visiting it. 
In Kakadu, the decline in licence numbers has been attributed partly to a number of mergers amongst operators 
in recent years and thus does not necessarily reflect a decline in commercial operator activity. 
Generally, the number of licences and permits issued does not necessarily reflect the amount of tour operator 
activity in the protected areas. The problem of latency, that is, operators possessing licences but not actually 
using them has been identified in a number of jurisdictions, most notably the Great Barrier Reef. An audit of 
                                                           
8 Figures do not include general tours, i.e. where an operator does not: camp within park, undertake special activity; have exclusive access or 
use of an area, provide a special service, or lease or use buildings. 
9 An approximation provided by TasNPWS in the absence of a precise figure. 
10 Includes licences in all park types under Parks Victoria’s control. In 2003, 88% of these were in national parks.  
11 An individual operator in GBRMP may possess more than one permit. As of 2000, there were 730 operators holding these permits. Most 
permits allow access to almost all areas of the marine park and are issued for a period of 6 years. 
12 Under control of Australian Department of Environment and Heritage. 
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permit usage by GBRMPA revealed that only 17% of permits were used for more than 200 days in the year 
2000, while 39% of permits were not used at all. This has prompted the Authority to propose a ‘use it or lose it’ 
policy. In other marine parks most operators with licences have not actually operated any tours, with Ningaloo 
being the only park where a significant number of licences are operative. The problem of latency has also been 
identified in Queensland in a report by the Tourism in Protected Areas Working Group (2003). This report 
suggested that latency could result in unrealised tourism potential, particularly at high use sites, as operators not 
fully utilising their licences could effectively exclude other tourism operators from accessing these sites. The 
Working Group recommended the introduction of the trading of capacity between licensed operators and 
capacity-based pricing mechanisms as solutions to this problem, although they supported the idea of a ‘use it or 
lose it’ policy as a last resort where these mechanisms failed. 

An examination of the NSW NPWS’s commercial licence data base revealed that there were a very high 
number of operators in NSW who did not maintain their licence for more than a year or two. There would thus 
appear to be a high turnover of operators in this sector of the industry. The variations in numbers from year to 
year in other jurisdictions raises the question as to whether this is a widespread issue. If so, it may have 
implications for the quality of experience being offered to tourists as new, inexperienced operators are 
continually entering the industry. It is beyond the scope of this report to examine this problem in detail, but it 
may be an issue that is worth investigating further, in terms of both its causes and effects. 

Geographic Distribution of Licences 
Table 12 provides an indication of the geographic distribution of commercial operators within each jurisdiction, 
although it should be noted that not all agencies were able to provide this information. The table also provides 
some indication of the annual throughput of passengers on commercial tours. Although this overview of the 
pattern of commercial tour operations is somewhat patchy, it appears that commercial operators are most 
significant in parks which could be classified as offering iconic sights/experiences, e.g. Blue Mountains, Seal 
Bay and Cradle Mountain, and, to a lesser extent, cultural experiences, e.g. Mutawinji. In most jurisdictions 
records are not kept of passenger numbers on such tours. The annual throughput of tour passengers in some of 
the parks where figures are available, however, is substantial, and in some cases comprises a very high 
proportion of visitors to a particular park, e.g. Flinders Chase. In the case of the GBRMP, all the recorded 
visitors to the park are actually those undertaking commercial tours. 
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Table 12: Geographic Distribution and Throughput of Commercial Licences / Permits in Protected Areas 
Jurisdiction Geographic Distribution Of Licences / Main 

Parks Visited By Commercial Tour Operators 
Annual Throughput Of 
Passengers 

NSW NPWS Broadly spread across the state, but the largest 
percentage of licences is for operators out of Sydney, 
especially working in the Blue Mountains, with 
significant numbers also on north coast and its 
hinterland. Relatively high numbers of far western 
parks which possess significant Aboriginal heritage, 
e.g. Mutawinji and Mungo. 

Not known 

SA NPWS Top 6 parks in terms of numbers of licences: 
Flinders Ranges 
Flinders Chase 
Seal Bay 
Gammon Ranges 
Innamincka 
Cleland Wildlife Park 

Seal Bay: 55,543 (2002) 
Flinders Chase: 51,657 (2002) 

QPWS No system in place to monitor geographic 
distribution 

102, 598 (2002) 

Parks Australia - 
Kakadu 

 68,000 (estimate) 
(40% of estimated visitors to 
Kakadu) 

Department of the 
Environment and 
Heritage – Marine 
parks other than 
GBRMP.  

16 for Ningaloo 
13 for Solitary Island 
8 for Mermaid Reef 
3 for Coringa-Herald 
2 for Lihou Reef 
1 for Ashmore Reef 

Minimal – most operators with 
licences have not operated any 
tours. Ningaloo only MP 
where a significant number of 
licences are operative 

TasNPWS Top 3 parks in terms of number of licences: 
Freycinet 
Cradle Mountain 
Lake St Clair 

Not known 

WA CALM Indeterminate. Licensing system allows operators to 
nominate multiple parks. Operators may not actually 
visit all parks for which they possess rights. 

Not known 

Parks Victoria Top 5 parks in terms of number of licences (in 
descending order): 
Grampians NP 
Alpine NP 
Port Campbell NP 
Otway NP 
Wilsons Promontory NP 

Not known 

GBRMPA 132 for Whitsundays 
53 for Whitsundays Bareboat 
94 for Cairns region13 

1,860,000 (2002)  

Source: Survey of park agencies, 2003.  

                                                           
13 Most permits allow access to almost all areas of GBRMP. 
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Chapter 5 

Determinants of Visitor Satisfaction / Quality of Experience 
 
To some extent the question of what key factors determine visitor satisfaction or the quality of experience in 
national parks has already been canvassed in Chapter 2, which dealt with the motivations for national park visits. 
Satisfaction is influenced by expectations, and the motives for a visit are related to an expectation that certain 
desires will be met by visiting a particular park.  

Overall Satisfaction with Park Visits 
Numerous studies relating to visitor satisfaction have been conducted in Australian national parks and other 
protected areas in recent years. Most of these studies have been conducted by, or on behalf of, national parks 
agencies, although a small number of those examined have been carried out by, or in conjunction with, state 
tourism commissions. Generally the findings have been very positive, with most surveys revealing very high 
levels of overall satisfaction with park experiences. Typically the proportion of visitors expressing dissatisfaction 
with their experiences was less than 10%. This implies that national park agencies are generally meeting the 
overall expectations of their current visitors fairly effectively, although there was some degree of dissatisfaction 
with particular facilities, services or attributes in specific parks along with suggestions for improvements in a 
number of visitor studies. This finding may also be a reflection of the expectations that current national park 
visitors have formed through their experiences over the years. It does not suggest, however, that the agencies 
should be complacent, particularly if it is a goal to increase the levels of visitation and to do so, at least partially, 
by attracting new visitors. The expectations of those who currently make little or no use of national parks may be 
quite different to those of regular users, and the existing level of services and facilities, if considered inadequate 
or inappropriate, may be deterring some potential visitors. This last issue is examined in more detail in     
Chapter 7. 

Results of Park Visitor Studies 
As well as measuring satisfaction levels, many visitor surveys have also sought to identify factors which 
influence visitor satisfaction or the perceived quality of experience within national parks. The focus of these 
studies has been on general attributes, services and facilities within the parks, with most asking respondents to 
indicate the level of importance they attach to these features. The precise method used to measure importance 
was highly variable, and some studies used a range of methods. Some of the key results of these studies are 
summarised below, with an indication given of the method(s) used in each: 

Northern NSW (7 Parks) 
This study measured importance ratings of a broad range of park attributes, visitor preferences for different 
standards of facilities and identified factors which could negatively affect enjoyment. The inherent qualities of a 
park, pristine condition of the environment, beautiful scenery and unique natural features were the most 
important factors across all parks, although there was some variation in the relative importance of these factors 
in individual parks. Unique natural features were especially important for visitors to parks which possessed icon 
sights, e.g. Bald Rock. Toilets were perceived as the most important facility, while directional signage and 
information was consistently rated more highly than interpretive signage and information, with the latter 
generally being of moderate to low importance. This survey also asked visitors to express a preference for 
different standards of facilities – toilets, roads, walking tracks, etc – with respondents being asked to indicate 
their strength of preference for two contrasting options, e.g. paved walking tracks vs natural walking tracks. 
Generally campers expressed a preference for the lower standard, more “natural” facilities than did day visitors, 
suggesting that, for the former, “roughing it” was a significant part of the quality of the experience, and for the 
latter, that the low level of facilities was a reason that they chose not stay in the park overnight. The factors 
which could most affect enjoyment, i.e. had the greatest potential to ruin a visit, were predominantly related to 
the behaviour of other visitors, i.e. littering, noisy and unruly behaviour. Generally visitors were far more 
sensitive about the behaviour of other visitors than they were about their numbers, expressing only mild concern 
about crowding as a possible factor which could ruin their visit. In relation to facilities, dirty toilets had the 
greatest potential to ruin a visit. 
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Mungo (NSW) 
This study asked visitors to rate the importance of various park attributes and also allowed open-ended 
comments on possible improvements. The qualities of the natural environment were rated most highly: a clean, 
unspoiled environment, the scenery and natural features, and opportunities to see wildlife. The behaviour of 
other visitors was also rated as being of fairly high importance, as was interpretation, especially on cultural 
aspects, although a visitor centre was amongst the lowest rated attributes. This reinforces the findings reported 
below from Kakadu, another park where Aboriginal culture is a highly significant feature of the park. As with 
Kakadu, a high number of open-ended comments related to the desire to have Aboriginal people more involved 
as rangers and guides, with the suggestion that this would add to the authenticity of the interpretation. 

Barrington Tops (NSW)  
This study sought to measure the importance of a wide range of park attributes by asking visitors to indicate how 
certain circumstances, such as dirty toilets or inadequate interpretive information, would affect their enjoyment. 
The survey also allowed visitors to make open-ended comments about particularly good or bad aspects of their 
visit. Mirroring some of the results in the northern NSW study, the factors that were mostly likely to ruin a visit 
were unruly or noisy behaviour of other visitors, the presence of rubbish or litter and dirty toilets. Directional 
signage and pre-visit information also emerged as fairly important, while inadequate interpretive information on 
both natural and cultural features were rated as having a relatively minor impact on enjoyment. The presence of a 
visitor centre and rangers were rated as the least important attributes. As in the northern NSW study, overnight 
visitors demonstrated less sensitivity to the quality of basic facilities than did day visitors, expressing 
significantly less concern about the condition of both toilets and access roads. The highest proportion of 
comments related to the poor quality and quantity of directional signage and maps, and advisory information 
about park facilities and features. Relatively few comments were made about limited interpretative information. 

