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Abstract  

Nature-based tourism has been viewed as a large and growing segment of the tourism market. 

Advocates of nature-based tourism argue its potential to generate income for biodiversity 

conservation and local economic benefit, while detractors fear a risk of ‘loving our parks to death’. 

Some recent studies have suggested that nature-based tourism may be declining on a per capita basis, 

especially in economically developed countries. Others have detected no such trend. Nature-based 

tourism is a key industry within Australia, based strongly on its unique scenery and biodiversity. We 

compared nature-based visitation and population growth during 1998-2012 for Australia overall and 

specifically for the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area which is adjacent to the country’s 
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largest conurbation of Greater Sydney. We found substantial declines in domestic per-capita 

visitation, both nationally and regionally. Because visitation provides the ‘political capital’ for parks 

to survive, strategies to encourage visitation should be a target for land managers. Since children 

foster environmentally responsible behaviour in adults, they should be part of the focus for 

developing diverse experiences that encourage park visitation.   

 

Keywords: destination planning, protected area management, tourism trends, national park 

visitation, ecotourism 

       

Introduction 

Despite a paucity of quantifiable and comparable data, nature-based tourism has frequently been 

reported to be a large and growing segment within the global tourism market (Balmford, 2009; Bell, 

Tyrväinen, Sievänen, Pröbstl, and Simpson, 2007; Buckley, 2003; Nyaupane, Morais, and Graefe, 

2004), capable of generating substantial income for both biodiversity conservation and economic 

development in local regions (Gössling, 1999; Kruger, 2005; Naidoo and Adamowicz, 2005; Wilkie 

and Carpenter, 1999). Such attributes are important for two reasons: firstly, decisions to protect 

natural areas are increasingly being assessed on their ability to provide economic benefit (Bushell 

and Eagles, 2007; Naidoo, Balmford, Ferraro, Polasky, Ricketts, and Rouge, 2006; Naughton-Treves, 

Holland, and Brandonet, 2005) and secondly, direct experience of the natural environment, especially 

as children, has been argued to be important in fostering environmentally responsible behaviour and 

support for conservation as adults (e.g., Chawla, 1998; Wells and Lekies, 2006; Zaradic and 

Pergams, 2007). However, debate has been generated by a widely-publicised study by Zaradic and 

Pergams (2007) that showed that, expressed on a per capita basis, visits to protected areas in the 

United States of America (U.S.) (State Parks, National Parks and National Forests) and Japan 

(National Parks) have been in decline since the late 1980s, reducing typically by 1.0% to 1.3% 

annually. In 2008, Pergams and Zaradic reported that the total decline was between 18.0% and 
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25.0%. Declines in per capita visitation to U.S. national parks have also been reported in other 

studies (e.g., Balmford et al., 2009; Warnick, Stevens, Schuett, Kuentzel, and More, 2009). Absolute 

visitation numbers to these areas was found to be largely static despite a growing national population. 

If numbers decline and fewer people are visiting natural areas and/or visiting them less frequently, 

there are serious socio-economic outcomes for local communities when income and typically 

employment declines (Shaw and Williams, 1997; Kareithi, 2003; Silori, 2003), and for nature 

conservation because where tourism has a high perceived direct value it may support its longer term 

protection for nature conservation (Gössling, 1999; Kiss, 2004).  

It remains unclear, however, whether the abovementioned declines in the U.S. and Japan reflect 

universal trends or are specific to those countries. In their 2008 paper, Pergams and Zaradic reported 

that they found no discernible trend in per capita visitation to Spanish national parks during 1996-

2006. Balmford et al. (2009), in a study of 280 terrestrial protected areas in 20 countries, found 

marked geographical variation in visitation trends among countries. Their results showed that total 

visits to the protected areas sampled grew on average in 15 out of 20 countries, declined in four and 

remained stable in one, while per capita visitation rose in 14 countries and fell in six. The question of 

how nature tourism is developing globally, and among individual countries, therefore remains 

unclear. Australia is the world’s eighth largest tourism market in terms of expenditure (UNWTO, 

2012) and tourism is a key industry within the country, directly and indirectly employing around 

907,100 people (7.9%) and contributing, for example, AUD$73.3 billion (5.2%) in Gross Domestic 

Product in 2010-2011 (TRA, 2012). Based on the combination of warm climate, scenic beauty and 

unique wildlife, nature has traditionally been the core of Australia’s domestic and international 

tourism product, evidenced by its 16 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization World Heritage Areas listed for natural or mix of natural and cultural values, the most 

of any country (Tisdell, 2010; UNESCO, 1992-2011). Trends in nature tourism in Australia in recent 

years may, therefore, provide insights into long-term trends in nature tourism, and may be of some 

benefit as a basis of investigation for countries of comparable economic development. Here we 



4 
 

present and discuss changes in nature tourism for Australia nationally, and the Greater Blue 

Mountains World Heritage Area (GBMWHA) specifically for the 15 years between 1998 and 2012, 

using data from Tourism Research Australia’s National Visitor Survey (NVS; TRA, 2015a) and 

International Visitor Survey (IVS; TRA, 2015b), the country’s most comprehensive surveys of tourist 

activity. We used these data rather than more direct gate entry counts because most protected areas in 

Australia, including the GBMWHA, have ‘free open access’ and thus direct visitor counts are not 

available.      

