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Abstract: Tourism in protected areas was a fast-growing segment within the global travel and tourism
industry prior to the economic fallout from the COVID-19 pandemic. As a development pathway,
tourism generated foreign exchange for countries endowed with natural assets (protected areas,
pristine landscapes, forests, oceans, wildlife), contributed to conservation revenues, and provided
local development benefits for communities. However, the spread of COVID-19 and its associated
travel restrictions severely impacted this sector. In this review, we describe the main challenges
preventing the sector from achieving its development potential. We propose a framework to steer
tourism in protected areas as a green recovery initiative, so that it may rebound sustainably and
continue to support biodiversity conservation and socio-economic development.
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1. Introduction

The year 2020 was called the “super year” for biodiversity because several global con-
ferences, including the Fifteenth Meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the Convention
on Biological Diversity (CBD), had been planned to bring countries together to examine
the progress made on the Aichi Biodiversity Targets, and negotiate a post-2020 global
biodiversity framework [1]. This gathering was to follow the recently published Intergov-
ernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) global
assessment of biodiversity and ecosystem services, which highlighted that over one million
species are threatened with extinction, and there is a dire need for the global community to
recommit to biodiversity conservation. As some of the world’s poorest communities are
disproportionately affected by the loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services given their
strong dependence on nature [2], the urgency for action is only greater.

Well-managed protected areas (PAs) have come to be recognized as a critical compo-
nent of any biodiversity conservation strategy [3–5]. While countries have made progress
towards—and came close to achieving—Aichi Target 11 of protecting at least 17% of ter-
restrial and inland water by 2020, the target was not fulfilled. Currently, about 20 million
km2 of terrestrial PAs, equivalent to approximately 15% of the world’s land, have been
designated and brought under some form of protection [6].

There are calls from the international community to make the CBD post-2020 global
biodiversity framework more ambitious by expanding protected area coverage [7,8]. For
protected areas to serve as effective biodiversity conservation havens, it will take more than
setting land aside. Conservation success depends on whether PAs are effectively managed
and can mitigate threats to fulfill their role in enhancing biodiversity conservation. This is
key in the face of growing pressures inside PAs from anthropogenic activity [9,10].

For PAs to be effective, adequate staffing and resources are critical [3,11,12]. Yet, many
PAs remain underfunded [12–16]. Moreover, the economic fallout from COVID-19 has
dried up another important source of revenue for PAs: tourism.
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Tourism in protected areas had been rapidly growing until the emergence of the
COVID-19 pandemic, which severely affected the sector. Tourism in protected areas
contributes to gross domestic product (GDP), serves as an important source of fiscal and
foreign revenues, contributes to local livelihoods, and helps raise funds for conservation in
developing countries that are endowed with natural assets [17–19]. The world’s terrestrial
PAs receive at least eight billion visits per year [17]. According to the World Travel and
Tourism Council (WTTC), wildlife tourism directly contributed USD 120.1 billion in GDP
to the global economy and sustained 21.8 million jobs in 2018 [20]. Tourism-dependent
countries are now facing deep challenges from COVID-19. The real GDP for tourism-
dependent economies in Africa and the Caribbean nations was projected to shrink by
12% in 2020 [21], which is much higher than the projected global average contraction of
4.4%. There is anecdotal evidence on both the positive and the adverse environmental
impacts of COVID-19 [22]. For example, wildlife in some protected areas has been reported
to benefit from reduced human activity [23] and attention to improving regulation and
legislation on wildlife trade has increased [24,25]. On the other hand, since the tourism
sector was the largest market-based contributor to the financing of protected areas [26], the
lost revenues from tourism will likely reduce funds for PA management and, as a result,
increase conservation threats [27].

Loss of revenues from tourism will also adversely affect communities who live around
protected areas, many of whom were already in extreme poverty, dependent upon tourism
benefits, and facing added challenges of food security, human welfare, and human–wildlife
conflict. Protected areas in tropical regions are home to a disproportionately large share
of the world’s biodiversity [28,29]. They are also areas that have high levels of poverty
(Figure 1a,b). Due to the overlap between hotspots of global biodiversity and poverty [30],
supporting developing countries in their efforts to conserve biodiversity can further con-
servation and development goals. Research has shown that households in developing
countries living closer to protected areas with tourism are wealthier and have lower chances
of being poor than households situated further away [31].
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These are unprecedented circumstances, and a mix of short- and long-term measures
will be needed to secure the future of tourism and protected areas. The purpose of this
paper is to review the main challenges that are preventing tourism in protected areas from
delivering the full spectrum of benefits—economic, ecological, and social—and to propose
a new framework to sustainably develop tourism in protected areas as part of a sustainable
recovery from the economic fallout of the COVID-19 pandemic.