Crowdy Bay (NSW) 
This study asked visitors to indicate their preferences for different levels of development of facilities and degrees 
of access, as well as the most and least liked aspects of their visit. In this coastal park, nearly half the visitors 
expressed a preference for limited facilities, although the bulk of the remainder preferred either developed or 
well developed facilities. The most frequently mentioned liked aspects were the beach, natural surrounds and 
flora and fauna, while the most frequently mentioned disliked aspect was that the fees were too expensive, 
although this was mentioned by less than a quarter of all respondents. 

Oxley Wild Rivers (NSW) 
This study asked visitors to indicate their preferences for different levels of development of facilities and degrees 
of access, as well as the most and least liked aspects of their visit. Opinions amongst visitors in this park were 
fairly evenly divided, with just under a third indicating a preference for each of the options of limited, developed 
or well developed facilities. The remaining very small proportion opted for either very limited or no facilities. 
The most liked aspects generally related to the qualities of the natural environment, spectacular views and 
scenery, with smelly toilets being the most commonly cited least liked aspect, albeit by a fairly small number of 
visitors. 

Parks Victoria (state-wide) 
This study was a community-wide survey which measured the level of expectations with regard to certain park 
facilities and conditions. In urban fringe parks expectations were highest in relation to clean toilets, safe access 
to all facilities, accessible toilets, safe car parking, directional signage and well maintained walking tracks. 
Expectations relating to interpretive information were moderate, rating below both directional information and 
information on risks and dangers, while a visitor centre was amongst the lowest rated attributes. In country parks 
the ratings were similar, with clean toilets once again topping the list, followed by directional signage, safe 
access to facilities, well maintained walking tracks and accessible toilets. Compared to urban fringe parks there 
were higher expectations in relation to both interpretive information and visitor centres, although the latter were 
still ranked in a relatively low position. 

Cleland Wildlife Park (SA)  
This study measured levels of satisfaction with various park attributes and requested suggestions for 
improvement. The greatest level of dissatisfaction was with directional signage and information, which also 
generated the most comments in relation to suggested improvements, although “more wildlife” was also 
significant here. 
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Mt Remarkable (SA) 
This study required visitors to specify the most important component of their visit. The highest response was for 
walking trails, rated as most important by 40% of visitors, followed by “overall” with 15%. Informational 
signage was rated as most important by only 3%, the lowest score for any attribute. Directional signage was 
rated more highly, being nominated by 5% of visitors. 

Coorong (SA) 
This study included open-ended questions on suggested improvements and facilities/services. Most comments 
related to more or cleaner toilets, and more maps and directional information. Comments on interpretive 
information were significantly less common. 

Flinders Ranges (SA) 
This study measured levels of satisfaction with various park attributes and requested suggestions for 
improvement. The highest levels of dissatisfaction were with informational and directional signage. The most 
frequently suggested improvements related to directional and informational signage and maps, followed by 
toilets. 

Canunda (SA) 
This study asked visitors to identify the two most important attributes of the park. The most frequent responses 
were roads, cleanliness, directional signage and trails. Interpretive signage was the least frequently cited 
attribute. 

Kakadu (NT) 
This study included an open-ended question that allowed visitors to comment on visitor services and facilities. A 
wide cross-section of visitors indicated their experience would have been enhanced by greater opportunities to 
interact with Aboriginal people, particularly as rangers, guides and artists. A high number of comments were 
also received on directional signage and road information. 

Wattarka (NT) 
This study asked visitors to rate the importance of various park attributes. Separate surveys were conducted in a 
number of seasons, but in each season the results were consistent – the most important attributes were the visitor 
information centre, Aboriginal art sites, easy access to ranger and ranger-guided walks/talks. This is one of the 
few studies where a visitor centre was rated as highly important, and it may be attributable to the remoteness of 
the park and/or the very high proportion of international visitors (34 to 86%, depending on the season). 
Interpretive activities were generally rated as more important in this park than in most others, reinforcing the 
findings from other parks with significant Aboriginal heritage, e.g. Mungo, Litchfield and Kakadu, that 
interpretation is most important in this context. Visitors also expressed high levels of satisfaction with the 
interpretation, especially that provided by rangers, and it may be that being in receipt of good quality 
interpretation has enhanced the perception of its importance.  

Litchfield (NT) 
This study measured degrees of agreement with a range of attitudinal statements relating to levels of 
facilities/development, and satisfaction levels with various park attributes. The visitors here demonstrated a 
higher tolerance or preference for developed facilities than those in the northern NSW parks study, but this could 
be explained by the high proportion of day visitors amongst respondents (64%). Visitors were most dissatisfied 
with Aboriginal cultural aspects and ranger-guided activities, suggesting that the quality of interpretation in this 
park needed to be improved. 

Nitmiluk (NT) 
This study sought visitors’ opinions on a range of services and facilities provided and allowed suggestions for 
improvement. While being generally satisfied with most services and facilities, visitors were most critical of pre-
visit information, which also drew a large number of suggestions for improvement along with ways to improve 
directional signage and general park usage information. The quality of interpretation was rated more highly, but 
visitors made a number of suggestions for improvement, most notably involving Aboriginal people more in its 
presentation. 
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Fraser Island (Qld)  
This study asked visitors to indicate the most appealing aspects of the park, with multiple responses allowed. 
The most appealing aspects were all related to the natural qualities and features of the island, although one 
recreational activity, fishing, was rated as the fourth most appealing aspect. “Natural 
beauty/untouched/undeveloped” was rated most highly. 

Carnarvon (Gorge section, Qld) 
This study asked visitors to indicate their preferences for different levels of development of facilities and degrees 
of access, as well as the most and least liked aspects of their visit. In this relatively remote situation, visitors 
tended to prefer at least semi-developed facilities, with nearly half indicating a preference for developed or 
highly developed facilities. In slight contrast, on the question of access a vast majority of visitors expressed a 
preference for limited or somewhat limited access with semi-developed routes. The most liked aspects 
predominantly related to the spectacular views, natural environment, walking tracks and wildlife, while the least 
liked aspects were the rough roads and smelly toilets. 

Kondalilla (Qld) 
This study asked visitors to indicate their preferences for different levels of development of facilities and degrees 
of access, as well as the most and least liked aspects of their visit, in a similar fashion to one discussed above. In 
contrast to the findings in Carnarvon, however, visitors here expressed a preference for lower level facilities. The 
vast majority preferred either limited or semi-developed facilities, with only one in four preferring a higher level. 
With regard to access, a majority preferred this to be either limited or somewhat limited, although a third of 
visitors expressed a preference for a higher level. The most common liked aspects related to either the natural 
environment – natural beauty, peaceful setting, scenery, views and wildlife – or the walking tracks. The most 
frequently mentioned least liked aspect was dirty toilets.  

Kenilworth State Forest (Qld) 
This study also asked visitors to indicate their preferences for different levels of development of facilities and 
degrees of access, as well as the most and least liked aspects of their visit. Amongst all those examined, 
however, this was the only visitor study based in a state forest. It revealed some similarities but also a few key 
differences to national parks. A majority of visitors expressed a preference for either semi-developed or 
developed facilities, although substantial numbers also preferred both limited and highly developed facilities. 
Three-quarters of respondents preferred either limited or somewhat limited access with semi-developed routes. 
The most frequently mentioned liked aspects related to the peaceful, tranquil, relaxing or friendly atmosphere 
and the wildlife, although, somewhat in contrast, noise from other campers, including loud children and radios, 
was most commonly cited as the least liked aspect. While the issue of the behaviour of other visitors was raised 
as a matter of some importance in a number of other studies, this was the only instance where it appeared to be 
an actual problem. 

Great Barrier Reef (Qld) 
This study identified factors affecting visitor satisfaction, determined in a variety of ways, and requested visitors 
to make suggestions for improvement. The most important factors affecting satisfaction were fish, coral and 
marine life, natural beauty and the undeveloped condition of the environment, learning about nature, and the 
number of activities undertaken. The most common suggestion for improvement, cited by 10% of respondents, 
was for more or improved interpretation and education followed by restrictions on or better organisation of 
visitors. 

Camper Service Quality (2 parks in each of SA and Vic)14
 

This study, which is still in progress, sought to identify key determinants of service quality for campers in 
national parks. It involved surveys of both adult and child campers, asking them to rate the importance of various 
park attributes to the overall quality of their experience. It also asked adult campers to indicate the benefits they 
sought from the experience. There was a high degree of variability between parks, but factors which emerged as 
highly important to adult campers in most parks included the camp fee structure, presumably because this 
reflects perceptions of value for money, a safe environment for families, well maintained built facilities, e.g. 
toilets and showers, and water quality and availability for both drinking and personal hygiene. Of slightly less 
universal significance were adequate directional signage, a well planned camp site, suitable area for campfires 
and appropriate rubbish facilities. In terms of benefits, campers were given a choice of five options. “Relaxing 

 
14 Being conducted as a STCRC research project by the University of South Australia 
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and being in a natural environment” and “enjoying time with family and friends” were consistently rated as the 
major two benefits. “Learning about nature and how to help with conservation” was rated fourth overall, behind 
“improving physical fitness and health” and only ahead of “being more productive at work/home/school”, adding 
weight to the evidence presented in Chapter 2 that learning is not a major motive for national park visits. 

Conclusions and Implications 
A number of significant conclusions and implications for park planning, management and operation emerge from 
the above examination of visitor survey results. Some of these have implications for how national park and other 
protected area agencies might best work collaboratively with the tourism industry to enhance the quality of 
visitor experiences and maximise the tourism potential of protected areas. 

The natural features and pristine condition of the environment and other inherent features of the park, 
including wildlife, emerge as the most important attributes affecting the quality of visitor experiences. From a 
tourism point of view, therefore, it is most appropriate that the principal focus of protected area agencies’ 
activities be on conserving those natural and cultural features. Certainly the agencies need to take actions which 
facilitate access to and enjoyment of the most attractive features of a park, but this needs to be done in such a 
way that it does not compromise those inherent values. There is also a strong case for the tourism industry to 
actively support and contribute to conservation efforts. 