 

Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area 

We chose to focus our study on the Blue Mountains Tourism Region (cf. GBMWHA) 

because of its historical popularity as a tourist destination (Hardiman and Burgin, 2013), its 

proximity to Australia’s largest city, Sydney, and because its major attraction has always been its 

natural beauty (Hardiman and Burgin, 2010a). The Blue Mountains form a segment of the Great 

Dividing Range on the eastern seaboard of Australia (Hardiman and Burgin, 2010a). Since 

completion of the trans-mountain railway in the 1860s, the region has attracted domestic and 

international visitors with its scenery, wildlife and climate, and is a well-known nature tourism icon 

within the country. In November 2000, the protection of the area was further enhanced when around 

1,070,000 hectares, encompassing seven contiguous national parks and one conservation reserve 

were listed as the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area (GBMWHA; DECC, 2009).  

Tourism Research Australia (TRA, 2015b) defines, and reports against, the Blue Mountains 

Tourist Region. This Region effectively encompasses the tourism activity in the GBMWHA. It abuts 

the Hunter Tourism Region in the North, Central New South Wales to its West, the Australian 

Capital Territory in the South, and on the Eastern edge, the Greater Sydney conurbation (i.e., Sydney 

Tourism Research Region). The city’s Central Business District is only 50 km away on the coastal 

side of the Range. In 2013-2014, the population of Greater Sydney represented 20.4% of the total 

Australian population, placing more than one in every five Australians within a one-hour train or car 
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journey from a nature-based World Heritage Area (ABS, 2015). Sydney also serves as the major 

gateway for international visitor arrivals into Australia (Baum, 1997; Short et al., 2000).  

 

Methods 

The data relevant to this paper were drawn from the estimates of visitation collected by Tourism 

Research Australia for domestic and international visitor profiles nationally for the whole of 

Australia, and specifically for the ‘Blue Mountains Region’ for the 15 years between 1998 and 2012 

(TRA, 2013). This period was chosen because it is the longest recent time series available that had 

validity (see TRA, 2015a), and the focus of the study was on ‘nature trips’.  

 

Definition of ‘trips’  

Definitions used by Tourism Research Australia are based on those provided by the United Nations 

World Tourism Organization while Tourism Research Australia interviews are conducted with 

people who had travelled for purposes that include holiday, visiting friends and relatives, business, 

education, and employment. As opposed to the International Visitor Survey (IVS) which is restricted 

to the most recent nature trip made, the National Visitor Survey (NVS) data for domestic daytrips and 

overnight trips is based on ‘all trips’ made during the recall period (i.e., multiple trips may be 

recorded), and not simply unique visits/persons of the IVS (Godfrey, pers. comm.; TRA, 2013).   

Within the context of this paper we were interested in nature trips since ‘nature’ is the major 

attraction for visitors to the Blue Mountains Region. ‘Nature trip’ is defined in the NVS and IVS data 

as involving at least one of the following activities - visit to national/state parks, wildlife parks, zoos, 

aquaria, botanical or other public gardens, bushwalking or rainforest walks, whale/dolphin watching, 

and snorkelling or scuba diving (TRA, 2009). For our analysis, we extracted the number of nature 

trips reported in the NVS - domestic overnight and day nature trips for [i] the Blue Mountains Tourist 

Region, and [ii] Australia overall, and the IVS for Australia overall. Because IVS data does not report 
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‘nature trips’ by Region we used the more generic number of trips made for ‘holiday or pleasure’ to 

the Blue Mountains Tourist Region reported in the IVS (TRA, 2015b).  

 

International Visitor Survey Methodology 

The IVS records the number of international visitors to the Blue Mountains Tourism Region. While 

the IVS does not report on the number of ‘nature trips’ by region (TRA, 2015b), the Blue Mountains 

has a strong focus on nature tourism with no other major draw for international tourists. This is 

evidenced by, for example, the ‘Management Vision’ in the Strategic Plan for the Region which 

claims ‘… the outstanding natural and cultural values and integrity of the Greater Blue Mountains 

World Heritage Area are identified, protected, and conserved and presented in an ecologically 

sustainable and culturally appropriate manner’. Such management is carried out by the National 

Parks and Wildlife Service (New South Wales) with additional resources from the Federal 

Department of the Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts (DECC, 2009, p. 1). This management 

focus, and advertising of tourism in the Blue Mountains (e.g., Australia.com, 2016; Destination 

NSW, 2016; SWRN, 2016), clearly demonstrates that the core business of the Region is nature 

tourism. While assuming all international trips are nature trips may be an over-estimation, based on 

the focus of management and advertising in the Region such error would likely to be minimal. In the 

absence of more precise data, it was assumed that the IVS data were fit for purpose.    

