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Abstract: The aim of this paper is to analyse the current research regarding the effects of coronavirus
pandemic on ecotourism and particularly the wildlife tourism, in order to provide a significant cognitive basis
that can be used for further studies. Literature review is applied as the most dominant scientific method in
the paper. It was based on research studies dealing with different positive and negative effects in ecotourism
that are directly or indirectly caused by the coronavirus outbreak. The main arguments in favour of positive
impact of pandemic in tourism sector are concerning the environmental consequences that came as a result
of limitations in human contacts and industrial activities. However, the majority of researchers recognised
negative effects in ecotourism and wildlife protection, caused by reductions in income and employment.
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Sazetak: Cilj ovog rada je da analizira trenutna istraZivanja u vezi sa efektima pandemije koronavirusa na
ekoturizam, a posebno na netaknute prirode, kako bi se obezbedila zna¢ajna kognitivna osnova koja se
moZze koristiti za dalje studije. Pregled literature se primenjuje kao najdominantnija nauéna metoda u radu.
Baziran je na istrazivackim studijama koje se bave razli€itim pozitivnim i negativnim efektima u ekoturizmu
koji su direktno ili indirektno uzrokovani izbijanjem koronavirusa. Glavni argumenti u prilog pozitivhog uticaja
pandemije u turistickom sektoru odnose se na ekoloske posledice koje su nastale kao rezultat ograni¢enja u
ljudskim kontaktima i industrijskim aktivnostima. Medutim, vecina istrazivaa prepoznala je negativne efekte
u ekoturizmu i zastiti netaknute prirode, prouzrokovane smanjenjem prihoda i zaposlenosti.
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INTRODUCTION

The paper analyses the influence of coronavirus
(COVID-19) pandemic on tourism and travel industry
with special emphasis on ecotourism and wildlife
tourism. As a result of the coronavirus pandemic the
global travel and tourism industry found itself under
the strongest impact. The statistic data confirm that
this impact indicated numerous effects in tourism,
regarding high employment loss in the sector (Lock,
2020 Aug), revenue decrease (Lock, 2020 Jun), as
well as a significant drop in tourist arrivals and
international flights (Lock, 2020 Apr). According to
relevant statistical organisations the global revenue
for the travel and tourism industry was estimated
396.37 billion U.S. dollars in 2020, which represents
a decrease of 42.1 percent in compare to the previ-
ous year (Lock, 2020 Oct).

However, this paper analyses the effects of pan-
demic on ecotourism, as a type of tourism which is
nature — based, sustainable and environmentally
friendly. Therefore, ecotourism represents the op-
posite of mass tourism, and a solution to tourism
problems such as environmental conservation,
economic development, cultural preservation, pov-
erty alleviation, etc. (Cobbinah, 2015).

Historically speaking, the term ecotourism orig-
inates from the early 1980s, when Hector Ceballos-
Lascurain used this phrase for a concept, which he
defined as ‘traveling to relatively undisturbed or
uncontaminated natural areas with the specific
objective of studying, admiring, and enjoying the
scenery and its wild plants and animals, as well as
any existing cultural manifestations (both past and
present) found in these areas (Ceballos-Lascurain,
1987). However, the relevance of environmentally
effects of tourism are recognised earlier in the work
of Hetzer, who identified four basic pillars that need
to be respected in order to achieve responsible tour-
ism. The pillars include: (1) minimum environmental
impact; (2) minimum impact on — and maximum res-
pect for — host cultures; (3) maximum economic
benefits to the host country’s grassroots; and (4)
maximum “recreational” satisfaction to participating
tourists. Furthermore, Hetzer considered responsi-
ble tourism as principally based upon natural and
archaeological resources such as birds and other
wildlife, scenic areas, reefs, caves, fossil sites,
archaeological sites, wetlands, and areas of rare or
endangered species (Hetzer, 1965).