In some instances, low levels of facilities are actually desired in order to retain the naturalness of the site, 
and resulting experience, as far as possible. There is some variability on this issue. More highly developed 
facilities seem to be more accepted or preferred in parks in remote locations. Presumably this is because such 
parks do not so readily afford the opportunity for day visits from either home or nearby towns as, for example, 
those parks located along the east coast and ranges. The absence of appropriate developed facilities in or near 
remote parks, particularly those which possess iconic attractions, might deter a significant proportion of visitors, 
who, for reasons of personal circumstance or comfort, do not see ‘roughing it’ as a viable option. 

In more accessible parks, there is evidence of different perceptions and preferences with regard to the level 
of facilities between day and overnight visitors. Day visitors appear to prefer higher levels of facilities, such as 
toilets, showers and sealed access roads, which perhaps explains why they remain day visitors; e.g. the absence 
of showers in a park would deter from staying overnight. However, catering to these needs may not be the best 
strategy to pursue. Doing so would potentially reduce the quality of experience for current overnight visitors and 
also reduce the benefits of national park visitation to the surrounding local tourism industry and economy. In 
such situations, the best option may be to forge stronger links between the national park and local tourism 
industry so that mutual benefits can be achieved, e.g. through joint promotion and visitor information provision. 
Attempting to convert day visitors to overnight visitors by providing higher levels of facilities may also increase 
some environmental impacts in parks and certainly reduce the area of the park kept in its natural state.  

Visitors demonstrated a particular sensitivity to toilets. While not really contributing in a positive sense to 
the enjoyment of the experience, toilets have the significant potential to upset the visitor and spoil the experience 
if their condition is not satisfactory. In studies where their views were compared, day visitors showed greater 
sensitivity to the condition of toilets than did overnight visitors, as well as a slight preference for flushing toilets. 
Some visitors, however, expressed concern that flushing toilets were environmentally unsound. Visitors 
generally were very concerned that toilets be clean, well-maintained and as free from odour as possible. The 
condition of toilets was often the greatest source of complaint from visitors, or represented the most frequently 
offered suggestion for improvement. 

Directional signage and maps proved to be important in virtually every type of national park. Presumably 
this is because they have the capacity to enable the visitor to get the most out of their visit by facilitating access 
to the most attractive attributes of the park. In studies that drew such comparisons, day visitors generally 
considered directional signage and maps, and additional information such as the time it would take to do a 
certain walk, as more important than did overnight visitors. This could reflect the fact that time is at more of a 
premium for day visitors; overnight visitors have more time to discover the park at their leisure. Accurate and 
comprehensive pre-visit information was also considered to be of some importance, presumably because it 
assists with trip planning and gives some confidence that the trip will be rewarding. Poor directional signage or 
other information which provided orientation and advice drew many negative comments and suggestions for 
improvement from visitors, second only to toilets overall. 

Of far less universal significance is interpretive information, which appears to be only highly important in 
certain limited contexts. It is evidently most important where there is significant Aboriginal heritage present or in 
certain icon park situations where a deeper understanding of the ecosystem is desired. Similarly, interpretation 
appears to be more important for first time visitors than for repeat visitors, and, in parallel with this, for 
international rather than domestic visitors. Interpretation was also considered to be more important where a high 
proportion of visitors undertook guided tours. Rarely, however, did it rank amongst the most important attributes 
of a park experience, and in the majority of situations it was rated as being of low to moderate importance. 
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The importance of visitor centres was specifically assessed in only a small number of visitor studies. In the 
majority of these cases visitor centres were rated as being of little importance. It was only in some more remote 
parks that visitor centres were ascribed a higher degree of importance. 

In a significant number of parks, walking trails were considered to be of high importance. Walking was the 
most common activity cited overall, although this varied from park to park. Where such a comparison was made, 
short walking tracks were generally seen to be more important than long walking tracks, presumably because this 
reflects the preference of the majority of visitors. The main concern was that walking tracks be well maintained, 
although in the one study that asked visitors to make such a choice there was a strong preference for tracks to be 
maintained in a natural rather than hardened state. 

There is some evidence that controlling the behaviour of other visitors is far more important to maintaining 
the quality of experience than is controlling their numbers. This was not an aspect of a park experience which 
was extensively explored in the visitor studies, but, in the few studies where it was, unruly, noisy or 
inappropriate behaviour by other visitors were regarded as the factors most likely to ruin a visit, ranking even 
above dirty toilets and significantly above ‘too many people’. A few comments about occurrences of such 
behaviour emerged in most studies that allowed visitors to make negative comments about their experiences, 
although these were rarely made by more than a very small proportion of visitors. The exception was the one 
visitor study conducted in a state forest, where noise from other visitors was the most common complaint. While 
the inappropriate behaviour of other visitors does not appear to be a significant current problem in the vast 
majority of situations, it is one that protected area agencies obviously need to be very vigilant about, particularly 
if a broader visitor base is being sought. 
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Chapter 6 

Best Practice Guidelines and Principles 
 
The examination of factors which visitors perceive as important to the quality of their experience, along with the 
earlier review of principal motives or reasons for visiting national parks and other protected areas, provides some 
guidance as to those features that require the most attention when planning and catering for visitors. Some 
factors emerged as almost universally important, while others were prominent in certain types of parks only. 
This chapter reviews best practice principles and guidelines in relation to those factors which have been 
identified and where management action can feasibly make a difference. It should be stressed, however, that the 
main way in which parks and protected area agencies can maintain or enhance the visitor experience is through 
protecting the quality of the natural environment and integrity of the cultural features that provide the 
fundamental attractions for visitors. Impact management is thus the fundamental requirement for maintaining the 
quality of experience and realising the tourism potential of parks and protected areas. 

The notion of ‘best practices’ also needs to be applied with some caution. The review of visitor studies has 
revealed that visitors seek a wide range of experiences in national parks, and the profile of visitors may vary 
significantly between parks. The inherent qualities of a park influence the types of visitors who are drawn to it 
and the predominant experiences it offers. The study also revealed that the location of a park may influence 
visitor expectations and preferences, so that even parks that offer similar types of experiences may vary 
significantly in visitor requirements. What is ‘best’, therefore, is very much dependent on context and 
circumstances, and the intelligent selection of practices appropriate to those circumstances. This selection is 
aided by a thorough understanding of visitor needs. The focus in this chapter is thus on broad principles and 
guidelines rather than offering prescriptive models which suit all circumstances. The notion of diversity of 
experiences and catering to that diversity is discussed in more detail in Chapter 8. 

The specific factors that have been identified as major influencing factors on the quality of visitor 
experiences, at least in some types of park contexts include: 

1. directional signage and park user information, including pre-trip information; 
2. interpretation; 
3. walking tracks;  
4. campground layout and facilities; and 
5. visitor impact and behaviour management. 

Each of these is discussed by outlining some of the issues underlying their provision and importance in 
different contexts, and then presenting some key guidelines and principles associated with ‘best practice’.  

Directional Signage and Park User Information 

The Issues  
Directional signage and park user information emerged as significant factors in most visitor studies where some 
attempt was made to rate the importance of various park attributes, services and facilities. The possible exception 
may be those parks where guided tours currently predominate, but, for those parks where independent visitors 
are in the vast majority, effective signage and information was perceived to be vital. Such information, including 
that which is available pre-trip, should be perceived as an enabling factor, as it allows visitors to effectively plan 
their trips and make the most of the time that they spend in the parks, thereby maximising the enjoyment they 
derive from their experience. 

The issue of pre-visit information obviously has some connections to promotion and marketing practices, the 
subject of Part 3 of this study. Media such as websites can be used to distribute this sort of information as well as 
delivering promotional messages. Part 3 features a review of parks agency websites and discusses issues 
associated with their development and use. 

Guidelines and Principles 
To be effective, directional signage and park user information needs to be attractive, brief and clear and be based 
on a sound understanding of the needs and motivations of the visitor. Best practice in the delivery of directional 
signage and park user information (self-guided media) recognises that visitors seek information about the places 
they visit not only whilst they are on-site, but also before and after their experience.  
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Pre-visit information 
Pre-visit information should ensure that visitor expectations of the facilities and services available match those 
present at the site. Pre-visit material should include information on:  
• key attractions,  
• essential aesthetic, natural and cultural values,  
• possible recreational activities, 
• location, climate and access, 
• opening and closing times, and 
• contact details for further information.   

Recent developments in a number of park agency websites, such as that of NSW NPWS, have incorporated 
features that allow visitors to tailor information to meet their specific needs by allowing users to pre-select the 
information they require. Websites offer opportunities to provide information to a large and geographically 
dispersed audience. They also have the advantage of being accessible 24 hours a day, 365 days of the year. 
Information on websites can be easily updated and provided at a relatively low cost to visitors.  The limitations 
of websites, however, need also to be recognised, particularly the probability that some sections of the 
community, e.g. the elderly and lower socio-economic groups, may have limited access or make little use of this 
facility.  

 
On-site information 
On-site information should orientate visitors to the site. Where appropriate, it should include information on:  
• natural attractions, 
• cultural sites, 
• aesthetic, natural, cultural and indigenous values and the need for their protection, 
• available facilities, including closures,  
• location of trails and facilities, 
• any tour schedules or seasonal events,  
• visitor safety, and 
• minimal impact practices and behaviour. 

Moscardo, Ballantyne and Hughes (2003) have further identified a number of core principles relating to 
designing effective on-site signage for visitors, including:  
• placing signs close to the visitors’ centre of the line of vision as they approach and perpendicular to main 

pathways;  
• getting visitor attention, e.g. by using colourful elements; 
• making text readable, in terms of choice of text, type size and formatting; 
• use of illustrations that are both simple and relevant to the text. 

In relation to maps specifically, Moscardo (1999) has defined a number of key principles based on a review 
of research into map use. To be effective maps should: 
• highlight key landmarks; 
• use mimetic or less abstract symbols; 
• align a map so that it matches the perspective of the user; 
• put text on map rather than using a legend; 
• use colour; and 
• be as simple as possible. 