Prior to January 2004, 20,000 short term international visitors departing Australia, aged 15 

years and over were surveyed annually. Subsequently, the number of interviews was increased to 

40,000 annually. Interviews are conducted in the departure lounges of the eight major international 

airports of Australia (Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Cairns, Perth, Adelaide, Darwin, and Gold 

Coast) by Computer Assisted Personal Interviewing in four languages (English, Japanese, Mandarin, 

Korean). The total number of interviews conducted with residents of specific countries and regions is 

distributed among airports. Target samples are achieved by selecting monthly samples of departing 

flights carrying visitors within the various categories sought (TRA, 2015b).  
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Survey results are weighted to data on international visitor numbers over the period, sourced 

from the Department of Immigration and Citizenship, in addition to data from the Australian Bureau 

of Statistics. Weighting variables include country of residence, State of arrival, and main purpose of 

journey (TRA, 2015b). In contrast to the NVS (which reports total number of multiple trips made), 

IVS report the unique number of visitors/persons, and only data on activities of the ‘most recent trip’ 

made by the visitor are recorded (Godfrey, pers. comm.; TRA, 2015b). 

 

National Visitor Survey Methodology 

The NVS was introduced in January 1998 to replace the previous Domestic Tourism Monitor (DTM) 

survey. Aspects of sampling and collection methodologies used and actual questions asked of 

respondents in these two methodologies differ. Comparison of results between the two databases is 

therefore invalid (TRA, 2015a). Between January 1998 and January 2005, NVS interviews of 80,000 

Australian residents aged 15 years and over, were undertaken annually. From 2005 the sampling base 

was increased to 120,000 interviews annually. This increased sample size was implemented to 

enhance the validity of estimates for smaller states/territories, and at a regional level (e.g., Blue 

Mountains Tourist Region; TRA, 2015a). To be representative of the Australian population, 

respondents to the NVS are randomly sampled based on place of residence, age, and sex. Individuals 

are interviewed in their homes via fixed line telephones using random digit dialling, and a Computer 

Assisted Telephone Interviewing system (TRA, 2015a). For this paper, data for all ‘nature trips’ 

made and reported during the sampling period were extracted from the NVS.   

 

Variability in National Visitation Survey and International Visitor Survey sample data  

Both the NVS and IVS are sample-based estimates of visitation, rather than censi of actual visitation. 

The results are, therefore, subject to variability and sample error typical of such data collection. 

Tourism Research Australia publishes standard error rates for different data estimate ranges for both 

surveys. These standard errors are calculated at the 95% confidence interval for the estimated figures. 
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The same error rates apply to both Australian and Regional data, and to visitor/trip data (Godfrey, 

pers. comm.; TRA, 2014). To minimise errors, we report on the highest error rate for the range in 

which a TRA estimate fell (see Table 1). 

We report on data collected by the NVS and IVS between 1998 and 2012, from individuals 15 

years and over. The reason for commencing the study with 1998 data is that the NVS was introduced 

in that year, and the IVS in 1999 (TRA, 2015a, b). In 2013 there was a change in methodology. At 

that time, surveys moved from fixed-only telephones interviews, to incorporate mobile telephones 

(TRA, 2015c). This latter date also coincided with the Australian Bureau of Statistics revising the 

estimated Australian resident population (used as an input to NVS weighting; TRA, 2015c). The 

period 1998-2012 therefore represents a continuous period of data collection using essentially 

comparable methodologies, and the period also spans the period pre- and post-World Heritage listing 

of the Blue Mountains in 2000 (Hardiman and Burgin, 2013). 

 

Results 

International visitors constituted only a small minority (< 10%) of the total number of nature trips 

undertaken in the Blue Mountains and Australia overall. The estimated number of such trips made to 

the Blue Mountains by international visitors during the study period showed a mean annual decline of 

-0.2% (Table 2). Although the number of nature trips made in Australia overall by international 

visitors increased slightly by a mean annual growth of +2.0% over the period (Table 3), the market 

share of nature trips fell by an annual average of -0.6% over the period under analysis (Table 3). 

Domestic visitors are responsible for the overwhelming majority of nature visits in both the 

Blue Mountains and Australia overall, and trends in behaviour in this group are therefore potentially 

most important. During the study period, the population of Greater Sydney increased by an annual 

average of 1.2% with a total increase of 15.1% from 3.97 million to 4.67 million.  Despite this 

growth, the estimated number of nature trips to the Blue Mountains made by domestic visitors 

declined, on average, by -2.2% per annum over the study period. Trip numbers declined significantly 
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(non-overlapping standard errors) by 50.3% from a peak in 1998 to 2002, and despite a general trend 

of recovery in subsequent years, the number of trips was still 36.7% below 1998 levels in 2012 

(Table 2). The decline in number of day nature trips by domestic visitors to the Blue Mountains was 

even more marked on a per capita basis, falling on average by -3.5% annually over the study period. 

Trips per capita declined by 54.5% from a peak in 1998 to 2002 and, despite a general trend of 

recovery in subsequent years were still 48.5% below 1998 levels in 2012 (Table 2). 