2. Challenges Preventing Tourism in PAs from Achieving Triple Bottom Line Benefits

Three broad challenges threaten the sustainability of protected areas and the viability
of tourism to provide conservation and socio-economic benefits.

2.1. Insufficient Investment and Ineffective Management

Protected areas worldwide are underfunded [12–16,33], resulting in ineffective man-
agement. Management issues related to PA objectives, plans and policies, budgets, staffing,
equipment, education, outreach, facilities, size, and designation can contribute to the
(in)ability to deliver on intended conservation outcomes [34]. Nearly all PAs in Africa are
inadequately funded, and a deficit of USD 1 billion annually must be addressed to save
iconic species and landscapes [13]. PAs in Latin America experience an estimated funding
gap of USD 700 million annually, and these levels are at risk of worsening [35]. A global
assessment of protected area management effectiveness (PAME) worldwide revealed that
only 24% of PAs were under “sound management,” and 13% were “clearly inadequate” [36].
The lack of investments endangers the conservation value and sustainability of protected ar-
eas, one-third of which are under intense human pressure from road construction, grazing,
and urbanization [10]. Additionally, the lack of public investment in tourism development,
including infrastructure facilities, accessibility, skills development, and training, limits the
potential for tourism. Given competing demands over limited public financial resources,
governments often do not prioritize investments in PAs, including tourism, in part because
these investments are seen to generate conservation benefits but not to further develop-
ment goals. There is an overall gap in estimating the contribution and impact of PAs that
includes direct, indirect, and induced revenues to local and national economies through
tourism. This data gap makes it difficult to demonstrate a return on public investment in
PA management, reinforcing governments’ perception that PAs are “financial sinks” or that
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they only generate conservation benefits, and have limited economic and development
outcomes.

Planning and management of tourism within protected areas can mitigate the negative
environmental impacts of tourism. Adverse impacts may include habitat degradation,
over-consumption of water, pollution, waste generation, the introduction of alien invasive
species, and others [37,38]. The second most commonly reported threat to terrestrial PAs
worldwide was disturbances from recreational activities (55% of PAs), surpassed only by
unsustainable hunting (61% of PAs) [39]. The growing trends of tourism within protected
areas may lead to detrimental ecological and social impacts, exacerbated by ineffective
protected area management [40].

2.2. Unsupportive Policy and Regulatory Frameworks for Sustainable Tourism Development

Through concessions, protected area authorities can partner with the local community,
the private sector, and non-governmental organizations to expand, improve, and deliver
their tourism offering [41]. Clear and strong legal frameworks for tourism concessions
are critical for engaging private operators to provide commercial tourism services within
PAs, while increasing benefits for conservation and communities. A 2010 review showed
that concessions were the second-largest source of PA-generated funds in Latin America,
following entrance fees; however, concessions were underused in PAs, as some countries’
legal frameworks lacked specific legislation for these activities, or PA authorities were
unfamiliar with them [35]. Tourism concessions agreements from 22 countries indicated
weaknesses in establishing concession qualifications and legal and financial responsibilities,
which threaten the quality of concessionaires [42]. Furthermore, the lack of models for
community participation in concessions may limit their benefits and undermine crucial
support for tourism in and around protected areas.

2.3. Limited Benefit-Sharing Arrangements with Communities

The barriers to protected area tourism being an integrated conservation and devel-
opment tool include poor benefit-sharing mechanisms between parks and communities,
benefits limited to a few “elite” members of the community, and leakages from the local
economy. In Bwindi Impenetrable National Park in Uganda, tourism leakages were esti-
mated to be over 75% [43]. In Botswana, a value chain analysis approach indicated that
only 37% of gross tourism revenues were retained in the local economy [44]. Leakages
are related to spending by tourism operators on food and supplies from outside the local
economy and the employment of non-local staff. Research indicates that equitable and
transparent benefit-sharing arrangements with communities can lead to a higher likelihood
of success for communities, tourism businesses, and for meeting conservation goals [18].
Furthermore, where communities receive benefits from tourism in protected areas, they are
more likely to see it positively and conserve its natural resources [45].

3. Sustainable Recovery of Tourism in PA

To assist the nature-based tourism sector to recover sustainably, we propose a frame-
work focused on three priorities: protecting the natural asset on which tourism is built,
growing and diversifying the business for tourism to generate positive economic impact,
and sharing the benefits with local communities around PAs. Collaboration between gov-
ernments, the private sector, and communities is critical for putting this approach into
action and achieving the triple bottom line: economic growth, poverty reduction, and
biodiversity conservation (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Proposed framework to support sustainable recovery of tourism in protected areas.