 
Post-visit information 
Post-visit information should enable visitors to reflect on their visit. This material could suggest other places to 
visit and provide more detailed information and illustrations about the site’s attractions as a souvenir of the visit. 
It may be useful for stimulating positive recollections and, subsequently, repeat visits and/or positive word of 
mouth recommendations.  
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Interpretation 

The Issues 
Rather than being universally significant, interpretation emerged as important in a limited range of contexts, but 
some of those contexts are highly significant for tourism. Effective and appropriate interpretation was important 
where the park possessed significant Aboriginal heritage, in some icon parks where there were significant and 
highly charismatic wildlife populations, or where the ecosystem itself was fairly unique and of interest to the 
visitor, with the Great Barrier Reef being the most notable example of the latter. Interpretation also seemed to be 
highly valued in some outback parks where it appears that it may add value for visitors who have expended 
considerable time and effort in simply getting there. It was also perceived to be more important by first time 
visitors, including international and, to a lesser extent, interstate visitors, than by repeat visitors. There were 
some indications that interpretation provided by guides is much more highly valued than interpretive signage, 
and the latter may actually be perceived as intrusive in situations where the naturalness of the setting is highly 
valued. In those studies where the question was asked, visitor centres did not emerge as being highly valued in 
most situations. Where the park possessed significant Aboriginal heritage, there was a strong preference for 
Aboriginal guides to be involved in delivering interpretation. The strong preference for guide-delivered rather 
than sign-delivered interpretation raises questions about the involvement of commercial tour operators and 
whether this may be the most effective and efficient way for such interpretation to be delivered. That in turn 
raises issues about the extent to which parks agencies should guide, influence or monitor the quality, content or 
mode of delivery of interpretive material delivered by commercial operators. 

While the findings suggest that interpretation may represent a poor use of limited resources in many parks if 
the objective is to enhance visitor experiences, it is acknowledged that interpretation may be important for 
meeting other management objectives. Parks agencies seek to educate the public about natural and cultural 
heritage and engender positive attitudes towards the environment and its conservation. Interpretation may be an 
effective way of achieving these objectives, regardless of whether it contributes to the visitors’ enjoyment or not. 
However, the findings of this study at least raise questions about the effectiveness of this strategy. For example, 
is interpretation likely to be an effective means of education when the vast majority of visitors are indifferent to 
it and choose to ignore it? In relation to environmental attitudes, domestic visitor profile data presented in 
Chapter 2 indicated that visitors to national parks tended to be more environmentally aware and have stronger 
environmental concerns than the general population. This is a ‘chicken-or-egg’ situation – do national parks tend 
to attract people who already possess these attitudes, or do peoples’ experiences in national parks influence their 
attitudes? If the former, then providing interpretation as a means of educating and influencing attitudes may well 
be preaching to the converted. If the latter, the question is the extent to which interpretation, as opposed to the 
overall experience of being in a relatively pristine natural environment, has stimulated a greater appreciation of 
the value of such places. The most effective way of generating more positive environmental attitudes may be 
simply by providing enjoyable and rewarding experiences to as broad a range of people in the community as 
possible. 

As eluded to in a previous section, the low importance that visitors ascribe to interpretation in most parks 
may be a function of its poor quality or placement. However, assuming this to be the case and then taking steps 
to improve the situation may be a risky strategy. Providing interpretation is an expensive business and devoting 
resources to improving it may not yield the desired results. These resources may well be put to better use, either 
by focusing on those facilities which are demonstrably more important to visitors, or by pursuing educational 
objectives through other means.  

The key issues associated with the appropriate provision of effective interpretation are succinctly summed 
up in the following quote: “…we need to think of interpretation like salt. Some foods need it, it enhances the 
flavour, some foods need quite a lot, and without it the dish is bland. Other foods stand alone, they need no 
spicing up, and in fact additions would spoil the essence. Finally, there is nothing more guaranteed to spoil any 
dish than an excess of salt. Not only will the site or nature of the heritage dictate interpretation needs but the 
individual visitor. People vary enormously in the degree to which they want their experiences interpreted” 
(Figgis 1998).  

Guidelines and Principles  
Where interpretation is appropriate, whether it be delivered in the form of self-guided media (such as websites, 
field guides, exhibits, displays, brochures and audio-visual programs) or face-to-face services (such as guided 
tours, talks and demonstrations), well-placed interpretation that is strategically designed and powerfully 
delivered has the potential to enhance the quality of tourist experiences, as well as contribute to the 
accomplishment of park management objectives. A review of relevant academic research undertaken by 
Moscardo, Ballantyne and Hughes (2003) identified six widely accepted and applied principles for effective 
interpretation:  
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1. Interpretation should be relevant to the audience. A sound knowledge of the characteristics, needs and 
motivations of the target audience is both appropriate and essential to ensuring that interpretation is relevant 
to the target audience. Visitors’ previous knowledge and experience should be taken into account, as 
research shows that people can only assimilate new information if they can relate it to something they 
already know. Use of analogies and metaphors, comparisons, simple explanations, personification, 
anecdotes, self-referencing, skilful questioning, labelling and even humour are all effective means for 
making interpretation more relevant and meaningful to the individual, by helping to bridge the gap between 
the familiar and unfamiliar. Ham (1992) has emphasised that interpretation needs to ‘enjoyable, engaging 
and accessible’.  

2. Interpretation should provide varied experiences. Providing variety in the type of experiences offered 
encourages mindfulness during the experience and allows visitors an element of choice over what they 
experience.  The inclusion of varied experiences is also beneficial in attracting and maintaining the attention 
of a diverse audience. Interpretation can be varied in a number of ways, including: encouraging use of the 
five senses; providing opportunities for social interactions amongst visitors; offering variety in the level of 
physical and mental activity required; and utilising a variety of media.  

3. Interpretation should be organised around themes. Themes provide both an organisational framework 
and a foundation for visitor comprehension and recall of information. Presenting interpretation thematically 
enhances the flow of the visitor’s experience and helps focus attention. Themes should be specific, attract 
and maintain visitor attention, stimulate interest and enable visitors to make connections to their 
experiences.  

4. Interpretation should be structured. Interpretation can be enhanced by presenting information in a clear, 
logical order that flows from a well-structured introduction, to the body and the conclusion. The conclusion 
should aim to reinforce the ‘take-home’ message.  

5. Interpretation should be visitor centred. Providing opportunities for participation in interpretive 
experiences allows visitors to assume some degree of control over what they experience and is an important 
means of personalising the experience, thus enhancing its relevance.  

6. Interpretation should understand and respect visitors’ needs. High quality interpretive experiences are 
contingent upon a sound understanding of the needs, motivations and characteristics of the target audience. 
In addition to demographic differences, the type of experience sought by visitors will be influenced by their 
previous experience and level of knowledge, social group, activity preferences and amount of pre-visit 
information received Layering of information can ensure that interpretation caters to the needs of a broad 
cross-section of visitors.  

The Interpretation Association of Australia (IAA) has recently prepared a set of draft guidelines for the 
interpretation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander heritage in natural and cultural settings. The guidelines 
recognise the importance of Aboriginal ownership and representation of their stories in all forms of written and 
oral interpretation. The guidelines endorse the use of face-to-face communication and self-representation as a 
culturally appropriate means of interpreting indigenous culture from an Aboriginal perspective. 

The ANZECC Report Best Practice in Park Interpretation and Education (Victorian Department of Natural 
Resources and Heritage [DNRE] 1999) acknowledges the need to adopt a more strategic approach to organising 
and managing the delivery of interpretation. In particular, this set of guidelines emphasises the need for 
organisations to undertake on-going evaluation of interpretive products and services to provide a formalised 
means of assessing the actual, rather than perceived effectiveness of interpretation. On-going evaluation provides 
an important indication of the extent to which interpretation is contributing to the quality of visitor experiences 
and/or meeting other management objectives.  

Walking Tracks 

The Issues  
Walking tracks emerged as highly important in most visitor studies, as they enabled visitors to experience the 
natural environment and the highlights of the parks. Short walking tracks were the most significant for the 
majority of visitors. 

Guidelines and Principles 
Comprehensive best practice principles and guidelines in relation to walking tracks proved difficult to identify. 
Personal preferences and capabilities are highly variable, and the design and provision of walking tracks in a 
particular park needs to be guided by the likely visitor mix and the environmental circumstances. A good 
example of this is the Williams River Walking Trails in Barrington Tops National Park, NSW (presented in 
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Department of Industry, Science and Tourism (DIST) 1996). In this situation, a set of walking trails was 
redeveloped in order to match current visitor profiles and address specific problems such as a high number of 
injuries on the pre-existing trails. A major outcome of the project was that a wider spectrum of visitors was able 
to enjoy the area in greater safety and confidence. It was notable in this case that there were a high proportion of 
elderly visitors, especially in tour groups staying at the adjacent Barrington Guest House. Amongst the general 
lessons learned from this successful project was to keep an open mind on material types, as they can often be 
adapted and blended to meet the specific requirements of natural sites. 

A related lesson emerged from a case study of the Valley of the Giants Tree Tops Walk in Walpole-
Nornalup National Park in WA (DIST 1996). The construction of an elevated boardwalk here was stimulated by 
the need to address the problem of soil compaction around the roots of the red tingle trees. Key lessons learnt 
were the need to balance safety regulations, site protection and visual impacts of handrails and to generally 
consider the visual impact of construction materials on the site.  

Generally, measures of time, distance and difficulty should be provided on trailhead signs and relevant 
publications. A useful additional guideline, featured in the National Parks and Wildlife South Australia 
(NPWSA) Publications and Signs Standards Manual (2002) is that ‘trail notes’, e.g. detailing changes in 
conditions or highlights of the next section, should be included on signs at trail junctions.  

Campground Layout and Facilities 

The Issues 
While campground layout and facilities were highly important to overnight visitors in parks, opinions varied on 
the most desirable actions. In some situations there was a preference for maintaining the naturalness of the site as 
far as possible and lower levels of development or facility provision were preferred, while in others higher level 
provision was the preference. On one particular facility there was strong agreement, however, as visitors 
revealed themselves to be particularly concerned about toilets. Water quality and availability also emerged as 
being fairly important. 

