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THE EFFECTIVENESS OF ENVIRONMENTAL INTERPRETATION IN
ECOTOURISM DESTINATION: THE CASE OF KINABALU PARK
ABSTRACT

Ecotourism primarily takes place in protected areas. Although protected, ecotourism
still poses a threat to the sensitive environment if not practiced carefully. Hence,
visitors’ education is important in protected areas in order to mitigate the negative
impacts on the environment. Interpretation plays an important role in visitors’ education
and it aims to increase their level of awareness and understanding that could potentially
lead to positive behavior change. This study puts a primary emphasis on quantitative
method while the qualitative method is used to support the quantitative outcome. This
study takes into account the impacts of interpretation on visitors’ knowledge, attitude,
and behavioral intention in Kinabalu Park, Sabah, Malaysia. 200 sets pre-visit surveys
were collected to analyze the visitors’ level of knowledge, attitude, and behavioral
intention before they were exposed to interpretation. Another 190 sets of post-visit
surveys were also collected to analyze the same indicators among visitors that had been
exposed to interpretation in the park. Furthermore, both the samples in the pre- and
post-visit surveys are independent of one another. The results indicate that visitors in
Kinabalu Park had higher level of knowledge and more positive attitude after they were
exposed to interpretation as observed in the post-visit samples but only to a certain
extent. Despite the higher level of knowledge and attitude among the post-visit samples,
the visitors’ intention to adopt environmentally responsible behaviors did not differ
significantly between the pre- and the post-visit samples. Further observation found that
interpretation in Kinabalu Park did not fully adopt the qualities of interpretation as
highlighted in the EROT (enjoyable, relevant, organized, and thematic) framework
resulting in the lack of difference between the pre- and post-visit samples in terms of

their knowledge, attitude, and behavioral intention. Interpretation in Kinabalu Park is

il



thematic and organized but it lacks enjoyable, relevant, and provoking materials to
sustain the visitors’ attention. Thus there is a potential for interpretation in Kinabalu
Park to be further improved based on the theme adopted in its interpretation. Both
knowledge and attitude are important determinants in predicting a person’s intention to
engage in environmentally responsible behaviors. Therefore, interpretation in Kinabalu
Park has to first focus in making the visitors more knowledgeable and shifting their

attitude towards the environment.
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KEBERKESANAN INTERPRETASI ALAM SEKITAR DI DESTINASI
EKOPELANCONGAN: KES TAMAN KINABALU
ABSTRAK

Kawasan perlindungan menjadi tumpuan utama aktiviti ekopelancongan dan ini
boleh mengancam alam sekitar walaupun mempunyai status terlindung sekiranya tidak
dipraktikkan dengan betul. Oleh itu, pendidikan pelancong adalah penting bagi
mengurangkan kesan negatif pelancongan terhadap kawasan alam semulajadi.
Interpretasi memainkan peranan penting dalam pendidikan pelancong bagi
meningkatkan kesedaran dan pemahaman pelancong yang boleh membawa kepada
perubahan tingkah laku yang positif. Kajian ini menggunakan kedua-dua kaedah
kuantitatif dan kualitatif tetapi tumpuan diberikan kepada kaedah kuantitatif dan kaedah
kualitatif digunakan untuk menyokong data kuantitatif. Tujuan kajian ini adalah untuk
mengkaji pengaruh interpretasi terhadap pengetahuan, sikap, dan niat tingkah laku
pelancong di Taman Kinabalu, Sabah, Malaysia. 200 borang soal selidik telah dikumpul
untuk menganalisa tahap pengetahuan, sikap, dan niat tingkah laku pelancong sebelum
mereka didedahkan dengan interpretasi. Manakala 190 borang soal selidik juga telah
dikumpul untuk menganalisa penunjuk yang sama selepas pelancong didedahkan
dengan interpretasi di dalam taman. Sampel kajian untuk borang soal selidik sebelum
dan selepas adalah terdiri daripada dua kumpulan pelancong yang berbeza. Hasil kajian
mendapati bahawa pengetahuan dan sikap positif pelancong adalah lebih tinggi di dalam
kalangan mereka yang didedahkan dengan media interpretasi di Taman Kinabalu tetapi
tidak secara menyeluruh. Hasil kajian juga menunjukkan tiada perbezaan yang
signifikan dari segi niat tingkah laku pelancong di antara sampel soal selidik sebelum
dan selepas. Berdasarkan pemerhatian, interpretasi di Taman Kinabalu tidak memenuhi
secara menyeluruh kualiti interpretasi yang ditekankan di dalam rangka kerja EROT

(enjoyable, relevant, organized, and thematic). Ini membawa kepada kurangnya



perbezaan dari segi pengetahuan, sikap, dan niat tingkah laku antara pelancong yang
baru tiba di taman (pre-visit) dengan pelancong yang sudah didedahkan dengan
interpretasi di Taman Kinabalu (post-visit). Interpretasi di Taman Kinabalu mempunyai
tema khusus dan tersusun tetapi ia masih kekurangan dari segi bahan interpretasi yang
mampu mengekalkan perhatian pelancong terutamanya bahan yang menyeronokkon,
relevan, dan berunsur provokasi. Interpretasi di Taman Kinabalu berpotensi untuk
ditambah baik berdasarkan tema yang sedia ada. Pengetahuan dan sikap memainkan
peranan penting dalam menentukan niat seseorang untuk mengubahsuai tingkah laku
supaya lebih bertanggungjawab terhadap alam sekitar. Oleh itu, interpretasi di Taman
Kinabalu perlu lebih fokus ke arah menambah pengetahuan dan mengubah sikap

pelancong terhadap alam semulajadi.