The estimated number of overnight nature trips to the Blue Mountains by domestic visitors 

also declined, on average, by -1.7% over the study period. Trips declined significantly (non-

overlapping standard errors) by 29.2% from a peak in 1998 to 2004. While there was some recovery 

and general stability post-2005, trip numbers were still 35.6% below 1998 levels in 2012 (Table 2).  

The decline in number of overnight nature trips by domestic visitors to the Blue Mountains 

was even more marked on a per capita basis, falling on average by -2.7% annually over the study 

period. Trips per capita declined by 61.5% from a peak in 1998 to 2004, remained generally stable in 

subsequent years and were still 46.2% below 1998 levels in 2012 (Table 2). 

During the study period, the population of Australia increased by an annual average of +1.4% 

and there was a total increase of 21.4% from 18.7 million to 22.7 million people. Despite such 

growth, the estimated number of day nature trips made in Australia overall by domestic visitors 

remained generally stable over the study period, with a low mean annual change of +0.6%. Although 

trips declined significantly (non-overlapping standard errors) by 30.7% from a peak in 1999 to 2001, 

levels recovered by 2007 and remained generally stable thereafter (Table 3). However, on a per 

capita basis, the estimated number of such trips declined by an annual average of -0.4% over the 

study period. Trips per capita declined by 32.1% from a peak in 1999 to 2001, remained generally 

stable in subsequent years and were still 21.0% below 1999 levels in 2012. The market share of day 

nature trips as a percent of total day trips made in Australia overall by domestic visitors also declined 

by an annual average of -0.6% over the period (Table 3). 
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The estimated number of overnight nature trips made in Australia by domestic visitors 

remained generally stable over the study period, with a low mean annual change of +0.6%. Although 

trips declined significantly (non-overlapping standard errors) by 21.4% from a peak in 1998 to 2001, 

levels recovered by 2006 and remained generally stable thereafter. The market share of overnight 

nature trips as a percent of total overnight trips by domestic visitors also increased by an annual 

average of +0.5% (Table 3). However, on a per capita basis, the estimated number of overnight 

nature trips made in Australia declined by an annual average of -0.8% over the study period. Trips 

per capita declined by 23.6% from a peak in 1998 to 2001, remained generally stable in subsequent 

years, and were still 13.9% below 1998 levels in 2012 (Table 3).    

 

 

Discussion 

The trends outlined in this paper show that the nature tourism industry has effectively stagnated in 

Australia overall and declined in the GBMWHA in terms of absolute number of domestic nature trips 

made during the 15-year period of this study (1998-2012). Although the number of nature trips made 

by international visitors to Australia has remained effectively stable in absolute terms over time 

nature tourism’s market share of total international visits declined from a peak of 68.0% in 2005 to 

62.0% in 2012 (Table 2). This decline occurred following rapid growth in international tourism to 

Australia throughout the 1980s and 1990s (Bushell, Prosser, Faulkner, and Jafari, 2001; Faulkner and 

Walmsley, 1998), and in a period when nature-based tourism was considered a large and growing 

segment of the tourism industry worldwide by many tourism researchers (Balmford, 2009; Bell et al., 

2007; Buckley, 2003; Nyaupane et al., 2004).  

The large majority of nature trips in Australia overall were made by domestic tourists, with 

broadly equivalent numbers of overnight and day trips, although domestic overnight visitors were 

twice as likely to include a nature activity in their trips (18.0%) as day visitors (9.0%). Although 

some variability occurred during the study period, overall the numbers of both domestic day and 
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overnight nature trips remained broadly stable over the study period (Table 3). These data, in the 

context of strong Australian population growth of 21.4% during the period have meant that both day 

and overnight domestic nature trips have declined in per capita terms and these trends have not been 

compensated by a small growth (+2.0%) in a relatively small international tourism base.  

 

Nature visitation to the GBMWHA declined between 1999 and 2001 for international tourists, 

and overnight and day domestic trips also declined over the study period although the decline was 

most marked between 2000 and 2001, and in the latter half of the decade figures tended to stabilise 

(Table 2) well below the higher earlier levels of the rapid growth phase reported (e.g., Bushell et al., 

2001; Faulkner and Walmsley, 1998) of the 1980s and 1990s. There was also a decline in nature 

tourism’s market share for Australia overall among international tourists and domestic day trips 

(Table 2, 3). As noted, domestic day and overnight trips declined on a per capita basis for Australia 

total over the study period (Table 3).     

Trends in absolute numbers of domestic nature trips and trips per capita are both important: 

the former in terms of economic benefit generated; the latter potentially reflecting declining interest 

in the natural resource.  The declining per capita nature visitation revealed here supports similar 

findings in public natural areas in the U.S. (Balmford et al., 2009; Pergams and Zaradic, 2008; 

Warnick et al., 2009) and Japan (Balmford et al., 2009; Pergams and Zaradic, 2008). Balmford et al. 

(2009) also found that, overall, there has been a declining per capita visitation among 15 Australian 

protected areas (13 in Tasmania, and Uluru and Kakadu in the Northern Territory). However, as 

previously noted, globally, per capita visit declines have not been universal, even among developed 

countries (Balmford et al., 2009; Pergams and Zaradic, 2008; Zaradic, 2008).  