According to available literature dealing with
ecotourism, we can conclude that there was a
confusion in the scientific public when it comes to
defining this term. Authors cited different appro-
aches to ecotourism, which arose from their views
regarding the relations between ecotourism and the
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concepts of nature — based tourism (Valentine, 1993;
Allcock et al., 1993; Wallace and Pierce, 1996) and
sustainable tourism (Manning and Dougherty, 1995;
Bjork, 2000) as well as different motives that drive
tourists to travel (Bjork, 1995). In addition, some
authors see ecotourism as a part of ‘nature-based’
tourism activities, while others consider it to be a
‘niche’ market, focused on a specific type of ‘special
interest tourism’ (Wearing & Neil, 2009, p.13). Acc-
ording to Duffy R. (2013) ecotourism is defined as
nature-based tourism, which does not result in neg-
ative environmentally, economic and social impacts
that are associated with mass tourism. Therefore,
ecotourism involves cultural and environmental aw-
areness, environmental conservation and empow-
erment of local communities and people, who
provide resources important for ecotourism (Chafe,
2007; Virijevi¢ et al. 2020).

Recent definitions of ecotourism include educat-
ion, as a significant element that defines the con-
cept. Wearing and Neil recognise that ecotourism
has an educative role (2009, p.12). In addition,
Galley and Clifton notice that ecotourists are aware
of nature-related issues and wish to learn about the
environment (2004). Ramirez and Santana consider
that education provided by ecotourism is a key factor
for environmental conservation (2019).

In respect of these approaches Fennell (2015,
p. 37-38) has recognised four core criteria for defin-
ing ecotourism. They refer to nature - based focus of
ecotourism, sustainability in terms of local benefits
and conservation, learning and the ethical imperat-
ive. Similar, UNWTOQO's definition of ecotourism inc-
ludes the following characteristics:

*  Nature based tourism, since the tourists are
motivated to travel in order to observe the
nature as well as the traditional cultures pre-
vailing in natural areas;

* It has educative role;

* Itis generally, but not exclusively organised
by specialised tour operators for small gro-
ups;

* It minimises negative impacts on the natural
and socio-cultural environment;

* It supports the maintenance of natural areas
which are used as ecotourism attractions
(UNWTO, 2002).

During the previous years ecotourism has beco-
me an important factor for developing rural commun-
ities while supporting the conservation of natural res-
ources and cultural heritage. However, the corona-
virus economic and humanitarian crisis has limited
people’s lives and travelling in general, which inf-
luenced the sector of ecotourism as well. Conse-
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guences of the coronavirus for ecotourism have
been examined in this paper regarding their social,
environmental and economic aspects (Nepal, 2020;
Buckley, 2020; Pearson et al., 2020). According to
Paxton (2020) the pandemic is affecting directly at
least 100 million people who depend on the wildlife
economy. Although it should be noted that research
papers dealing with ecotourism during the pandemic
are still limited due to the lack of data that need to
be collected in the coming period. Therefore, future
research on ecotourism during the COVID-19 lock-
downs will provide new insights about its impact on
the environment and wildlife.

1. MATERIALS AND METHODS

This paper combines current research studies
and relevant statistic data in order to provide a
cognitive basis and a commentary regarding the
influence of COVID-19 on tourism and travel indu-
stry with special emphasis on ecotourism and wild-
life tourism. Therefore, literature review is used as
the most dominant scientific method in the paper. It
was based on research studies dealing with differ-
ent positive and negative effects in ecotourism that
are directly or indirectly caused by COVID-19.

The starting points in this study were the ass-
umptions that COVID -19 pandemic has influenced
the sector of ecotourism, in two different ways. In
one way the pandemic provided some positive
effects on the environment, having in mind the fact
that it changed human behaviour and reduced ind-
ustrial activities worldwide. Therefore, in the context
of ecotourism positive impacts are recognised as
well. The current studies have particularly pointed
out the importance of reduction in greenhouse gas
emissions and air quality improvement (Buchholz,
2020), conservation of some endanger species
(The Guardian, 2020; Gokkon, 2020) as well as
minimising the effects of overtourism (Newsome,
2020). However, the majority of researchers dem-
onstrated cases around the world, which confirm
that the pandemic had negative impact on ecoto-
urism (Badola, 2020; Somerville, 2020; Johanson,
2020; Poole, 2020; Faria, 2021; McNeely, 2021).
Therefore, hypothetical framework of the research
involved the following hypothesis.

H1: The pandemic of COVID-19 that limited
human and industrial activities provided some
positive effects on ecotourism in terms of pollution
reduction and overtourism decline.