Kata kunci: interpretasi; pengetahuan; sikap; niat tingkah laku; kawasan terlindung
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background of Study

Tourism has no doubt become the world’s largest industry (Scheyvens, 2002) and is
a major contributor to the world’s economic sector including Malaysia. It is a major
player in generating the nation’s income. According to the United Nations’ World
Tourism Organization (WTO), Malaysia received a total of 25,721,000 international
visitors in year 2015 (UNWTO, 2016). For most developing countries, one of the major
resources for tourism is the natural environment particularly those practiced in protected
areas (Nepal, 2000). Protected areas worldwide were initially set up for commercial
purpose such as to preserve the scenic beauty and provide recreational experiences
especially those designated with the status of national parks (Becken & Job, 2014).
Protected areas were also established as an outcome of the environmental movements in
the 1800s (Weaver, 2008). However, the demands of protected areas have increased in
over the years and the role of protected areas shifted from recreational purposes to

protection of species and habitats (Becken & Job, 2014).

Tourism is also practiced in protected areas as a mean of attracting financial aid,
particularly for environmental protection (Mihalic, 2002). The environment depends on
the financial revenue generated from the activities of tourism for its conservation
efforts. Likewise, tourism within protected areas also depends on its uniqueness and
relatively undisturbed natural environment to attract visitors and financial aids. Even
though protected, national parks are still subjected to severe environmental and social
impacts due to overuse from visitors (Tubb, 2003). Ecotourism is the type of tourism
that is practiced in most protected areas in order to compensate for the loss of
opportunity to use the natural resources and the generation of revenue from tourism

justifies the preservation of the place in its natural state (Weaver, 2008).



Protected areas are said to be the most ideal setting for ecotourism because it can
ensure that the unique features of the protected areas can be maintained in a long period
of time (Ceballos-Lascurain, 1996). Ecotourism is supposed to accommodate the
environmental and cultural conservation within the protected areas through the financial
revenues generated from tourism activities. Both the government and tour operators
often used the word ecotourism to promote a more sustainable and responsible type of
travelling. It has now become a major tourism product instead of just a conservation

tool. In most cases, ecotourism is often seen as a marketing tool (Linson & Getz, 1996).

Malaysia has positioned itself as one of the most visited destinations among
international visitors. In 2016, Malaysia is ranked at 11" place as the most visited
destinations by international visitors at 26.8 million (UNWTO, 2016). Although
Malaysia is known as one of the best tourism destinations among other countries, the
practice of ecotourism in the country is not as impressive compared to other leading
ecotourism destinations such as Australia, Canada, Nepal, New Zealand, and more (Isa,
Hasbullah, & Mohd Nasir, 2015). Despite the relatively young nature of ecotourism
practice in Malaysia, there are several sites labeled as ecotourism destinations that are
internationally recognized namely Danum Valley and Sipadan Island while sites like
Kinabalu Park and Gunung Mulu National Park are designated with the UNESCO
World Heritage Site status. The ministry launched the National Ecotourism Plan in 1996
with Hector Ceballos-Lascurain as one of the advisors and the plan was further revised
in 2013. A new National Ecotourism Plan 2016-2025 was published based on the
revision of the 1996 National Ecotourism Plan. Although ecotourism in Malaysia is
mostly led by private sector, the government has done its fair share in the process of
developing ecotourism into a major tourism practice in Malaysia (Daud, 2002). The
Malaysian government had actively conducted campaigns in the efforts to raise the

public’s awareness on the importance of conservation and has provided funds for basic



infrastructures/facilities aside from planning and coordinating in order to make it

accessible and available for visitors (Daud, 2002).

Most of the protected areas in Malaysia are promoted as ecotourism and nature-based
tourism destinations such as Kinabalu Park, Taman Negara Pahang, Gua Niah National
Park, Langkawi Island Geopark, Gunung Mulu National Park, and more. However,
based on the 2013 Review of the National Ecotourism Plan, Malaysians are more
interested in recreational pursuits rather than focusing on the idea of sustainability thus
resulting in the degradation of a number of nature-based tourism sites in the country due
to poor management and regulations. One of the major threats to the practice of
ecotourism in Malaysia is the lack of understanding on the concept of ecotourism
among the community at large thus contributing to the low level of involvement from
stakeholders. With tourism being practiced within protected areas, they are vulnerable
to a number of threats despite the protected area status (Tubb, 2003). Overuse from
visitors and poor management plan can result in the degradation of its natural resources,
reduction in the local people’s economic sources because of environmental damages,

and deterioration of the local people’s traditional values (Ceballos-Lascurain, 1996).

Ecotourism aims to address the issue of emerging environmental and social impacts
of tourism in protected areas. One of the core principles of ecotourism is education and
it aims to educate the public on the importance of protecting natural heritage and the
environmental consequences of their actions (Weaver, 2008). Education is also one of
the most used visitor management strategies among park management worldwide along
with other strategies namely regulatory, physical, and quotas and fees in the efforts to
mitigate the negative impacts of tourism in protected areas (Orams & Hill, 1998;
Papageorgiou, 2001; Weaver, 2008). In an ecotourism setting, there are arrays of

approach to educating the visitors about the environment they are visiting and to govern



the way they behave in a sensitive environment. Interpretation is one of the approaches
in visitors’ education and through a wide range of interpretive methods, it can help
regulate and reduce the impacts of tourism within sensitive areas (Powell & Ham, 2008;

Buckley, 2009).