Reasons for the declines observed have been argued by some authors as evidence for a 

‘fundamental and pervasive shift away from nature-based recreation’ (Pergams and Zaradic, 2008, p. 

2295), associated with growth in ‘videophilia’; the love of sedentary activities involving electronic 

media (Pergams and Zaradic, 2006) in place of ‘biophilia’; the appreciation of nature (Wilson, 1984). 
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Such activities draw the user into a more sedentary lifestyle and, together with a more closeted 

(structured and supervised) childhood, discourage interaction with nature (Fjørtoft, 2001; White and 

Stoecklin, 1998). However, such change in behaviours does not necessarily explain the decline in 

nature trips to Australia, and changes in the GBMWHA that we observed occurred early the 2000s 

after two decades of rapid increase in visitation. While the advent of videophilia is very likely to have 

exacerbated the situation, some researchers (e.g., Louv, 2005; Osborne, Simon, and Collins, 2003; 

Weigl, 2009; Zaradic and Pergams 2007) have suggested that changes in the education system has 

resulted in the ‘increasing abandonment’ of the natural world in education over the past 40 years 

(Weigl, 2009). In isolation, none of these changes (increased interest in videophilia, increasingly 

closeted play, or decline in nature teaching in the education system) correlate with the pattern of 

change in nature visitation that has occurred in Australia in recent decades. Broadly, this has included 

a significant rise in nature tourism over the 1980s and 1990s followed by a decline in the early 2000s, 

and subsequent stabilisation in terms of absolute numbers beyond the mid-2000s (although not in per 

capita terms as revealed here).      

Some authors (e.g., Balmford et al., 2009; Buckley, 1999, 2009) have hypothesised that long-

established protected areas in richer countries (e.g., U.S.) may have become overcrowded and visitors 

displaced to other, unmonitored sites and thus, in reality, overall global nature visitation may be 

stable or even increasing. The local management of natural areas within the GBMWHA (National 

Parks and Wildlife Service) has posited this as a reason for the apparent decline in recent years of 

‘canyoning’ adventure recreation in the most popular canyons of the GBMWHA (Hardiman and 

Burgin, 2010b). From small beginnings that commenced with the first traverse of a canyon in 1962 

(Jamieson, 2001), by the 1990s anecdotal evidence indicated that canyoning was increasing in 

popularity, and was assumed to be sufficiently popular to be environmentally problematic. This is 

reflected in plans of management for the natural areas of the GBMWHA (Hardiman and Burgin 

(2011a). For example, in the 1988 Plan of Management there was scant comment on adventure 

recreation including canyoning (NPWS, 1988). A decade later, ‘major sections’ of the 1998 and 2001 
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plans of management were devoted to consideration of the impacts of adventure recreation including 

canyoning, and policies proposed to manage the environmental impacts of such activities (Hardiman 

and Burgin, 2011a; NPWS, 1998a, 2001).  

As a segment of a larger project on the impacts of canyoners in the GBMWHA (e.g., 

Hardiman and Burgin, 2010a, b, c, 2011a, b, c), and in collaboration with park management, track 

head sampling was carried out in 2000 to 2002, and in 2010. The surveys showed that there was a 

decline in canyoning of 30.5% between 2000 and 2002, with only a subsequent small increase (4.8%) 

in the sport between 2002 and 2010 (Hardiman and Burgin, 20011a). This substantial decline 

occurred despite a growing popularity of sport tourism including adventure tourism that incorporated 

attractions, tours, and adventure (Ritchie and Adair, 2016). However, within the GBMWHA no 

specific identifiable reasons for the decline in canyoning were identified beyond ‘the broader pattern 

of decline in visitation to the area’ (Hardiman and Burgin, 2011a, p. 1330).  

Since international visitors represented approximately only 10% of canyoners (Hardiman and 

Burgin, 2011a) (corresponding to the same overall percentage of international nature visitors revealed 

here in the NVS and IVS data), variation in the numbers of canyoners would best be reflected in 

changes in domestic nature tourism. Comparison of the years sampled for canyoners (Hardiman and 

Burgin, 2011a), and nature (including per capita) trips to the GBMWHA outlined above, reveal that 

the downward trend for canyoning was more dramatic than nature trips to the GBMWHA more 

generally, although the pattern of decline in both databases showed broadly similar trends. Unlike 

nature trips to the GBMWHA, however, canyoning is unique to the GBMWHA (Hardiman and 

Burgin, 2010b, 2011a), due to the unique geological formations that allowed for the formation of slot 

canyons, and thus unlike a decline in nature visits more generally that may result in a shift to a 

different venue, decline in canyoning represents a real decline in the sport. 