3.1. Protect the Asset
3.1.1. Increase Public Investment in PA Management

To promote biodiversity conservation and secure the natural assets visitors enjoy, PAs
must be protected and well managed. This requires addressing the underlying factors that
are contributing to the poor performance of protected areas, including increasing invest-
ment for their management. Expanded funding can increase management effectiveness
by funding site-level management and monitoring activities, hiring and training PA staff,
investing in infrastructure to support enforcement and tourism activities, and promoting
outreach activities. Conservation spending can also decrease threats to the natural as-
sets [15,46,47]. Investing in PAs with viable tourism can also subsidize the financing of PAs
where tourism is still undeveloped or is not suitable. This component is largely a public
sector responsibility; however, when the government invests in its parks, the private sector
follows. In some African countries, new forms of collaborative management partnerships
have emerged in which the state delegates the management authority of PAs to private
or non-profit operators [48]. To reduce over-reliance on tourism and build resilience in
the sector, it will be important to consider other revenue sources beyond tourism, such as
conservation trust funds [49], impact bonds [50], and payment for ecosystem services [51].

3.1.2. Build Capacity of Protected Area Managers

It is integral that the personnel overseeing PA management have the right training and
expertise to do their jobs effectively. The specialists must be well-versed in the laws and
policies governing the PA. In addition, they must understand the business needs of tourism
operators and be able to ensure that any commercial entities are managed in coordination
with the values and objectives of the PA. While the fundamental skills and competencies
will vary depending on the specific nature of the PA, education, experience, and training
in certain fields will help support a commercial services program regardless of location.
Some relevant competencies include: understanding the legal framework that applies
to operators; knowing how to develop contracts or other authorizing instruments and
solicit bids if applicable; being able to monitor and evaluate the operators; data collection
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and analysis skills; business acumen; negotiation skills; and asset management training if
government facilities are to be assigned to the operator for use. By developing a training
and on-the-job education strategy for staff within a commercial services program, PA
managers can ensure that the appropriate skills are obtained and retained.

3.1.3. Undertake Regular Visitor Spending Effects Assessments, at the PA Level and the
National Level

To make a case for regular allocation of public resources, and to support planning
and program design (for example, to identify where tourism services can be improved),
it is important that governments regularly conduct assessments of PA tourism impacts.
Implementation of a visitor survey would ideally be done on a rolling basis to capture
seasonal trends in tourism activities. Information on the number of visitors to each park
location and spending habits of tourists are important for informing policies. Carrying
out visitor surveys and analyzing the data from these surveys is crucial to understand
the impacts of tourism and how they may change over time. The data can also serve as
evidence to demonstrate the economic returns of protecting and investing in PAs.

3.2. Grow and Diversify the Business
3.2.1. Develop a Strong Concession Policy to Promote Tourism in PAs

When a PA authority is faced with challenges related to financing tourism infrastruc-
ture, managing existing infrastructure (mandate, skills, personnel), and offering public
services, a range of instruments are available to address these challenges. These include
concessions, leases, management contracts, and licensing [37,41], which should be managed
under good governance and financial principles.

A company will have a concession agreement to operate inside a protected area.
The contract stipulates the key terms and conditions, such as duration, type of operation,
environmental conditions, and fees that the business must operate under. The development
of a strong commercial services/concessions program in any country should include:

1. Strong protected area foundational laws and regulations;
2. Public support for commercial activity in park areas;
3. Demonstrated economic benefit;
4. Commercial service/concession laws drafted with input from stakeholders, including

potential operators/concessioners, environmental groups, and the general public;
5. Provisions in the law that set forth the most important pillars and allow the imple-

menting agency the flexibility to establish the details in policy;
6. Socialization of the draft law;
7. Implementation of the law through clear and thorough regulations; and
8. Evaluation of the implementation of laws and regulations on a continuous basis and

modification of regulations when necessary.

3.2.2. Diversify the Tourism Offering across Protected Areas

Factors such as the attractiveness of the assets, access, and tourism infrastructure might
render some protected areas not suitable for tourism [37]. To better spread the benefits of
tourism, which are often concentrated in a handful of popular PAs, measures should be
taken to diversify protected area tourism. This can start with feasibility assessments of PAs
within the country to determine the tourism potential, suitability, and stakeholder interest.
Growing and diversifying tourism will also require policies, programs, and investments
that support public service provisioning and development of infrastructure such as airports,
trails, roads, etc. Within PAs that already attract many tourists, diversifying the services
and visitor experience may also contribute to reducing environmental impact.