Interpretation is used as a tool to communicate the meanings and underlying
information about certain area to the visitors (Ham, 1992; Moscardo, 1996, Tilden,
2007). There is a close link between interpretation and visitors’ behavior where it aims
to foster deeper understanding and appreciation of the natural environment that will
eventually lead to more responsible behavior from the visitors (Jacobson, 2009; Stewart,
Hayward, Devlin, & Kirby, 1998; Bramwell & Lane, 1993). In national parks,
interpretation should be able to convey the conservation messages in a language that can
be easily understood by visitors and increases their awareness on the consequences of
their actions. Knowledge gained from interpretive activities will consequently lead to
the respect for an area (Bramwell & Lane, 1993) and should prompt behavior change
(Moscardo, 1996; Orams, 1996; Ham, 2007; Tilden; 2007). Effective interpretation can
bring about the realization among the visitors on how their behaviors can affect the
environment in ways they never know but eliciting such changes is proven to be a
difficult task (Jacobson, 2009). Achieving the goals of interpretation depends on how

respond to the interpretation and accept the information presented to them.

Ham (1992) developed a model of thematic interpretation known as the EROT
framework containing four qualities needed in interpretation in order to attract and
sustain visitors attention namely enjoyable, relevant, organized, and thematic. The
EROT framework was later revised into TORE model of interpretive communication
that emphasized on the need for interpretation to be thematic first before possessing the

other three qualities of interpretation (Ham, 2013). The qualities in the EROT



framework are similar to the principles of interpretation highlighted by other scholars
(Moscardo, 1998; Tilden, 2007). Moreover, the EROT framework has been proven to be
one of the most effective tools in designing interpretation programs (Amin, Chan, &

Mohd Shukri, 2014; Lim, Manohar, Azlizam, & Zakaria, 2016)

Furthermore, there is insufficient number of personnel and financial aids in many
parks worldwide (Butler & Boyd, 2000, as cited in Goh & Rosilawati, 2014) and the
shortage affected the park management ability to fully monitor the visitors’ feedback on
the existing interpretation methods adopted. Many scholars had highlighted the
importance of effective environmental interpretation in managing visitors and tourism
impacts but there have been little research done to prove the benefits and effectiveness
of interpretation programs (Orams, 1996). While the study on the influence of
interpretation on the visitors’ knowledge, attitude, and behavior had been carried out
extensively (Orams & Hill, 1998; Duncan & Martin, 2002; Tubb, 2003; Madin &
Fenton, 2004; Powel & Ham, 2008; Sander, 2012; Jacobs & Harms, 2014; Robert,
Mearns, & Edwards, 2014), it is an area less explored in the context of Malaysian

national parks.

1.2 Research Significance

There had been many studies conducted involving the influence of interpretation on
the knowledge, attitude, and behavioral intention of the visitors, but majority of those
studies had taken place in mostly developed countries such as Australia and United
Kingdom (Hill, Woodland, & Gough, 2007; Kim, Airey, & Szivas, 2010; Hughes,
Packer, & Ballantyne, 2011). Little is known about the influence of interpretation in
Malaysian National Parks though there had been a few studies related to interpretation
carried out in Malaysia (Ismail, 2008; Roslina, Manohar et al., 2013; Amin et al., 2014;

Lim et al., 2016; Bidder et al., 2016).



Kinabalu Park is one of Malaysia’s first World Heritage Sites in the natural category
and the park has long since become of the most-visited destinations in the country. As a
World Heritage Site, Kinabalu Park has a certain standard to live up to and should be a
leading example for other national parks in Malaysia. Hence, it is important to establish
the effectiveness of the interpretation adopted in Kinabalu Park in influencing the
visitors’ knowledge, attitude, and behavioral intention. Establishing the effectiveness is
important especially when it is a national park designated with the World Heritage Site

status.

Furthermore, determining the differences between the pre- and post-visit samples in
terms of their knowledge, attitude, and behavioral intention would help highlight the
strength and weakness of the current interpretation methods adopted by the park
management in Kinabalu Park. Apart from that, this research work also presents an
insight on the current adopted interpretation in Kinabalu Park especially in terms of the
qualities of interpretation as highlighted in the EROT framework (enjoyable, relevant,
organized, thematic). The observation carried out in this study on the interpretation in
Kinabalu Park would be able to highlight whether or not interpretation in the park
adopts all the qualities in the design of effective interpretation. Once the content and
design of interpretation in the park is identified based on the EROT qualities,
recommendations can be given and improvements can be made to the interpretive

programs in Kinabalu Park.

1.3 Area of Study: Kinabalu Park

Kinabalu Park was established in 1964 and the park covers an area of 75,370 ha
located on the Crocker Range in the state of Sabah (Liew, 1996). The park is about two-
hour drive (92km) from the capital city of Sabah, Kota Kinabalu and stands at an

elevation of 1,520m above sea level (Figure 1.1). One of the most prominent features of



Kinabalu Park is Mount Kinabalu, which stands at 4,095.2m in height with its rocky
summit protruding through the vast forest of Borneo. Mount Kinabalu is the tallest
mountain in South East Asia between the Himalayas and New Guinea (UNESCO WHC,
2016). According the IUCN protected area category system, Kinabalu Park is a type II
protected area, a national park that caters for both environmental conservation and

recreation (UNESCO WHC, 2016).
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Kinabalu Park is one of the first parks in Malaysia to be designated with the status of
World Heritage Site by UNESCO in December 2000 due to its outstanding and unique
values (UNESCO WHC, 2016). Kinabalu Park was awarded with the status of World
Heritage Site in the natural category as it met two of the natural selection criteria which
are criterion (ix) and (x). Criterion (ix) characterized Kinabalu Park as a place that is
able to be an outstanding example representing significant on-going ecological and
biological processes in the evolution and the development of terrestrial, fresh water,
costal and marine ecosystems and communities of plants and animals. Criterion (x)
concerns the fact that Kinabalu Park contains the most important and significant natural
habitats for in-situ conservation of biological diversity, including those containing
threatened species of outstanding universal value from the point of view of science and
conservation (UNESCO WHC, 2016). Apart from that, Kinabalu Park is also declared
as ASEAN Heritage Park under an initial agreement in 1984 (Review of National

Ecotourism Plan, 2013).