A review of visitation to other major natural areas in the Sydney Region did not reveal a 

pattern that could be attributed to a change in destination preference among nature visitors. Royal 

National Park (Royal) on the southern outskirts of Sydney, the oldest National Park in Australia 
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(Moriarty, 2004), had similar numbers of visitors overall to the GBMWHA between 2008 and 2012 

(GBMWHA – 10.38 million; Royal – 10.15 million). A review of the five parks with significant 

visitation in the Sydney Basin, revealed that three showed a downward trend in visitation in 2008, 

2010 and 2012 (bi-annual data were presented) including GBMWHA (Royal numbers increased in 

2012 to above the GBMWHA), however, there was no clear pattern to show that visitors were 

switching natural areas (Roy Morgan Research Ltd, 2015).  

One possible reason for fluctuation in visitor numbers (or even change in natural area 

preference) is that fire is an integral component of Australia’s natural environment (Whelan, 

Kanowski, Gill, and Andersen, 2006), and the GBMWHA is one of the most fire prone areas in the 

World (NPWS, 1998b). In the current study period, major fires occurred in the Region in 1997-1998, 

2001-2002, 2003-2003, and 2006-2007; however, any interpretation of visitor data for the period is 

complicated by the lack of data for visitors in 1997 and for international visitors also in 1998 (1997-

1998 fires), the Olympics Games in Sydney in 2000, the year immediately preceding several years of 

severe fires (2001-2003), and the peak of the Global Financial Crisis (2008) followed fires in 2006-

2007. The pattern of visitation was broadly similar between visitations to Australia overall, and for 

visitation to the Blue Mountains. No clear pattern that could be attributed only to fire emerged.   

It may have been predicted that the Global Financial Crisis of 2008 would have reduced 

international nature travel with fewer inbound tourists and more domestic nature tourists holidaying 

within Australia. However, despite the negative impact on tourism that occurred in some other areas 

of the world (Ruhanen, MacLennan, and Moyle, 2013; Sheldon and Dwyer, 2010) during the Crisis 

in 2008, inbound international nature trips made in Australia, and percent market share, remained 

essentially stable, as did the number of nature trips to the GBMWHA. 

Another factor that has been suggested for a decline in tourism in a specific country is that 

nature visitors in affluent countries are becoming wealthier and shunning domestic natural areas, 

choosing instead to visit natural areas in overseas locations which may be perceived to offer better 

value and/or more exotic experiences (Balmford et al., 2009; Prosser and Carter, 1994). While data 
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were unavailable for Australian outward bound ‘nature tourism’ specifically, departures from 

Australia to overseas destinations for ‘holidays’ in general increased from 2,098 to 4,118 million 

during the period of the study (TRA, 2015d), a 49.1% increase while domestic nature visits remained 

relatively stable (Table 3). Comparison between the increasing numbers of Australians travelling 

overseas for holidays and the increase in the Gross National Income Purchasing Power Parity over 

the study period also indicated that there was a strong significant positive relationship between level 

of disposable income and overseas holidays (r2=0.893, p=0.0013). The strengthening of the 

Australian dollar, reflected in the increasingly strong Purchasing Power Parity for Australians (Table 

3), made overseas holidays relatively cheaper for Australians during the study period while 

simultaneously increasing the cost of inbound travel for overseas visitors. The growth in overseas 

holiday travel by Australians may thus partly explain the observed decline in number of domestic 

nature trips per capita despite a growing population. This conclusion was supported by the research 

of Allen and Yap (2009) who used a time-series from 1999-2007 from seven Australian states. They 

found that tourism demand was ‘strongly responsive’ to Australian economic conditions and that 

domestic tourism was less attractive in times of stronger economic conditions.  

Apart from the strong dollar, others factors that may have encouraged a growth in outbound 

international tourism during the study included an increase in aviation capacity supply to and from 

Australia, coupled with fierce competition, the latter spurred by the growth of new low-cost, regional 

carriers such as AirAsia and Tiger Airways. For example, during 2010, airline capacity to Indonesia 

‘expanded almost continuously’ (TRA, 2011, p. iv), and outbound trips to Indonesia rose by 35% 

making that country Australia's second largest outbound market behind New Zealand (TRA, 2011). 

Previous researchers (e.g., Buckley, 2009; Moyle and Weiler, 2016; Weiler, Moore, and 

Moyle, 2013) have identified that visitation provides the ‘political capital’ for parks to survive. For 

example, Moyle and Weiler (2016) found that those who had visited a protected area within the past 

12 months held such areas in higher perceived value than non-visitors. Strategies to encourage 

visitation should, therefore, be a major target for land managers. This will require ensuring a 
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diversity of experiences (Weiler et al. (2013), and because children may foster environmentally 

responsible behaviour in adults (Chawla, 1998; Wells and Likies, 2006; Zaradic and Pergams, 2007), 

a particular focus on encouraging them to appreciate parks enhance visitation as children and beyond.              

 

Conclusions 

The results of this 15-year study showed declining per capita nature trips to the GBMWHA, 

despite World Heritage listing in 2000 and the Olympic Games in Sydney in the same year, together 

with a decline in per capita nature visitation for Australia overall. These data add to the research of 

Balmford et al. (2009) who found that per capita nature tourism was declining in 15 other Australian 

protected areas (13 in Tasmania), and Uluru and Kakadu in the Northern Territory. Such findings of 

declining relative interest in nature tourism are of specific concern to the GBMWHA and Australia 

more generally. Such trends in nature tourism challenge common but rarely quantified claims that 

nature tourism is growing globally (Balmford, 2009; Bell et al., 2007; Buckley, 2003; Nyaupane et 

al., 2004). Evidence to the contrary would potentially be of significance to Australia economically. 