Guidelines and Principles  
Currently there is little in the way of comprehensive best practice principles and guidelines that focus on visitor 
needs, expectations and desired experiences in camping situations. The in-progress STCRC project on Camper 
Perceptions of Service Quality may go some way towards providing such guidance, although its range of park 
types, and experiences covered would need to be expanded. Generalised guiding principles exist, such as: 
‘facilities should be clean, tidy, safe, well maintained, and free of vandalism’; and ‘design of facilities should be 
in keeping with the recreation settings in which they are located’ (Worboys, Lockwood & De Lacy 2001). 
Evidence emerging from some visitor studies reviewed in Chapter 5 suggests, however, that the so-called 
‘recreation setting’ is not the sole determinant, and such things as the remoteness of the park and visitor mix may 
influence desired levels of facilities. 

On one issue, however, there appears to be a consensus that is largely supported by the findings presented in 
Chapter 5: that the environment should be maintained in as natural a state as possible. Even in a study of visitor 
preferences and satisfaction relating to developed accommodation facilities, ‘ecolodges’, in national parks, the 
researcher acknowledged the primacy of this factor, concluding that: “the place-making characteristics of the 
setting underpin everything else. Environmental setting is the single, most important factor, and contributes to 
overall attractiveness and relates directly to consumer satisfaction” (Crawford 2000).   

Visitor Impact and Behaviour Management 

The Issues 
The primacy of the quality of the environment and the need to maintain a tranquil, safe and natural setting if 
quality experience are to be enjoyed makes this the most important priority from a tourism perspective. 
Degraded or rubbish-strewn sites have little appeal, and the inappropriate behaviour of other visitors may be both 
disturbing and threatening. There is some evidence in the visitor studies reviewed for this report that visitors are 
more concerned about the behaviour of others in national parks than they are with their numbers. 

There are a number of major options associated with managing both visitor impacts and behaviour, most of 
which pose some challenging questions of balance. Physical impacts can be managed by the selective hardening 
of sites, but given the expressed preference of visitors for sites to be as natural as possible, this has the potential 
to reduce the quality of experience in a different way. Managing the behaviour of visitors may be done through a 
number of means, such as the active enforcement of rules and regulations, or providing visitors with information 
about appropriate behaviour. The former may be a challenging and expensive approach to implement, while the 
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latter raises questions about the effectiveness of such information if not backed up by enforcement. Inappropriate 
or disturbing visitor behaviour is not a problem that is currently widely apparent, but it may become more so if 
new types of visitors are attracted to national parks in the future. At the very least, visitor behaviour needs to be 
monitored and contingent management strategies should be in place to enable a timely response to such 
problems. In a few situations allowing access only to commercial tour groups may be the most effective way of 
managing both impacts and visitor behaviour as this represents a more constrained environment for the visitor, 
with the guide being in a position of de facto authority. 

Guidelines and Principles 
Numerous frameworks for managing visitor impacts in protected areas have been developed and implemented 
over the last few decades. They range from those which could be regarded as conservative and preventative to 
those which are flexible and responsive to changing circumstances. Amongst the most commonly used or 
recommended frameworks are: 
• carrying capacity 
• Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) 
• Limits of Acceptable Change (LAC) 
• Visitor Impact Management (VIM) 
• Tourism Optimisation Management Model (TOMM) 
• Visitor Activity Management Process (VAMP) 
• Visitor Experience Resource Protection (VERP) 

The strengths and weaknesses of most of these approaches have been thoroughly discussed in the literature 
(Newsome, Moore & Dowling 2002), and have key factors that might influence their selection for use in a 
particular context.  It is beyond the scope of this report to provide such a thorough evaluation, beyond 
highlighting that what is ‘best’ depends on the circumstances. It is noteworthy, however, that the latter 
frameworks have largely been developed in response to perceived deficiencies in the simpler approaches of 
carrying capacity and ROS. 

Despite the existence of a number of fairly sophisticated and comprehensive frameworks, it has been noted 
that their implementation by parks agencies has not been terribly widespread, either internationally or in 
Australia (Newsome, Moore & Dowling 2002). The most significant explanation for this appears to be the 
combination of the cost of implementation coupled with a lack of resources available to parks agencies. 
Certainly such frameworks as LAC, TOMM and VERP are expensive to implement, requiring basic research on 
such things as baseline conditions and causal processes associated with impacts, as well as ongoing monitoring 
of conditions associated with key indicators. An inability to meet these costs may hamper the adoption of what 
could be regarded as ‘best practice’ in a given park situation and a continuation of fairly ad hoc approaches to 
impact management. Given the significance of the maintenance of environmental quality to visitor experiences, 
there is a strong case for visitor fees being used to fund the implementation of such frameworks in high visitation 
parks, particularly those with more fragile environments. By corollary this principle could be extended to parks 
where a high proportion of visitors participate in commercial tours, in which case licence fees could reflect the 
need for high cost, but effective, impact management practices. For the tourism operators that use these parks to 
generate their income, this effectively amounts to maintenance of their capital. Such a policy would, however, 
need to be applied equitably, taking into account such factors as the scale and nature of operations and the extent 
to which operators actually influence or control visitor behaviour. Part 2 of this project (see Buckley 2004) 
explores the funding options for parks in much more detail. 
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Chapter 7 

Factors Inhibiting Visitation 
 
There has been very little research in Australia on why some people make limited use of national parks and other 
protected areas for tourism or recreational purposes. There is thus a limited understanding of factors that might 
inhibit visitation. A number of recent studies of non- or infrequent users in New South Wales, Queensland and 
South Australia shed some light on this question, however, along with some overseas studies. Factors which 
emerge as potentially significant include: 
• lack of time, particularly associated with lifestyle constraints; 
• perceptions of high costs being associated with national park visits, including perceptions of a high degree 

of effort being involved; 
• lack of awareness and knowledge about national parks; 
• accessibility and mobility issues; 
• perceptions of national parks being risky or dangerous places; 
• lack of appeal or preference for other leisure/activities; and 
• perceptions that parks are not appropriately set up to meet personal or social needs. 

To some extent, a number of these factors are interrelated. 
A very recent community-wide survey of NSW and Queensland residents, conducted as part of a STCRC 

research project by UTS, confirms that the above factors are significant in influencing people not to visit national 
parks. It also provides some indication of the degree of significance of the various factors. Some preliminary 
results of this survey are presented in Table 1315. In this survey, respondents were asked to indicate whether 
certain factors constituted a reason why they did not visit national parks and, if so, whether it was a major or 
minor reason. Respondents were also asked to indicate how recently they last visited a national park and, in 
Table 13, these data have been cross-tabulated with the reasons for not visiting. 
 

Table 13: Reasons for Not Visiting National Parks 
% of  Non-Recent 

Visitors16 
% of  Non-Visitors17 Reason 

Minor Major Minor Major 
Lack of time due to work 28 34 19 31 
Lack of time due to family 37 32 24 35 
Lack of knowledge  36 10 32 26 
Parks too far from home 45 7 42 21 
Can’t afford costs of getting to parks 23 10 29 23 
Can’t afford costs of entering parks 26 8 22 19 
Don’t offer sufficient comfort or facilities 26 7 23 16 
Can’t afford costs of staying in parks 18 10 20 19 
Feel unsafe due to crime/anti-social behaviour 24 6 28 13 
Poor personal mobility 15 7 12 18 
No way of getting to parks 13 6 16 21 
Too many restrictive rules/regulations 15 3 13 7 
Simply don’t appeal 15 4 22 13 
Parks are overcrowded 13 2 15 4 
Opening hours not convenient 11 2 18 5 
Feel unsafe due to dangerous wildlife 14 2 20 4 

Source: UTS/STCRC survey 2003/4 

                                                           
15 The survey involved a mail-out to a randomly selected sample of 2,000 residents in each of NSW and Queensland. The results are 
preliminary because responses are still being received from NSW. To date, 1,277 completed questionnaires have been received, 741 from 
Queensland and 536 from NSW. 
16 Defined as those who have not visited a national park in the last year, but have visited within last 5 years. 
17 Defined as those who have not visited a national park within the last 5 years, including those who have never visited. 
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Lack of Time 
The lack of time was a major factor in all the Australian studies. Many infrequent visitors saw visiting national 
parks as a very time consuming exercise, and cited family and work commitments and a preference for doing 
other, less time consuming leisure activities as reasons for their limited use. In focus group research conducted in 
New South Wales and Queensland by UTS, younger participants in particular suggested that visiting national 
parks was currently inconsistent with their lifestyles, which were focused primarily on advancing their careers 
and pursuing leisure opportunities that were more accessible. They considered visiting national parks as 
something which required considerable time, and consequently an activity that could more easily be pursued 
later in life, when free time was more readily available. The lack of time due to family and work commitments 
was amongst the most significant reasons given by both non-recent and non-visitors in the UTC/STCRC survey. 

High Perceived Costs 
Coupled with the above, there is a perception that national parks tend to be remote and require a high level of 
involvement or effort in planning a visit, and a high level of cost in actually making that visit. Factored into the 
cost of such trips were travelling and accommodation expenses, in addition to park entry and camping fees 
which, by themselves, were not generally seen to be significant constraints. The fact that people did not always 
know what to expect when they visited a national park, or that they could be disappointed by a lack of interesting 
sights to see or few encounters with wildlife, made the prospect of visiting a national park a somewhat risky 
personal investment and potentially poor value for the time, money and effort involved. In the UTS/STCRC 
survey, the remoteness of national parks emerged as a major inhibiting factor. So too did the costs of getting to a 
national park and, to a lesser extent, the costs of entry. The latter result was somewhat surprising, given that 
there are currently no entry fees in Queensland’s national parks, yet 21% of Queensland respondents cited this as 
a minor reason for not visiting and 8% indicated it was a major reason. There was, in fact, no statistically 
significant difference between Queensland and NSW residents on this question. This suggests that some of the 
concerns about costs are more to do with perceptions than reality, and it is at least partially a function of lack of 
knowledge.  

Lack of Awareness and Knowledge 
Uncertainty about what to expect was also related to a generally low level of awareness and knowledge of 
national parks. The focus group research revealed a general understanding of the concept of conserving areas in 
their natural state, and support for this, but a lack of awareness of both the recreational opportunities that 
national parks offered and the attractive features which they possessed. Moreover people did not know where to 
look for such information and believed that national parks agencies needed to do more to inform the general 
public about what they had to offer through the mass media, which was perceived as the most accessible 
information source. The UTS/STCRC survey also found that this was a highly significant inhibiting factor, 
particularly amongst non-visitors. Part 3 of this overall study, which addresses issues and practices relating to 
marketing and promotion of national parks, presents some ways in which this significant problem can be 
addressed. 