There are three main stations in Kinabalu Park that cater to recreational activities
namely Park HQ, Mesilau Nature Resort and Poring Hot Spring. Kinabalu Park also
comprises of another four substations that initially serve as outposts for monitoring
purpose but are becoming popular among the visitors. The four substations are Sayap,
Nalapak, Serinsim and Monggis substations. Park HQ and Poring Hot Spring are the
study area for this research due to its popularity among visitors. Kinabalu Park receives
approximately 600,000 to 700,000 visitors annually (Figure 1.2). Both Park HQ and
Poring Hot Spring record the highest number of visitors’ arrival compared to other
substations as both stations receive approximately 400,000 to 600,000 visitors every
year. Mesilau Nature Resort is also a popular station of Kinabalu Park but was excluded
from the study due to inaccessibility after the June 5™ 2015 earthquake that affected the

area extensively. The park management of Kinabalu Park adopts a variety of



interpretive approaches including guided walk, introductory signs, brochures,
information sheets, information panels, preserved samples, video show, diorama, and

illustrations.



Trend of Visitors' Arrival in Kinabalu Park from 1965 to 2015
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Geologically, Mount Kinabalu is considered young and is still growing at the rate of
Smm annually (Choi, 1996). Although young, Kinabalu Park is the Center of Plant
Biodiversity for Southeast Asia (UNESCO WHC, 2016). Due to the diversity of flora
and fauna in Kinabalu Park, it is also one of the world’s 13 biodiversity hotspots and is

also deemed as one of the primary centers of plant diversity in the world (Goh, 2008).

1.4 Problem Statement

There had been a few studies on interpretation in Malaysia’s natural environment
(Ismail, 2008; Roslina, Manohar, Ismail Adnan, Azlizam, & Mohd Aswad, 2013; Amin
et al., 2014; Lim et al., 2016). Amin et al. (2014) and Lim et al. (2016) tested the
impacts of interpretation that adopted the EROT framework (enjoyable, relevant,
organized, and thematic) at Bako National Park and Pahang National Park respectively.
However, Amin et al. (2014) study was focused on thematic interpretive guided tours
impact on visitors while Lim ef al. (2016) target population was secondary school
students. There had been abundance of scientific studies carried out in Kinabalu Park
due to the park’s unique standing as one of the world’s most biodiverse locations.
Tourism study is common in Kinabalu Park but research related to the topic of
interpretation is very limited. Prior studies in Kinabalu Park pertaining to interpretation
were carried out by Bidder, Kibat, & Fatt (2016) that focused on cultural interpretation
while Jacobson (2009) tested the impacts of guides, brochures, and signs on the visitors’
knowledge within Kinabalu Park’s Mountain Garden (now known as Botanical
Garden). Furthermore, past research carried out in Kinabalu Park emphasized on the
need to improve the educational elements in Kinabalu Park as the visitors had expected
a more informative and educational experience while visiting the park (Goh, 2008).
Although Kinabalu Park has long introduced educational elements as part of its
recreational programs, the overall influence of interpretation in Kinabalu Park on the

visitors’ knowledge, attitude, and behavioral intention is still unaccounted for.
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1.5

Research Objectives

The purpose of this research is to evaluate the effectiveness of interpretive programs

in Kinabalu Park in influencing visitors’ knowledge, attitude and behavioral intention.

The research objectives are:

1.6

To identify the types of interpretive programs used by the park management in
Kinabalu Park.

To evaluate the effectiveness of the interpretive programs used in Kinabalu Park
in influencing visitors’ knowledge, attitude and behavioral intention.

To suggest recommendations to the park management in relation to the

improvements that can be made to the interpretive programs.

Research Questions

Three research questions have been identified in this study. The research questions

are:

1.

What are the existing types of interpretive programs adopted by Kinabalu Park?

Secondary data related to the interpretive programs carried out in Kinabalu Park
was collected from the park management, Sabah Parks. The researcher also took
part in the interpretive programs at both Park HQ and Poring substations in order
to observe on the types of interpretation methods incorporated into the programs.
Afterwards, a review of the documents related to the interpretation programs in

Kinabalu Park was conducted.

Does interpretation contribute to the visitors’ knowledge, change their attitude
and influence their intention to engage in environmentally responsible

behaviors?

12



Pre- and post-visit surveys were used to evaluate the visitors’ knowledge,
attitude, and behavioral intention. The pre-visit surveys were handed out to
visitors who were not yet exposed to interpretation in the park while the post-
visit surveys targeted visitors that had taken part in the interpretive activities.
The pre- and post-visit respondents were independent of one another and the
results of both surveys were compared to evaluate the differences in the visitors’

level of knowledge, attitude, and behavioral intention.

What are the improvements that can be made to the interpretive programs in

Kinabalu Park?

Based on the result of the survey and observation carried out in Kinabalu Park,
the extent of the influence of interpretation on visitors’ knowledge, attitude, and
behavioral intention was established. Further recommendations were suggested
to better improve the interpretive programs in Kinabalu Park in achieving the
goals of interpretation to influence the visitors’ knowledge and attitude towards

the environment and simultaneously prompt them to behave more responsibly.

Organization of Dissertation

This dissertation is divided into six chapters: Introduction, literature review,

methodology, analysis findings, discussion, and conclusion. This chapter generally

includes an introduction to the nature of this research study. It discusses the general

problems related to the research study as well as the objectives of the research.

Chapter 2 examines the literature review in-depth pertaining to the topic of

ecotourism and interpretation. The literature review first touches on the introduction to

the concept of ecotourism and its relevance in protected areas. The chapter then further

discusses the visitor management strategies adopted by park managements worldwide in
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order to cope with the negative impacts of practicing tourism in sensitive environment.
This chapter then elaborates on one particular visitor management tool which is
interpretation in regulating visitors’ impact in protected areas by discussing how

interpretation influences visitors’ knowledge, attitude and behavior.