3.3. Share the Benefits

Revenue-sharing arrangements can enable tourism revenues to flow to local commu-
nities, and open opportunities to integrate local communities into tourism value chains.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 2798 7 of 10

Positive socio-economic outcomes generated by PAs are more likely to have positive con-
servation outcomes [52]; thus, local communities must benefit economically from tourism
in protected areas for their long-term protection. There are many opportunities available to
share and increase benefits, including capacity building, skills training, cultural benefits,
and, in some cases, access to natural resources [45]. Table 1 provides a list of avenues
through which governments can strengthen the linkages between local households from
tourists visiting the PA.

Table 1. Opportunities to increase benefits for local communities around PAs.

Tourism Impact Avenues/Opportunities to Increase Benefits

Direct

Formalizing revenue-sharing mechanisms
Building capacity and developing skills
Promoting sustainable use of natural resources
Reducing human–wildlife conflict through mitigation or compensation
Implementing inclusive governance models

Indirect

Hiring of local labor for tourism and PA management
Encouraging local sourcing of goods by tourism establishments
Strengthening market linkages
Offering small grants for business and enterprises
Providing extension and support services to boost agricultural productivity and increase capacity
of local communities to supply goods and services

4. A Green Economic Recovery Initiative: Lessons Learned from the Civilian
Conservation Corps

As governments look to provide stimulus packages and recover their economies,
important factors to consider include the creation of quick, “shovel-ready” jobs, provision
of social assistance to the most vulnerable groups, and building resiliency for future shocks.
Investing in tourism in PAs based on the proposed framework above is in line with these
immediate needs and can serve as a green recovery initiative.

As an example, in 1933, the United States was suffering from the Great Depression.
About 25% of Americans were unemployed, and around the same time, the country
was dealing with multiple years of drought, forest fires, severe land degradation, and
rampant soil erosion. The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) was established as part
of the New Deal Program. The CCC provided quick employment through conservation
works on public lands to address the two challenges of unemployment and environmental
degradation. The program provided work for 5% of the total United States male population,
serving as the basis of immediate economic recovery. It led to the creation and expansion
of the nationwide state parks system. It invested in the infrastructure for almost all of
America’s national parks, and is credited with increasing visitors to national and state
parks from 3.2 to 20.4 million over its nine years [53]. Today, the parks system attracts over
320 million visitors each year, benefitting local gateway regions with estimated spending
of over USD 21 billion, supporting more than 340,500 jobs, and generating USD 41.7 billion
in economic output [54].

The world is facing a similar crisis right now: pressures on the environment are
deepening, and the impact of COVID-19 has resulted in large-scale unemployment, making
the CCC relevant as a green recovery initiative now as it was almost several decades
ago. This year, the U.S. Administration has repurposed this initiative. The new Civilian
Climate Corps aims to put Americans to work through conservation and restoration of
public lands and water, and to address climate change [55]. Similarly, countries like
Argentina and Pakistan are looking to replicate the CCC. The Government of Argentina,
facing high unemployment rates and a struggling tourism industry, aims to rebuild more
inclusively. It is employing vulnerable groups to build and revamp infrastructure and carry
out environmental management interventions such as restoration and erosion control in
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natural protected areas. In Pakistan, the government is hiring the unemployed labor force,
mainly young people, to plant saplings, set up nurseries, and serve as forest protection
guards in newly declared national parks [56,57].

5. Conclusions

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the interdependencies between the conserva-
tion and tourism sectors. It has also exposed the structural weaknesses and vulnerabilities
within the protected area and tourism systems. For tourism to be a development pathway
in developing countries, protected area management must be prioritized. The proposed
framework provides a broad approach for governments and the conservation and devel-
opment community to adopt. The first step is to secure and safeguard PAs, even in and
especially so in this crisis. Concurrently, there is an urgent need to diversify the financial
portfolio of PAs so that it combines public investment with smart use of international
public finance and mobilization of private finance. This would mean moving away from
the current international aid-dependent model to an investment model in PA finance that
realistically builds on the potential benefits from the tourism sector but does not over-rely
on it. Additionally, diversifying the tourism offering and the tourism services provided by
the PA is important for sustainable tourism growth. The window of opportunity is now to
address the failures and challenges of the industry and promote a more inclusive, pro-poor,
and environmentally sustainable PA tourism sector.
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