Accessibility and Mobility Issues 
For some people, accessibility and mobility issues were significant constraints. The lack of a car was cited by 
some survey respondents and focus group participants as a reason for not visiting parks, but for others it related 
more to their inability to experience the attractive features of a park because of personal mobility problems. The 
distance between car parks and park highlights, such as lookouts, and the rough condition of paths and tracks 
made it difficult for aged and disabled persons to enjoy parks, or at least the perception that such people could 
encounter difficulties constrained them from visiting. This had implications in relation to some people’s social 
needs, as will be discussed later in this section. Poor personal mobility and having no means of getting to 
national parks were confirmed as factors of some significance in the UTS/STCRC survey, although not as 
important as those discussed above. 

Perceptions of Danger and Risk 
A surprising inhibiting factor which emerged from the NSW and Queensland focus group research was that 
many infrequent visitors perceived national parks as dangerous and risky places. The more predictable threats 
related to those which emanated from the natural environment, e.g. wildlife and insects. However, the more 
significant source of danger was perceived as arising from other human beings in such isolated settings. A 
number of participants recounted past experiences where they had felt threatened or uncomfortable due to the 
behaviour of other visitors, or were simply uncomfortable in a setting where there were no means of controlling 
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personally threatening behaviour. Of more significance was the view that the only time many people heard 
anything about national parks was when a murder victim had been found in one, and even the ‘backpacker 
murders’ came up as a disturbing example of what could happen in such places. Of a less serious nature there 
were also concerns about the security of personal property in situations where there were few people about and 
thefts could go largely unobserved. The UTS/STCRC survey confirmed that perceptions of danger and risk were 
of some considerable influence, particularly amongst non-visitors, and other humans were considered more 
threatening than the wildlife in parks. 

Lack of Appeal  
Many people simply expressed the opinion that national parks did not appeal or held little interest for them. They 
preferred to pursue other types of leisure or holiday opportunities, although, as eluded to above, some suggested 
that it was not appealing at their current stage of life but they could envisage a future interest. For others, their 
interest in national parks was highly selective; they were not interested in ‘the bush’ for the simple experience of 
being there, but rather wanted to know that there was something spectacular or unique to see although their lack 
of knowledge about these things constrained them from visiting. A simple lack of appeal was a fairly significant 
reason given by respondents to the UTS/STCRC survey, particularly for non-visitors. The notion that there were 
“too many rules and regulations” may also be associated with a certain lack of appeal, given that these might 
constrain the activities that some would prefer to pursue. 

Not Meeting Personal or Social Needs 
A significant constraint for some was the perception that national parks simply did not provide a level of services 
and facilities which met their personal needs and preferences, but they indicated they might visit if these were 
met. The notion of ‘roughing it’ by camping or staying in basic accommodation was not appealing, but if 
comfortable cabin accommodation was provided within or close to parks they would be inclined to visit. There 
was also a strong preference for guided tours to facilitate access to the highlights of a park, rather than relying on 
self-discovery. Generally there was a view that national parks needed to be made more easy and convenient to 
experience rather than seeming like hard work. A substantial number of respondents to the UTS/STCRC survey 
indicated that a reason for not visiting national parks was that they did not meet their needs in terms of levels of 
facilities and comfort. 

In the profile of domestic visitors earlier in this report, it was indicated that there were very low levels of 
national park visitation by many ethnic groups within the community. The focus group research conducted by 
UTS explored this issue with a number of ethnic groups within Sydney. This study revealed a number of 
significant constraints, and research conducted in South Australia supported a number of these. In some ethnic 
communities there was simply no tradition of visiting national parks and differing views towards nature as a 
setting for leisure experiences. In other ethnic communities there was a feeling that national parks were not well 
set up to meet their social needs in relation to leisure. The emphasis here was on engaging in leisure activities 
with the extended family, but difficulties of access made it problematic to include elderly relatives. An earlier 
study conducted for Parks Victoria on metropolitan park usage amongst a number of ethnic communities also 
revealed that there is a strong preference amongst such communities for such broadly inclusive, family-based 
recreational activities. 

Implications 
A general conclusion that can be reached here is that some people who currently make little or no use of national 
parks will never do so – parks simply do not appeal or provide the setting for the types of leisure activities that 
they would like to pursue. For others, the possibility of visiting parks remains a prospect for the future, when the 
demands of their current lifestyles become less constraining. For others still, however, there is the potential for 
some types of parks to appeal, most notably parks which possess icon sights, provided appropriate facilities and 
services are available. The problems of lack of awareness and knowledge of opportunities in national parks 
would also need to be addressed, along with measures to counter the negative perceptions that many people hold 
with respect to personal safety. It should be stressed, however, that these conclusions are based on limited 
research and there is scope to explore this matter in more depth and detail. Further analysis of the UTS/STCRC 
survey, not possible within the time frame of this project, should go some way towards addressing this 
deficiency in our understanding of factors that inhibit visits to national parks. 
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Chapter 8 

The Range of Experiences 
 
The analysis presented in this report reveals that there is a great diversity of parks in Australia offering a very 
broad range of experiences. Both domestic and international tourists visit parks for a wide variety of reasons, 
generally seeking out parks which suit their particular needs at a particular time. Visitors express different 
preferences as to facilities and services they require to make such an experience enjoyable and rewarding. There 
is consequently no standard formula that can be applied to parks in general, but rather every effort should be 
made to recognise, preserve and even broaden this apparent diversity. At a macro-level, parks agencies 
consequently need to employ mechanisms which assist planning for diversity, and, at a micro-level, the key 
determinants of the quality of particular types of experiences need to be recognised and taken into account within 
individual parks. There is therefore some value in developing and utilising systems for the categorisation of 
parks and park experiences. 

Bases for Categorising Parks 
A number of Australian parks agencies have developed frameworks for categorising parks within their 
jurisdictions. For example, the South Australian Department for the Environment and Heritage (SADEH) has 
developed a four-tier classification for its parks, utilising a scoring system involving five criteria: revenue 
generated by the park annually; visitation to the park recorded annually; asset replacement value of park 
infrastructure/visitor facilities; marketing profile of the park - international, national or local; and regional 
development/economic impact of the park. Based on the score achieved under these criteria the parks are 
classified as either “icon parks”, “key parks”, “minor parks” or “other reserves”. Currently under this system 
there are 9 icon parks, 12 key parks, 21 minor parks and 288 “other reserves”, with many in this final category 
receiving little or no visitation. The main purpose of this classification system is to assist with prioritising 
expenditures. While this system is laudable in the sense that it revolves around a number of significant tourism-
related criteria, it does not distinguish between parks on the basis of the different experiences they may offer. It 
thus provides an indication that the highest expenditure is justified in icon parks, because of the current level of 
visitation, revenue generated, etc, but gives little apparent indication as to how that expenditure might best be 
directed to enhance the quality of experiences being sought in a particular park. Flinders Ranges and Naracoorte 
Caves, for example, are both categorised as icon parks, yet findings presented in Table 9 suggest that the motives 
of visitors are vastly different in these two cases. This in turn suggests that a quite different mix of facilities, 
services, management practices and involvement of the tourism industry might well be appropriate in each park. 
Another limitation of this system, from the perspective of planning for tourism in national parks, is that it tends 
to focus on current performance from a tourism perspective rather than enabling the recognition of tourism 
potential. 

The Western Australian Department of Conservation and Land Management (CALM) (2000) have 
categorised parks according to the main purpose of visit cited by respondents to visitor surveys, as follows: 

1. Sightseeing 
2. Camping 
3. Socialising with friends and family/picnic 
4. See wildlife/experience nature 

Arguably, this is a move in the right direction in the sense that it gives some prominence to the most 
common purposes of visits to a park, which then assists with determining how best to meet visitor needs and 
expectations. Its focus, however, may be too heavily placed on activities rather than experiences. 

Like a number of other park agencies CALM have also classified their parks according to a Recreation 
Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) framework, into primitive, intermediate and developed. The shortcoming of this 
approach is that it does not appear to take into account adequately the perspectives of the visitor, what they most 
value or appreciate about a particular park and the expectations they might have about their experience. In other 
words it does not fully acknowledge the fundamental attractions of a park as a basis for determining what level, 
and forms, of development might be most appropriate. Rather the level of development itself seems to become 
the primary determinant of the experience. To some extent the ROS framework, while it has proved extremely 
valuable for park planning and management purposes, reflects circumstances at the time at which it was 
developed. It was developed around thirty years ago when there was far less knowledge of visitor perspectives 
and far less emphasis on understanding, and attempting to satisfy, visitor needs and expectations as a basis for 
planning within parks agencies. This very report, along with the considerable volume of recent research that has 
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been reviewed within it, suggest that this situation is changing, and it may be time to review the value of ROS in 
its current form. 

The Queensland Wet Tropics study (Bentrupperbaumer & Reser 2002), referred to earlier in this report, 
proposed developing an Experience Opportunity Spectrum (EOS) as a way of broadening the ROS framework. 
Such an approach “more directly acknowledges a spectrum of motivations and satisfactions which are unrelated 
to activity per se but closely tied to personal connections with significant natural places” (p73). This suggestion 
arose out of the findings that visitors’ motivations were far more closely associated with desired experiences 
(‘being there’) than specific activities (‘doing that’). The general findings on visitor motivations presented in 
Chapter 2 strongly support this notion. The authors of the Wet Tropics study present a powerful argument on the 
utility of questioning current conventional wisdom with respect to park planning frameworks and focusing on 
experiences: “Such a reframing of the reasons why people visit areas such as the WTWHA18 would allow for a 
more serious consideration of how site design, interpretation materials, and management policies might more 
adequately address and support the seemingly fundamental needs of many visitors for a restorative experience 
and encounter in a powerful natural environment” (Bentrupperbaumer & Reser 2002). 

A corollary is that resources can be saved and/or redirected to areas where they might produce the greatest 
benefits if planning is based on a better understanding of what experiences visitors are seeking and what 
contributes most to the quality of such experiences. In essence these would be the cornerstones to developing an 
EOS. 