H2: The emergence of global coronavirus pan-
demic which demanded measures such as travel
bans and lack of human contacts has negatively
affected the sector of ecotourism, causing signif-
icant reduction in employment and income, which
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are essential factors that support development of
local communities and wildlife protection.

2. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

By analysing the current research and literature
we have recognised two dominant effects of COVID-
19 pandemic on ecotourism and wildlife tourism,
which can be classified as positive and negative.
The main arguments in favour of positive impact of
pandemic in tourism sector are concerning the env-
ironmental consequences that came as a result of
limitations in human contacts and industrial activ-
ities. In particular, the lockdowns and reduction in
transport and industrial functions led to significant
decline in emissions such as carbon dioxide (stat-
ista, 2020). Positive influence on environment is
also evidenced in cases of endanger spices which
had benefits due to the lockdowns. Some examp-
les include sea turtles in Florida (The Guardian,
2020a), shark and ray fishing in Indonesia (Gokkon,
2020) and bees in United Kingdom (The Guardian,
2020b). Another benefit is seen from the perspec-
tive of overtourism decrease. The negative effects
of overtourism and the inappropriate use of prot-
ected areas have been reduced since international
bans on travel have been applied worldwide (New-
some, 2020).

When analysing negative influence of COVID-
19 on ecotourism the most dominant view is that
travel bans and lack of human contacts, which
caused the decrease in tourist arrivals, have also
affected the income and employment in the sector.

Before the pandemic, wildlife tourism directly
contributed 120.1 billion U.S. dollars in GDP to the
global economy in 2018 which presents 4.4% of
the global travel and tourism GDP (World Travel
and Tourism Council -a, 2019). Findings in Figure 1
show the economic contribution of wildlife tourism
in different continents in 2018. The greatest
economic contribution is achieved in Asia — Pacific
(53.3 billion U.S. dollars in GDP), followed by Africa
(29,3 billion U.S. dollars in GDP).

There are numerous cases, which confirm the
fact that well defined and managed ecotourism
programs provide financial resources and employ-
ment in the community and give significant results
in protecting animals and fragile ecosystems aro-
und the world (Libosada, 2009; Das & Chatterjee,
2015). The example of fishermen in Philippines
(Lowe, 2019), who decided to use the concept of
ecotourism in order to protect endangered whale
sharks presents a positive practice, showing the
necessity of correlation between the tourist arrivals,
fishermen engagement and the wildlife protection
itself. Another good example of ecotourism we may
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find in the case of Namibia. The country has com-
munal conservancies which are run by local resid-
ents, who benefit from wildlife management and
tourism as well. The ecotourism projects in Nam-
ibia based on conservancies are in accordance
with sustainable development, which is also evid-
enced in data showing that poaching activities in
2019 decreased by more than 60% (UN, 2020).
However, the emergence of COVID-19 with its
effects on travel bans and health concerns has
strongly affected the sector of ecotourism. The
decrease in travel and tourist arrivals for subjects in
ecotourism meant the decrease in income and

employment as well. In Namibia it produced the
loss of 3.2 million U.S. dollars in annual tourism
revenue, and an additional 3.5 million U.S. dollars
loss of salaries to staff living in conservancies
(Paxton, 2020). In addition, East and Southern
Africa safari industry, which generated 12 billion
U.S. dollars in 2018, nowadays is facing negative
consequences. According to findings presented in
Figure 2, from November 2020 to January 2021,
around 62.5 percent of safari tour operators
reported having 75 percent or more of bookings
cancelled (Faria, 2021).
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Figure 1 - Economic contribution of wildlife tourism in 2018 (World Travel and Tourism Council - a, 2019)
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Figure 2 - Decrease in safari bookings due to coronavirus outbreak in Africa (Faria, 2021)
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Furthermore, wildlife conservation centres aro-
und the world are dealing with the problem of insuf-
ficient funding due to coronavirus pandemic. One
of them is Elephant Conservation Centre (ECC) in
Laos that take care about rescued Asian elephants.
Around 85% of the centre’s revenue is generated
from paid visitors and so called “voluntourists”, who
pay $110 per day for educational stays that involve
no invasive riding or bathing with the animals (ECC,
2021). Therefore, the lack of tourists presents impor-
tant problem that affects the functioning of the centre
and the achievement of its main goal, which is the
conservation of Asian elephants.