This is because research undertaken by Tourism Australia consistently shows that ‘nature’ motivates 

people to travel to Australia more than any other concept, and Australian tourism relies heavily on 

this natural capital. For example, in May 2010, following intensive market research, Tourism 

Australia launched a new branding campaign ‘There’s nothing like Australia’. This campaign, which 

is ongoing (Tourism Australia 2013-2016), targets both domestic and international visitors, and has 

Australia’s unique wildlife and scenery at its core (Tourism Australia, 2013a, b).  

Visitation provides the ‘political capital’ for parks to survive. However, based on current data 

it would appear that without broadening its base this major Australian industry, focused as it is 

largely on nature, is susceptible to continued decline. A further issue is that for countries in which per 

capita nature tourism is declining, there are important implications for biodiversity conservation. 

Policymakers and land management agencies may in future face a fundamentally different challenge 

to that of the past. The old problem of how to avoid ‘loving our` parks to death’ and seeing protected 
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areas as some form of ‘fortress’ within which to protect biodiversity against waves of tourists 

(‘fortress conservation’- cf. Bell, 2011; Büscher, 2016) may no longer be the key issue in their 

management. Instead, the emerging issue may be ‘how can we encourage more people to visit our 

natural areas and/or more frequently?’ to foster awareness and understanding of their values and 

generate ongoing support for their funding. Strategies to encourage visitation should be a major target 

for land managers. If unsuccessful, apathy may prove a worse threat to conservation than overuse. 

Such an outcome would have significant implications for regional economic development interests, 

conservation management in Australia’s critical ecological areas and, potentially, long term public 

health and conservation advocacy consequences in Australian society, and therefore, a new 

management philosophy, focused on ecologically sustainable tourism may be required. Since 

children foster environmentally responsible behaviour in adults, they should be part of the focus for 

developing diverse experiences that encourage park visitation.   
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Table 1: Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area nature visitation compared to Greater Sydney population 1998-20121, 2, 3 

 
 

 
1998 

 
1999 

 
2000 

 
2001 

 
2002 

 
2003 

 
2004 

 
2005 

 
2006 

 
2007 

 
2008 

 
2009 

 
2010 

 
2011 

 
2012 

 
Change 4 

 
International  

 

na5 
 

78 
 

76 
 

58 
 

55 
 

53 
 

52 
 

65 
 

49 
 

59 
 

66 
 

65 
 

70 
 

61 
 

66 
 

-0.2% 
Domestic day 1291 1024 1063 729 642 675 na 681 566 676 590 726 811 769 817 -2.2% 

Domestic day/ capita 
Sydney 

0.3 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.2 0.2 na 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.2 na -2.8% 

Domestic overnight 514 450 344 316 364 264 203 279 302 293 310 306 284 291 331 -1.7% 

Domestic overnight/ 
capita Sydney  

0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 na -4.2% 

Greater Sydney  3970 4020 4069 4128 4163 4191 4214 4245 4282 4340 4411 4487 4550 4606 na +1.1% 
 

1 International visits not specified by purpose in Regional statistics; 2 Source: ABS (2013), TRA (2013); 3 Figures x 1000; 4 Change = mean 
average change; 5 na = not available 
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Table 2: Number of trips made to the Blue Mountains compared to Greater Sydney population (1998-2012) 1-5 
 

  
1998 

 
1999 

 
2000 

 
2001 

 
2002 

 
2003 

 
2004 

 
2005 

 
2006 

 
2007 

 
2008 

 
2009 

 
2010 

 
2011 

 
2012 

 
Chge1 
  

 
International visitor 
trips  

                

Holiday/pleasure 
(millions)  

na 3 78 76 58 55 53 52 65 49 59 66 65 70 61 66 -0.2% 

+SE/-SE 2  67-
89 

66-
86 

50-
66 

47-
63 

46-
60 

45-
59 

56-
74 

39-
59 

51-
67 

57-
75 

56-
74 

60-
80 

53-
69 

57-
75 

 

Domestic visitors                   
Day nature trips 
(millions)  

1291 1024 1063 729 642 675 na 681 566 676 590 726 811 769 817 -2.2% 

+SE/-SE 1044-
1537 

828-
1220 

860-
1266 

533-
925 

469-
815 

493-
857 

 498-
864 

414-
718 

494-
858 

431-
749 

531-
921 

593-
1029 

562-
976 

597-
1037 

 

 
Day nature trips/capita  

 
0.33 

 
0.25 

 
0.26 

 
0.18 

 
0.15 

 
0.16 

 
na 

 
0.16 

 
0.13 

 
0.16 

 
0.13 

 
0.16 

 
0.18 

 
0.17 

 
0.17 

 
-3.5% 

 
Overnight nature trips 
(millions)  