The methodology to this research is discussed in Chapter 3. Chapter 3 begins with a
conceptual framework of the research and further discussed the research design of the
study, which emphasized primarily on quantitative method while qualitative method
serves as a support. The chapter then further highlights the steps in the primary and
secondary data collection including both the questionnaire survey and observation.
Further to that is a description of the analysis carried out for both the quantitative and
qualitative data collected. A description of the research constraint is also included in this
chapter. Chapter 4 outlines the results on analysis of the data collected. Descriptions of
the interpretive programs in Kinabalu Park are included in this chapter. This chapter
also presents the findings of the quantitative data analyzed using the Statistical Package
for Social Science (SPSS). The results yielded from the SPSS software are interpreted

and discussed in this chapter.

Chapter 5 discusses the results gained from this study on the influence of
interpretation and repeat visitation on the visitors’ knowledge, attitude, and behavioral
intention. The findings in this study are also compared with the observation of the
interpretation content in Kinabalu Park’s interpretive programs to explain the nature of
the results especially in terms of the qualities in the design of effective interpretation.
Chapter 6 is the last and concluding chapter. Chapter 6 summarizes the overall findings
in this study and a set of recommendation that can be made in Kinabalu Park’s

interpretive programs based on the findings.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

This chapter provides an overview of the literatures carried out by previous scholars
in the field of interpretation. Firstly, this chapter explains the definition of ecotourism
and protected areas including the criteria and application of ecotourism within protected
areas. The chapter then discusses the various visitor management strategies undertaken
by protected area management including the focus of this research, education.
Following that, the chapter then explains the core variable in the study, interpretation
including its definition, benefits, qualities and principles, and types. Once the concept of
interpretation is explained, this chapter then evaluates the different studies carried out
by different scholars on the effectiveness of interpretation in terms of knowledge,
attitudes, and behaviors. Lastly, this chapter concludes with a brief summary of the

literature review.

2.2 Ecotourism
2.2.1 Definition of Ecotourism

There are various definitions of the term ecotourism forwarded by scholars and
organizations ever since it was first introduced in the 1980s. However, the practice and
concept of ecotourism has been used long before the term ecotourism was first
introduced. For example in Canada, the national forestry service has used educational
ecotour in their practices since the year 1973 even before the term ecotourism exists.
Earlier in the 1980s, Hector Ceballos-Lascurain, a Mexican ecologist first used the term
“ecoturismo” which is Spanish. Another one of the earliest usage of ecotourism concept
was in a paper written by Budowski (1976) in which he described the conflicted
relationship between tourism and the natural environment and the potential of a mutual

relationship between the two sectors (Weaver, 2008).
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Ever since the inception of the word ecotourism and its concept, there has been
influx of definitions. A content analysis study of ecotourism definitions conducted by
Fennell (2001) identified at least 85 definitions of ecotourism put forward by different
researchers and organizations. According to Fennell, one of the possible reasons why
there are so many definitions of ecotourism out there is most likely due to the fact that
none of the existing definitions described the concept rightfully. Another reason is
because of the different geographical locations that require different definitions and

principles of ecotourism (Fennell, 2001).

According to the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), ecological

tourism or ecotourism is defined as:

‘an environmentally responsible travel and visitation to relatively undisturbed
natural areas, in order to enjoy and appreciate nature (and any accompanying cultural
features — both past and present) that promotes conservation, has low visitor impact
and provides for beneficially active socio-economic involvement of local populations.’

(Ceballos-Lascurain, 1996)

The definition provided by Ceballos-Lascurain was one of the earliest and widely
accepted definitions of ecotourism. Plenty of the definitions to follow were built up
upon Ceballos-Lascurain’s initial definition of ecotourism (Table 2.1). Certain proposed
definitions of ecotourism are very comprehensive in explaining the core criteria that
differentiate ecotourism from other types of tourism but certain other definitions are
quite basic and open to the readers’ interpretation. The reason for the varying definitions
of ecotourism is because in-depth definitions could result in too many constraints for
service providers to live up to the goals of ecotourism. However, loose definitions of
ecotourism are also subjected to misrepresentation of the concept (Fennell, 2015).

Despite the abundance of definitions, most of them incorporated the same themes.
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Among the common themes in the definitions include nature-based; environmental

education; conservation-oriented; involvement of local people; distribution of benefits;

sustainability; and ethics and responsibility (Boo, 1991; Pedersen, 1991; Valentine,

1992; Buckley, 1994; Blamey, 2001; Weaver, 2001; Fennell, 2015; TIES, 2015).

Table 2.1: Definitions of ecotourism

Source

Definition

Boo (as cited in
Weaver, 2008)

Ecotourism is a nature tourism that contributes to conservation,
through generating funds for protected areas, creating employment
opportunities for local communities, and offering environmental
education.

Valentine (as
cited in
Weaver, 2008)

Nature-based tourism that is ecologically sustainable and is based
on relatively undisturbed natural areas, is non-damaging and non-
degrading, contributes directly to the continued protection and
management of protected areas, and is subject to an adequate and
appropriate management regime.

Buckley (1994)

A framework of ecotourism based on four main dimensions:
a) Ecotourism being nature-based

b) Conservation supporting

¢) Sustainably managed

d) Environmentally educating

Goodwin  (as
cited in
Weaver, 2008)

Ecotourism is low impact nature tourism which contributes to the
maintenance of species and habitats either directly through a
contribution to conservation and/or indirectly by providing revenue
to the local community sufficient for local people to value, and
therefore protect, their wildlife heritage area as a source of income.