In wildlife tourism a loss of employment caused
by COVID -19 is a significant issue. Before the pan-
demic, the sector of wildlife tourism generated 21.8
million jobs on global level. However it was especi-
ally vital in Africa (where it amounted 36.3% of the
travel and tourism sector), Latin America (with the
share of 8.6%) and Asia-Pacific (where it made up
5.8%) (WTTC - b, 2019). The loss of employment in
wildlife tourism was particularly analysed from the
perspective of rangers, since it created additional
problems in controlling illegal fishing, poaching act-
ivity and protecting wildlife from human intrusion in
general (Newsome, 2020; Vyawahare, 2020; Bad-
ola, 2020). Therefore, the pandemic is putting at risk
some endanger species that have been protected
through effective and innovative ecotourism prog-
rams. One of them is, for instance, in northern Cam-
bodia, where unique endanger birds (giant ibises)
were put under protection grace to the concept of
ecotourism (Poole, 2020). However, during the
pandemic, three giant ibises which present equiv-
alent to 1-2% of the global population have been
killed by the poachers (Alberts, 2020). Another dif-
ficulties happen with illegal logging and land clearing
in countries with biodiversity-rich tropical forests
(McNeely, 2021). For example the pandemic did not
slow down the process of deforestation in the Braz-
ilian Amazon. Instead, forest clearing in the Amazon
increased 34% in 2020 (Escobar, 2020). A rise in
illegal logging is also registered in Nepal, including
five parks with endangered Bengal tigers (World
Wildlife Fund, 2020).

In addition, there are justified opinions that the
pandemic is causing financial crisis, which is a great
threat for biodiversity, particularly in some already
fragile economic systems, where people are prep-
are to endanger the nature in search for money
(Gardner, 2020). For instance, African species of
rhinoceros, the Critically Endangered black (Dice-
ros bicornis) and Near Threatened white (Cerato-
therium simum), are being poached for their horns
which are used in traditional Chinese medicine as a
treatment (unproven) for the COVID-19 virus (Som-
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erville, 2020). An increase in poaching incidents was
also recorded in India, where the cases involved
illegal hunting of wild birds, leopards, desert antel-
opes and rhinos (Godbole, 2020), Colombia in the
poaching of jaguars and pumas (Georgiou, 2020),
South Africa and Botswana (Newburger, 2020).

Another concern that the pandemic has brought
in the sector of ecotourism is related to the fact that
the infection itself can be a high risk for some end-
anger species. According to recent studies, the nor-
thern white-cheeked gibbon, the Sumatran orangut-
an, and the western lowland gorilla - as well as the
endangered chimpanzee and bonobo - are vulner-
able to infection. The main reason for this are their
genetic similarities to humans (Nicolaus, 2020). An
additional problem lays in the fact that respiratory
illnesses are already a significant cause of death in
ape species (Negrey et al., 2018).

CONCLUSION

Considering different views and studies dealing
with the effects of coronavirus pandemic on ecoto-
urism and wildlife tourism it can be concluded that
the majority of researchers presented negative con-
sequences. Although, at the very beginning of the
global pandemic, the public expected positive imp-
act on the environment, due to reduction in transport
and industrial activities, numerous examples and
cases of ecotourism evidenced that the practice was
quite the opposite. The outbreak of coronavirus put
the sector of ecotourism at high risk by reducing the
income and employment, which are crucial for the
development of communities and wildlife protection.
The loss of employment in wildlife tourism brought
many problems in the sector such as difficulties in
controlling illegal fishing and poaching activity, illegal
logging and land clearing. Furthermore the lack of
funding is a serious issue for many conservation
centres, which have important role in sustainable
development and wildlife protection. Another signific-
ant viewpoint considers the relation between finan-
cial crisis caused by coronavirus pandemic and
human destructive, immoral, behaviour. This app-
roach is based on different cases (India, Madagas-
car, Nepal) in which people are willing to act against
the nature in search for income.

The paper analysed the current studies on eco-
tourism during the global coronavirus pandemic and
presents limited findings due to the lack of data that
need to be collected in the coming period in order to
make further assumptions and conclusions. There-
fore, some future research should include updated
studies based on empirical scientific methods which
will provide better insights in the effects of the pand-
emic on ecotourism.
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