It must be acknowledged that there is considerable value in a framework such as ROS. The ROS framework 
gives due recognition to the conservation values of a park, which play a significant part in influencing whether it 
should be planned and managed as a primitive, intermediate or developed setting. An EOS should not ignore 
such factors and it may therefore be best regarded as a parallel or complementary framework to an ROS, but one 
which places emphasis on the quality and diversity of visitor experiences. Developing and operationalising such 
a framework would be a considerable task, and is obviously beyond the scope of this report, but the following 
section attempts to make a start by proposing a categorisation of park experiences and demonstrating some of the 
implications that emerge. 

Categories of Park Experiences 
The Australia-wide review of visitor studies which has been conducted for this report revealed that there were a 
number of types of experiences which were commonly sought in national parks and other protected areas. 
Moreover there was a high degree of consistency in desired experiences between parks that possessed like 
characteristics in terms of their inherent key attractions. These studies also provided considerable insights into 
the factors that are regarded as most important to influencing the quality of different experiences, and revealed 
that the visitor mix may be significantly influenced by the experiences that a park offers.  

Based on these overall findings, Table 14 proposes a categorisation of experiences which could form the 
foundation for an EOS planning framework. The predominant experiences in Australia’s national parks have 
been grouped into six categories: natural, iconic, independent recreational, facilitated recreational, urban respite 
and cultural. Table 14 also defines the key characteristics of parks that predominantly offer such experiences, 
along with comments on the tourism potential that might be associated with each experience type. Finally, some 
management implications are suggested for parks agencies if their goal is to maximise visitation, tourism 
potential and the quality of experience offered. This table represents a synthesis of findings presented in this 
study relating to visitor numbers and profiles, motivations, expectations and attributes that were deemed to be 
important in influencing the quality of experiences in different settings. Factors which currently inhibit some 
people from visiting national parks were also taken into account, particularly in relation to tourism potential.  

The primary purpose of such a categorisation at this stage is to stimulate discussion; the authors do not 
pretend that this is a fully developed and validated, comprehensive framework. Rather the intention is to position 
the understanding of visitor experiences prominently amongst the range of issues that influence park planning 
and management. The authors of this report do contend, however, that this positioning is fundamental if tourism-
related goals, such as increasing levels of visitation, enhancing the benefits that accrue from tourism in national 
parks, or broadening the visitor base, are to be pursued in an effective and efficient way.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
18 Wet Tropics World Heritage Area 
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Table 14: Categories of Experiences in National Parks and Other Protected Areas 
Predominant 
Experience 

Key Characteristics of 
Park 

Tourism Potential Implications for Management 
and Presentation 

Natural experiences. 
The general natural 
setting or environment 
is the main appeal, and 
visitors come to 
experience it simply 
by being there and 
engaging in activities 
such as camping and 
walking as a way of 
enjoying the 
environment. 

Parks which best cater for 
these experiences would 
be those that possess 
attractive natural 
environments, without 
necessarily having strong 
highlight sights or 
features. The rainforest 
parks in eastern 
Australia, e.g., would 
predominantly fall into 
this category, which 
possibly accounts for the 
largest number of 
national parks. 

The main type of visitors 
seeking out this type of 
experience would be 
Australians who are 
national park devotees.  
Parks which offer such 
experiences have some 
tourism potential, 
provided accessibility is 
adequate and they are 
relatively close to tourist 
routes. Some 
international FITs may 
find these parks 
appealing, particularly 
those on longer 
itineraries and using hire 
cars or camper vans. 

The main management 
requirement for such parks would 
be to maintain the quality and 
naturalness of the setting, with 
minimal, basic facilities, such as 
toilets and water, to support the 
experience and with no great need 
for interpretation. There may be a 
need for higher levels of facilities 
in more remote locations. A range 
of short walking tracks will 
facilitate experiences for the 
majority of visitors, although there 
should also be opportunities for 
solitude. 

Iconic experiences. 
Visitors are enticed to 
view a particular 
spectacular or unique 
sight or natural 
feature. 

These would include 
parks where there is a 
specific dominant natural 
feature or experience. 
This could be a 
spectacular geological 
feature, such as Uluru or 
Kings Canyon, or a rare 
wildlife viewing 
opportunity, such as at 
Seal Bay, or a special, 
visually appealing 
ecosystem, such as the 
Great Barrier Reef. 

Parks that offer these 
experiences have the 
greatest ability to draw 
both international and 
interstate visitors, with 
considerable potential to 
also attract new domestic 
visitors who currently 
make few visits to 
national parks. There 
may be unrealised 
tourism potential in 
some parks which offer 
such experiences, e.g. 
Bald Rock in NSW, and 
realising this may 
depend on improved 
marketing. 

These parks require the highest 
level of facility and service 
provision, and the greatest degree 
of collaboration with the tourism 
industry.  Accommodation would 
need to be available, e.g. in nearby 
towns or adjacent to the park, at 
more than a basic level. 
Interpretation may contribute to 
the quality of experience in some 
situations where the icon feature 
can’t be fully appreciated visually. 
Tours which facilitate access that 
could not be achieved as 
effectively by independent means 
may also be important. 

Independent 
recreational 
experiences. 
In these situations the 
focus is on naturally 
provided recreational 
activities, which may 
be pursued without the 
assistance of or 
facilitation by third 
parties. 

In most coastal parks 
reviewed for this report, 
the focus is on 
participating in water-
based recreational 
activities, often in the 
context of a family 
holiday. In such 
situations the natural 
setting is still important 
and constitutes a 
qualitative difference to 
coastal camping holidays 
outside of national parks. 
A smaller number of 
inland parks displayed 
similar characteristics of 
the natural setting 
providing the basis for 
specific and predominant 
forms of recreational 
activity. 
 

Parks that offer 
predominantly 
independent recreational 
experiences probably 
possess limited potential 
to expand tourism. 
Arguably they are 
plentiful around 
Australia’s coastline and 
current visitation 
patterns reflect choices 
that people have already 
made about their 
preferred style of 
holiday. Intrastate and 
repeat visitors are likely 
to be most significant. 

The focus of visitor information 
should be on that which assists 
visitors to get the most out of their 
recreational experience, e.g. 
location and quality of particular 
opportunities for popular 
activities. Some limited 
management actions may be 
required to facilitate access to 
places which provide such 
opportunities, but visitors require 
no other direct assistance to enjoy 
their recreational experience. 
There also needs to be a focus on 
maintaining the natural setting so 
that the park continues to appeal 
to its current types of visitors, 
although a slightly higher level of 
facilities may be required here 
than in parks which offer 
predominantly natural 
experiences. Management to avoid 
visitor conflicts is also important 
in relation to noise and littering.  
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Predominant 
Experience 

Key Characteristics of 
Park 

Tourism Potential Implications for Management 
and Presentation 

Facilitated recreational 
experiences. 
Similar to the above 
category, the main 
focus is on engaging 
in certain recreational 
activities. However 
doing so requires 
some degree of 
facilitation, by way of 
infrastructure 
developments or third 
party assistance.  

The most significant 
examples would be the 
alpine parks in south-
eastern Australia that 
uniquely provide skiing 
opportunities. Also 
significant could be other 
parks which offer fairly 
rare opportunities for 
specific expertise- or 
equipment-dependent 
recreational activities 
such as white-water 
rafting and canyoning. 

Such parks would have 
significant niche market 
appeal for tourism. The 
appeal of the alpine 
parks is already well 
recognised and catered 
for, but there may be 
unrealised opportunities 
to attract international 
tourists with an interest 
in outdoor adventure 
activities to other parks. 

The key feature of parks offering 
these experiences is that they 
provide fairly rare opportunities 
for certain recreational activities 
which require the development of 
infrastructure or the provision of 
support services to facilitate them. 
Engaging appropriate commercial 
operators is vital, as is being 
aware of and sensitive to factors 
that affect their businesses, such 
as public liability and insurance 
issues. 

Urban respite 
experiences. 
The focus is on city-
dwelling local day 
visitors taking a break 
from their everyday 
environment and 
enjoying activities 
such as picnics and 
family gatherings in a 
pleasant, more 
peaceful setting. 

Parks that are close to or 
within major urban 
centres. 

Unless they possess 
some distinctive special 
feature, or are 
particularly well-located 
with respect to main 
areas of tourist activity, 
they are unlikely to have 
great potential for 
tourism. 
 

While the natural setting is 
important there is likely to be a 
higher tolerance of modification 
and expectations of facility 
provision than in many other park 
situations. Visitor activity areas 
should be set up so as to cater for 
as wide a cross-section of the local 
urban community as possible. 
Permanent interpretation is neither 
expected nor sought. 

Cultural experiences. 
The main focus is 
observing and/or 
learning about aspects 
of Australia’s culture 
and history, both 
European and 
indigenous. 

 

These are parks which 
contain specific items or 
places of cultural 
significance, especially 
Aboriginal. 

They are likely to have 
considerable tourism 
potential unless in 
remote locations with 
poor access, but less so 
than for parks that offer 
iconic experiences. 

The greater subtlety of cultural as 
opposed to natural features 
suggests that interpretation is most 
important in these types of parks 
to enable the visitor to fully 
appreciate the experience. The 
desire for ‘authentic’ 
interpretation suggests the need 
for more involvement of 
Aboriginal people in the 
presentation of their culture. Parks 
agencies need to consider the most 
cost-effective way of conserving 
historic items, such as buildings, 
while at the same time facilitating 
visitor access without degrading 
the meaning or fabric. In some 
such situations engaging 
commercial operators may be an 
appropriate option.  

 
 

While the above categorisation has been presented in terms of predominant experiences that might 
characterise a particular park, many parks demonstrably offer a range of experiences, because of the diverse 
features they possess. For such “hybrid” parks, the notion of an EOS may potentially be applied to internal 
planning and management, just as readily as it may be applied at an estate level by a parks agency. 