Ecotourism is:
a) Nature-based

Blamey (2001) b) Educational
¢) Sustainable
Ecotourism is a form of tourism that fosters learning experiences
and appreciation of the natural environment, or some component

Weaver (2001) | thereof, within its associated cultural context. It is managed in
accordance with industry best practice to attain environmentally and
socioculturally sustainable outcomes as well as financial viability.
Travel with a primary interest in the natural history of a destination.
It is a form of nature-based tourism that places about nature first-

Fennell (2015) | hand emphasis on learning, sustainability (conservation and local
participation/benefits), and ethical planning, development, and
management.

The . Ecotourism is responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the

International . . . .

. environment, sustains the wellbeing of local people, and involves
Ecotourism . . .
Society (2015) interpretation and education.

17




In the context of Malaysia, the National Ecotourism Plan 1996 originally adopted the
ecotourism definition proposed by the IUCN. A report on the review of the National
Ecotourism Plan 1996 was released in 2013 and a new definition reflecting the practice
of ecotourism in Malaysia was adopted based on the inputs from different stakeholders
(Review of National Ecotourism Plan, 2013). In 2017, the Ministry of Tourism and
Culture adopted a new definition of ecotourism as highlighted in the National

Ecotourism Plan 2016-2025. The new ecotourism definition is as follow:

‘Tourism experiences evolved through collaboration between government, the
private sector and local communities, that include the following elements: respect for
nature, contribution to conservation, benefit to local communities, components of
education and awareness, and sustainability — ecologically, economically, socio-

culturally, and ethically.’ (National Ecotourism Plan 2016-2025, 2016)

2.2.2  Criteria of Ecotourism

The definition of ecotourism remains disputed due to the different focus within each
definition of ecotourism (Buckley, 2012; Fennell, 2015). The absence of an operational
definition and consensus on the conceptual understanding of ecotourism had also led to
ecotourism industry being evolved into many different forms (Chandel & Mishra,
2016). According to Blamey (as cited in Weaver, 2008), there are three common criteria
of ecotourism that appeared in almost all of the definitions namely that it is nature-

based, sustainable and has an educational element.

Firstly, ecotourism is a nature-based tourism practice in which the word ‘eco’ itself
refers to ecology and ecosystem. Majority of the definitions of ecotourism had defined
ecotourism as nature-based and nature-oriented travel (Weaver, 2008; Fennell, 2015;
Chandel & Mishra, 2016). Thus the word ecotourism refers to a tourism practice that is

primarily based on the natural environment. The fact that ecotourism is nature-based
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explains why it primarily takes place in protected and relatively undisturbed natural
areas. Ecotourism market is often overlapping with the nature-based tourism market
because of the similarity between the two practices (Diamantis, 1999). One similarity is
the settings of both practices in which both occur not only in protected areas but also in
other forms of natural attractions such as biosphere reserves, marine parks, safaris, zoos,
and others. The Australian Ecotourism strategy stated that ecotourism is a small subset
of nature-based tourism (Diamantis, 1999). With the latter being primarily about
enjoyment of nature while the former is more focused on nature conservation and

educational elements (Blamey, 1997).

The second most important criterion in ecotourism is sustainability. The problems of
conventional mass tourism are the damages it had to the environment and host
destinations. Ecotourism rose as a response to the increasing concerns over the
threatening nature of mass tourism on the physical and cultural environment (Kutay,
1990, as cited in Wearing & Neil, 1999; Weaver, 2008). The concept of sustainability in
ecotourism refers to the ability to accommodate the needs of the visitors and at the same
time sustain the sensitive environment (Weaver, 2008). In the criteria of sustainability,
ecotourism aims to minimize the disruptive impacts of tourism on the environment
physically, socially, behaviorally, and psychologically while at the same time also
promotes the wellbeing of the local communities (Boo, 1991; Wearing & Neil, 1999;
Weaver, 2008; Fennell, 2015; TIES, 2015; Aswita, 2018). Similarly, the content
analysis of ecotourism definitions by Chandel & Mishra (2016) had also identified
supporting conservation and socio-economic development of local area as the most
frequently appeared themes in the various definitions of ecotourism. Both themes
emphasized on conserving the natural environment and the empowerment of the local
people in the area. The practice of ecotourism should help generate direct financial

benefits to conservation of the area and the financial benefits should also extend to the
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local communities as well as private industry (TIES, 2015). Ecotourism is sustainable as
it takes into account not just the wellbeing and needs of visitors but also the

environment, its people, its culture and its needs (Wearing & Neil, 1999).

The third and last criterion of ecotourism is its educational element. The content
analysis of ecotourism definition by Fennell (2015) and Chandel & Mishra (2016) both
highlights that education is one of the most vital parts of the visitors’ ecotourism
experience that occurred in majority of the definitions. Ecotourists are said to be
different from tourists because they travel with the intention to learn at least the most
basic things about nature and the environments they are visiting through
activities/programs developed by ecotourism operators or the park management (Eagles,
McCool, & Haynes, 2002; Fennell, 2015). The dependent nature of ecotourism on the
environment along with ecotourists’ needs to understand and interact with nature makes
it important for management and operators alike to provide an appropriate form of
environmental and cultural interpretation (Wearing & Neil, 1999). Education also helps
garner the support of the public in which without it the place cannot function properly

(Wearing & Neil, 1999).

Recreational activities take place within ecotourism settings and they can still cause
damages to the environmental and cultural resources of the place despite the restricted
nature of the activities (Wearing & Neil, 1999; Tubb, 2003). In this case, education
plays an important role in regulating the visitors and reducing their impacts on the
environment. Education through interpretation is a form of visitor management that can
lead to an increase in visitors’ knowledge, awareness, sense of appreciation, respect for
nature and in the end direct them to behave more responsibly towards the environment
(Ross & Wall, 1999; Orams, 1997, Powell & Ham, 2008). According to The

International Ecotourism Society (2015) in its revised principles of ecotourism,
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education at ecotourism sites should deliver the visitors with interpretive experiences
that can help raise their awareness towards the host countries’ political, environmental,

social, and cultural climates.