 
514 

 
450 

 
344 

 
316 

 
364 

 
264 

 
203 

 
279 

 
302 

 
293 

 
310 

 
306 

 
284 

 
291 

 
331 

 
-1.7% 

+SE /-SE 435-
593 

362-
538 

277-
411 

254-
378 

293-
435 

201-
327 

154-
252 

212-
346 

243-
361 

223-
363 

249-
371 

246-
366 

216-
352 

221-
361 

266-
396 

 

 
Overnight nature 
trips/capita  
 

 
0.13 

 
0.11 

 
0.08 

 
0.08 

 
0.09 

 
0.06 

 
0.05 

 
0.07 

 
0.07 

 
0.07 

 
0.07 

 
0.07 

 
0.06 

 
0.06 

 
0.07 

 
-2.7% 

Sydney Population 4 
 

3970 4020 4069 4128 4163 4191 4214 4245 4282 4340 4411 4487 4550 4606 4670 1.2% 
 

1 Chge = Mean annual change; 2 +/-SE = relevant standard error rate applied (see Table 1); 3 na = not available; 4 Sydney population = Greater 

Sydney Region population. 5 Source: TRA (2013), TRA (undated), ABS (2013) 
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Table 3: Number of nature trips made in Australia, and percent market share compared to Australian population and Gross National Income 

Purchasing Power Parity (GNI PPP), 1998-2012  

 

 

 

1998 

 

1999 

 

2000 

 

2001 

 

2002 

 

2003 

 

2004 

 

2005 

 

2006 

 

2007 

 

2008 

 

2009 

 

2010 

 

2011 

 

2012 

International 
visitors 

               

Nature trips 
(millions)   
Change1 +2.0% 

na 2.78 3.02 2.92 2.84 2.78 3.03 3.45 3.42 3.44 3.35 3.30 3.45 3.30 3.53 

+/-SE 
range 2 

 2.71-

2.85 

2.95-

3.09 

2.85-

2.99 

2.77-

2.91 

2.71-

2.85 

2.96-

3.10 

3.37-

3.53 

3.34-

3.50 

3.36-

3.52 

3.27-

3.43 

3.22-

3.38 

3.37-

3.53 

3.22-

3.38 

3.45-

3.61 

% Market share 
Change -0.6%   

na 67.1 66.2 65.1 63.7 63.4 63.3 68.4 67.1 66.2 64.9 63.8 63.4 60.7 62.0 

Domestic 
visitors 

               

Day nature trips  
(millions)   
Change +0.6% 

14.86 15.32 12.43 10.62 12.15 12.65 11.01 12.57 12.44 14.73 12.73 12.99 13.74 12.62 14.56 

+/ -SE range 13.95-

15.77 

14.39-

16.25 

11.6-

13.19 

9.97-

11.27 

11.41-

12.89 

11.88-

13.42 

10.34-

11.68 

11.80-

13.34 

11.68-

13.20 

13.83-

15.63 

11.97-

13.51 

12.2-

13.78 

12.9-

14.58 

11.85-

13.39 

13.67-

15.45 
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% Market share 
Change -0.6% 

9.7 9.0 7.7 7.3 8.5 9.1 8.5 9.7 9.3 9.9 9.2 8.8 8.8 7.8 8.4 

Day nature 
trips/capita         
Change -0.4% 

0.79 0.81 0.65 0.55 0.62 0.64 0.55 0.62 0.60 0.70 0.59 0.60 0.62 0.57 0.64 

Overnight 
nature trips 
(millions)    
Change +0.6% 

13.52 12.13 11.16 10.62 11.26 12.44 12.51 12.15 13.05 14.88 13.18 12.66 12.96 13.05 14.11 

+/-SE range  13.05-

13.99 

11.71-

12.55  

10.77-

11.55  

10.25-

10.99 

10.87-

11.65 

12.00-

12.88 

12.07-

12.95 

11.72-

12.58 

12.59-

13.51 

14.36-

15.40 

12.72-

13.64 

12.22-

13.10 

12.51-

13.41 

12.59-

13.51 

13.62-

14.60 

% Market share 
Change +0.5% 

18.3 16.6 15.1 14.2 14.9 16.9 16.8 17.4 17.7 20.0 18.3 18.7 18.7 18.2 18.9 

Overnight 
nature 
trips/capita     
Change -0.8% 

0.72 0.64 0.58 0.55 0.57 0.63 0.62 0.60 0.63 0.71 0.62 0.58 0.59 0.59 0.62 

Australian 
population 
(millions)    
Change +1.4% 

18.7 18.9 19.2 19.4 19.7 19.9 20.1 20.4 20.7 21.0 21.4 21.8 22.1 22.3 22.7 

GNI PPI/capita   
Australia ($000) 
Change +4.2% 

$23.5 $24.5 $25.5 $26.6 $28.0 $29.0 $30.4 $31.3 $32.8 $34.6 $35.6 $38.6 $37.5 $40.2 $41.8 

1Change = Mean annual change;  2 +/-SE = relevant standard error applied rate (see Table 1); Source: TRA (2013), ABS (2013), World Bank 

(2013)  
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