In conclusion, it should be stressed that the protection and conservation of natural and cultural heritage 
values should not be supplanted by visitor experiences as the paramount concern underlying park planning and 
management. Indeed the evidence presented in this report suggests that the latter is primarily dependent on the 
former. In implementing measures to enhance the quality of visitor experiences both parks agencies and the 
tourism industry need to recognise this dependent relationship, and the fact that it might reasonably and 
appropriately constrain the provision of visitor services and facilities in some situations. Such due recognition is 
likely to produce park management and industry practices which best serve the long term interests of both 
conservation and tourism. 
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Chapter 9 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
This report has examined a number of key aspects associated with the notion of ‘making national parks a 
national tourism priority’. It has primarily explored issues relating to visitors and their experiences of national 
parks and other protected areas. It has examined levels and patterns of visitation, the involvement of the tourism 
industry, the nature and range of visitor experiences and key determinants of the quality of those experiences, as 
well as factors that inhibit some people from visiting such areas. A major general conclusion is that protected 
areas constitute highly valuable, and valued, assets for the nation. Broadly speaking, they represent: 
• the cornerstone of our appeal as an international tourism destination; 
• the settings for a high proportion of international tourist activities; 
• a major component of many domestic tourism trips;  
• places that offer satisfying experiences to the vast majority of their current visitors; and 
• a substantial base for a large number of commercial tourism activities, particularly in rural and regional 

Australia. 

However, there are some indications that a number of significant steps need to be taken to more fully realise 
the potential value of these areas, such as: 
• the apparent recent decline in visits by international tourists;  
• the decline in national park visitation in some jurisdictions and specific parks; 
• the questionable commercial sustainability of tourism operators using national parks as a base for their 

activities;  
• the limited use of national parks currently made by significant sections of the Australian community; and 
• the lack of consistent, good quality data relating to visitor numbers, profiles, motivations and desired 

experiences upon which planning, management and, in particular, resource allocation decisions can be 
based. 

Based on these indications a set of recommendations is presented below to address these and other areas for 
improvement identified in this report. The recommendations have been grouped and presented under the 
following headings: 

1. research and data collection; 
2. enhancing visitor experiences; and 
3. attracting new visitors. 

A brief rationale for each recommendation is also presented below. 

Research and Data Collection 
Recommendation 1: 
A more accurate and consistent approach to measuring visitor numbers should be developed and 
implemented in all jurisdictions. 

 
It is recognised that the agencies in some states and territories have made significant recent advances in this 
regard. However, other agencies have yet to implement comprehensive systems of visitor counting or continue to 
rely on very rough estimates. Frequent changes in visitor counting methods also lead to problems with the 
consistency of data over time. Such deficiencies in data make it very difficult to determine the precise 
magnitude, and consequent value, of visitation to national parks and other protected areas. The lack of good 
quality time series data makes the identification of trends in visitation all but impossible at a macro-level. The 
analysis of visitation trends can be a valuable diagnostic tool for both protected area and tourism agencies. 
However, while a high degree of precision is desirable, it is recognised that visitor counting is a potentially 
expensive exercise, and the prospective benefits need to be balanced against the costs. From the point of view of 
trend data, consistency of approach is arguably more important than absolute precision. 
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Recommendation 2: 
A more accurate and consistent approach to determining visitor profiles within park visitor surveys 
needs to be introduced, overall and for specific parks. 

 
The visitor profile data collected by parks agencies currently vary widely, with many visitor surveys 
collecting only a bare minimum of personal information. Incorporating the collection of a broader range of 
characteristics into visitor surveys would enable a greater understanding of the nature of the markets for national 
parks, and an ongoing indication of how widely national parks are appealing to their constituent communities. 

 
Recommendation 3: 
Surveys of park visitors, routinely carried out by parks agencies, should include the determination of 
visitor motives as a standard component. 

 
Asking visitors about the main motive, purpose or reason for their visit has become a more common, 
though not universal, feature of visitor surveys in recent years. The approaches used, however, vary widely, and 
this makes drawing general conclusions about visitor motivations very difficult. Such information has 
considerable value in understanding the experiences visitors are seeking and the associated expectations they 
may have about the provision of certain services and facilities. Generally, approaches which are focused on key 
needs or desired experiences provide better insights for planning and management purposes than do approaches 
based on activities as purposes for visits. 
 

Recommendation 4: 
Research is needed into the causes and effects of high turnovers (low renewal rates) of commercial 
operator licences in national parks. 

 
The examination of commercial licence records revealed that this may be a significant problem, at least in 
some states or territories. The causes of this high turnover are certainly not evident. They may be related to the 
nature of the relationship between operators and parks agencies, or to business failures amongst operators, or 
even to external factors such as the high cost of public liability insurance. The effects may include an impact on 
the quality of experience for visitors, as new, inexperienced operators are continually entering the market. 
  

Recommendation 5: 
Research is needed on the decline in the proportion of international tourists visiting national parks, and 
on why certain nationalities have low propensities to visit. 

 
The proportion of international tourists who visit a national park during their time in Australia appears to be 
declining, but no clear explanation for this is evident. Given the significance of the natural environment to 
Australia’s international appeal and competitiveness, this is a worrying trend, and its possible causes are worthy 
of investigation. The tendency to visit national parks also varies widely between different nationalities of 
international tourists, but the reasons for this are not understood. It may be that some form of qualitative research 
is required as a precursor to developing a better understanding of international markets and their behaviour as 
tourists in Australia. Focus group research has proved a valuable adjunct in a number of domestic visitor and 
community surveys reviewed in this report. 
 

Recommendation 6: 
More research is needed on determining factors that contribute most to visitor satisfaction or the 
quality of experience. 

 
Attempting to measure the importance of various park attributes, facilities and services has become a 
feature of many protected area visitor surveys recently, but the approaches vary widely and this hampers the 
drawing of firm, general conclusions. The adoption of a more standardised approach to investigating this matter 
would greatly enhance our understanding of it and provide a better basis for decisions impacting on visitor 
experiences. This is also an effective way of prioritising improvements to visitor services and facilities. The 
recommendations relating to enhancing visitor experiences, presented in Chapter 9 below, need to be qualified 
by this shortcoming in the existing knowledge base. 
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Recommendation 7: 
Additional research is needed to more fully understand the reasons why people do not visit national 
parks. 

 
This has only recently emerged as an issue that parks agencies have sought to explore, as they have 
acknowledged a need to broaden their visitor and support base. Consequently the findings presented in this 
report, while they provide some insights into the reasons for limited use, are based on fairly minimal evidence.  

Enhancing Visitor Experiences 
The greatest factor contributing to the quality of experience is maintaining the quality of the park environment 
and its key attractions. Conservation is thus fundamental to touristic appeal. This hardly needs to be presented as 
a recommendation as it simply serves to confirm the primacy of conservation as an objective of park 
management. The recommendations presented below relate to more specific aspects of enhancing visitor 
experiences. 

 
Recommendation 8: 
Interpretation needs to be used selectively in national parks, as it only appears to be a significant 
contributor to the quality of experience in a limited range of circumstances. Interpretation is most 
important in parks: 
• that possess significant Aboriginal heritage, where there is also a strong desire to have Aboriginal 

guides involved; 
• that possess iconic/charismatic wildlife/ecosystems; 
• where guides are expected as part of the process of accessing the key attractions, e.g. caves; and 
• with high levels of first time and/or international visitors. 

 
Human-delivered interpretation is generally preferred to static interpretation, such as signage or displays. 
This finding suggests that there is a major role for the tourism industry to play in delivering such interpretation. 
Visitor centres generally do not appear to contribute much to the quality of experience other than in a very 
limited range of situations, e.g. remote outback parks. 
 

Recommendation 9: 
Some basic facilities need to be provided as foundations for the experience in most parks, especially 
clean toilets, directional information and information about the major attractions and experience 
opportunities in the park. 

 
Such facilities reflect lower order needs, but satisfying these needs is necessary if visitors are to be able to 
satisfy higher order needs relating to their desired experiences. Poor or insufficient directional signage and dirty 
or smelly toilets were amongst the most common complaints visitors had about their park experiences. 
 

Recommendation 10: 
The level of facilities provided in any individual park needs to be geared to the profile of visitors and the 
locational circumstances of the park.  

 
The pattern of preferences is highly variable. Those who are frequent visitors to parks generally have a 
preference for low to moderate levels of facilities and for the setting to be maintained in as natural a state as 
possible. Higher levels of facilities are generally desired in more remote parks. Research into current and 
potential visitor profiles, needs, preferences and expectations should be a basic pre-cursor to park planning 
exercises. 
 

Recommendation 11: 
The quality and quantity of pre-trip information about parks needs to be improved. 

 
Pre-trip information emerged as a fairly important influencing factor on the quality of experience, and was a 
frequent suggestion for improvement in visitor surveys. There seem to have been some recent efforts by parks 
agencies to improve this aspect of their visitor services, particularly in relation to the development or 
improvement of web sites, but in no instance has the effectiveness of these initiatives been fully evaluated from 
the user’s perspective. 
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Attracting New Visitors 
 

Recommendation 12: 
The bulk of efforts to attract new visitors to national parks should be focused on those that offer iconic 
sights or experiences.  

 
Increases in visitation are most likely to emerge from a growth in inbound tourism and from attracting 
domestic visitors who currently make few or no visits to national parks. In both cases there are clear indications 
that parks featuring iconic sights or experiences possess the most appeal. Consequently such parks possess the 
greatest potential for tourism. Realising that potential may involve engaging commercial tour operators to a 
greater degree and providing higher levels of facilities in or adjacent to these parks. It may also be possible that 
there are parks with iconic qualities where the current tourism potential is largely unrealised.  
 

Recommendation 13: 
Actions need to be taken to increase broad community levels of awareness about national parks and 
their highlights or attractions. 

 
A lack of awareness or knowledge about the location of national parks and what they have to offer is 
inhibiting current visitation by Australian residents. Moreover, there is a lack of knowledge about where to look 
for such information. Unlike some other inhibiting factors, such as limited uncommitted time or minimal appeal, 
a lack of knowledge can be overcome by positive actions on the part of national park and/or tourism promotion 
agencies. A lack of knowledge and awareness may also be a factor inhibiting visitation by international visitors 
to all but a few parks. 
 

Recommendation 14: 
Some current negative perceptions about national parks need to be addressed, and there needs to be an 
ongoing effort to counter such perception problems as they arise. 

 
Media reports about crimes being committed and bodies found in national parks, animal attacks and so on, 
have all contributed to the perception that national parks are inherently dangerous places. While undoubtedly 
there are risks and dangers in national parks, the perceptions of these may be far greater than the reality. The 
tourism industry has long recognised the significance of image in destination marketing and the need to respond 
quickly and appropriately to events which create such negative perceptions. If national park agencies wish to 
more fully realise and sustain the tourism potential of parks, then they need to adopt some of the industry’s 
practices with regard to the creation and protection of destination images. 
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