Since ecotourism is mainly practiced in natural environments that are susceptible to
degradation from visitation, education is important in order to balance the practice of
tourism and conservation. In order to achieve sustainability in the practice of
ecotourism, interpretation plays a vital role (Moscardo, 1998). Within the environment,
interpretation serves as a conservation management tool by educating the visitors not
just on the features of the place they are visiting but also by communicating the
importance of protecting the environment (Wearing & Neil, 1999; Weaver, 2008).
According to Moscardo (1998), there are four ways in which interpretation can help
minimizes the negative impacts of tourism to the environment. Firstly, interpretation
can influence the visitors on alternative sites they can visit and by doing so it can relieve
the pressure of sites that are heavily used by visitors. Secondly, interpretation also
provides the visitors with a substitute experience especially for those that cannot visit
the actual sites. Thirdly, well-delivered interpretation in a sensitive environment can
increase the visitors’ awareness on the impacts of their behaviors towards the
environment and at the same time inform them how to behave more appropriately
within such environment. Lastly, effective interpretation will develop a sense of concern
among the visitors. However, influencing the visitors’ attitude towards the environment

and prompting behavior change among them are not easy tasks (Jacobson, 2009).

Interpretation has to adhere to a set of principles in order for it to have a positive
impact on the visitors’ knowledge, attitude, and behaviors (Ham, 1992; Moscardo,
1998; Tilden, 2007; Ham, 2013). Besides alleviating the impacts of tourism on the

environment, education in ecotourism also provides the local communities with
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opportunities to learn and stimulate their appreciation towards their own cultures and
traditions that could have otherwise been forgotten (Kutay, 1990, as cited in Wearing &
Neil, 1999). Effectively delivered interpretation could also garner support from the local
communities as they become more aware of the value of their local and natural

attractions.

Each protected areas are different and unique from one another thus the criteria in
ecotourism have to be defined differently according to the characteristics of the area in
question (Dologlou & Katsoni, 2016). According to Dologlou & Katsoni (2016), the
definitions and criteria of ecotourism will continue to change and redefine with time
considering the on-going changes that might affect the area in question. Ecotourism is
also closely linked with ethics especially the ecotourism business owners as they are
recognized as businesses with strong environmental ethics (Buckley, 2005; Bowles &
Ruhanen, 2018). The experience offered by ecotourism business owners can act as a
catalyst for change through their environmental ethics and values. Successful
ecotourism practices by operators can support and promote the role of ecotourism in
sustainable tourism development (Holden, 2013). However, the reputation of
ecotourism may also be damaged if the experiences delivered by ecotourism operators
do not live up to the environmental ethics and values that underpinned the ecotourism

practice (Bowles & Ruhanen, 2018)

2.2.3  Protected Areas
According to the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), a protected

area is:

“...an area dedicated primarily to the protection and enjoyment of natural or cultural
heritage, to maintenance of biodiversity, and/or to maintenance of ecological life-

support services.’ (Ceballos-Lascurain, 1996, p. 29)
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The definition of protected areas came after the Commission on National Parks and
Protected Areas (CNPPA) now known as the World Commission on Protected Areas
(WCPA) held the 1992 World Parks Congress in Caracas, Venezuela which also
resulted in the formation of the IUCN protected areas categories system used nowadays
(Dudley, 2008). The definition of protected areas however was later revised and the first
draft was produced during a meeting on the categories system in Almeria, Spain in May
2007. The proposed definition was reviewed by the members of the [UCN-WCPA and

the new definition for protected area is:

‘...a clearly defined geographical space, recognized, dedicated and managed,
through legal or other effective means, to achieve the long-term conservation of nature

with associated ecosystem services and cultural values.’ (Dudley, 2008)

In 2014, there is a total of 209, 429 sites covering a total area of 32, 868, 673 km?
designated with the status of protected area under the United Nations List of Protected
Areas (Deguignet, Juffe-Bignoli, Harrison, MacSharry, Burgess, & Kingston, 2014).
Based on the statistics, approximately 14% of the world’s terrestrial areas and 3.41% of
the world’s marine areas have been protected to date (Deguignet et al., 2014). The
numbers of protected areas have increased tremendously over the past 50 years (Table
2.2). Back in 1962, there were 9,214 sites protected covering 2,400,000 km? of areas. In
2014, a significant increase was observed in the number and coverage of protected areas
in which an additional 30,000,000 km? of areas have been protected under the UN list
(Deguignet ef al., 2014). As of December 2017, the total combined protected areas had
increased up to 236,200 sites covering an area of 45,000,000 km? in which 25,000,000
km? are marine protected areas while another 20,000,000 km? are terrestrial protected

areas (“Increased Growth of Protected Areas in 2017, 2017).
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Table 2.2: Growth of protected areas since 1962 (Deguignet et al., 2014;
“Increased Growth of Protected Areas in 20177, 2017)

Year Number of sites Total area protected (km?)
1962 9,214 2,400,000
1972 16,394 4,100,000
1982 27,794 8,800,000
1992 48,388 12,300,000
2003 102,102 18,800,000
2014 209,429 32,868,673
2017 236,200 45,000,000

The IUCN has devised a standard and widely accepted protected areas classification

system known as the [IUCN Protected Areas Categories System in 1994. There are six

categories of protected areas listed under the IUCN classification system and each

protected area is categorized based on their management objectives (Table 2.3). The

lower the category number of the protected area, the less human intervention and

modification are made to the place. Category I has the lowest amount of environmental

modification and human impact compared to other categories. The last category,

Category VI is mainly used for the purpose of extraction of natural resources such as

logging (Eagles et al., 2002; Weaver, 2008).

Table 2.3: IUCN Protected Areas Categories system and description (IUCN,

2008)

Category

Designation

Description

Ia

Strict nature
reserve

Area strictly protected to protect biodiversity and
also possibly geological/geomorphological features,
where human visitation, use and impacts are strictly
controlled and limited to ensure protection of the
conservation values. Such protected areas can serve
as indispensable references areas for scientific
research and monitoring.

Ib

Wilderness area

Protected areas are usually large unmodified or
slightly modified areas, retaining their natural
character and influence, without permanent or
significant human habitation, which are protected and
managed so as to preserve their natural condition.
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Table 2.3, continued

Category

Designation

Description

II

National park

Protected areas are large natural or near natural areas
set aside to protect large-scale ecological processes,
along with the complement of species and
ecosystems characteristics of the area, which also
provide a foundation for environmentally and
culturally compatible spiritual, scientific,
educational, recreational and visitor opportunities.

I

Natural
monument of
feature

Protected areas are set aside to protect a specific
natural monument, which can be a landform, sea
mount, submarine cavern, geological feature such as
a cave or even a living feature such as an ancient
grove. They are generally quite small protected areas
and often have high visitor values

vV

Habitat/species
management
area

Protected areas aim to protect particular species or
habitats and management reflects this priority. Many
category IV protected areas will need regular, active
interventions to address the requirements of
particular species or to maintain habitats, but this is
not a requirement of the category.

Protected
landscape/seasc
ape

A protected area where the interaction of people and
nature over time has produced an area of distinct
character with significant ecological, biological,
cultural and scenic value: and where safeguarding the
integrity of this interaction is vital to protecting and
sustaining the area and its associated nature
conservation and other values.

VI

Protected area
with sustainable
use of natural
resources

Protected areas conserve ecosystems and habitats,
together with associated cultural values and
traditional natural resource management systems.
They are generally large, with most of the area in a
natural condition, where a proportion is under
sustainable natural resource management and where
low-level non-industrial use of natural resources
compatible with nature conservation is seen as one of
the main aims of the area.

Malaysia is home to a total of 739 protected areas scattered throughout the country in
which 63,474km? are terrestrial protected areas while another 6,358km? are marine
protected areas. Out of the 739 protected areas, 29 of them are designated with the

status of national park including Kinabalu Park (UNEP-WCMC, 2017).
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2.24  Application of Ecotourism in Protected Areas

Most developing countries depend on the natural environment as one of their sources
for tourism (Nepal, 2000) and for most of the developing countries, ecotourism largely
takes place in protected areas (Weaver, 2008; Cobbinah, 2015). There are a few reasons
why protected areas appeal as a platform for ecotourism to take place. One of the main
reasons is because of the dramatic growth in the numbers of protected areas worldwide
over the past 50 years. Another reason is because of its natural environment and
functions. Protected areas are dedicated towards the conservation of the natural
environment to a certain degree depending on the designation of the protected areas.
One of the main criteria of ecotourism is nature-based hence making protected areas a
suitable setting for ecotourism-related activities (Weaver, 2008). Category II and V
which are National Park and Protected Landscape/Seascape respectively are the most
suitable physical setting for nature-based tourism including ecotourism because it
allows interaction between people and nature unlike the other categories of protected

areas under the IUCN protected areas classification system.

Another reason is because of its high public profile. Some of the most famous
protected areas in the world have gained high public attention that they have become
iconic tourist attractions in their countries and perhaps even in their regions (Weaver,
2008). Visitors have considered these destinations as must-see or must visit destinations
in their list while traveling. Kinabalu Park is famous for being a home to the tallest
mountain in the South East Asian region and it is one of the most famous climbing spots
in South East Asia among visitors to Malaysia and Borneo. Furthermore, the World
Heritage Site status granted to protected areas can ensure an increase in visitation. A
time series study at six Australian national parks revealed that World Heritage Listing

had an impact on tourism’s visitation level to the parks (Buckley, 2004). The study
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found that the designation of WHS to protected areas contributed to the increase in the

visitation level especially among international visitors.

Furthermore, the practice of tourism within protected areas can be used as a mean to
contribute to the livelihood and living condition of the community residing in the
vicinity of the area. In the case of developing countries, although sustainability is still
one of the main criteria in ecotourism, research had shown that ecotourism in protected
areas within developing countries is linked closely with the reduction of poverty in the
local communities (Cobbinah, 2015) and underdevelopment alongside the conservation
of natural resources (Skanavis & Kounani, 2017). The practice of ecotourism in
protected areas bring changes to the local communities’ way of living as it diversify
their job opportunities and contributed to their livelihoods thus resulting in the reduction
of poverty and development of the local communities living nearby the protected areas

in question (Cobbinah, 2015; Das & Chatterjee, 2015; Aswita, 2018).

2.3 Visitors’ Education in Protected Areas

The dual roles of protected areas in conservation and tourism as well as the
increasing number of visitors to protected areas pose a detrimental threat to the already
sensitive environment especially is it is not carefully planned and regulated (Skanavis &
Kounani, 2017). Ecotourism itself is not exempted from such threat even though it is
touted as the most appropriate form of tourism in protected areas (Orams, 1995; Orams
& Hill, 1998; Powell & Ham, 2008). In order to strike a balance between tourism and
conservation and to prevent further deterioration to the environment, park managements
have been using several impact management strategies. The management responses can
be classified into four different categories namely regulatory, physical, quotas and fees

and education (Orams & Hill, 1998; Papageorgiou, 2001; Weaver, 2008).
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Regulatory response is the most common st