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SUSTAINABLE FOREST-BASED TOURISM IN NORTHEAST
NEW SOUTH WALES, AUSTRALIA: A PROBLEMATIC GOAL

JEREMY BUULTJENS, MARGARET TIYCE, and DEBORAH GALE

School of Tourism and Hospitality Management, Southern Cross University, Australia

Sustainable tourism is seen as capable of providing both rural economic development and valorizing
conservation. Unfortunately, it appearsthat many nature-based tourism operationsare struggling to maintain
the financial viability required to ensure this occurs. This study examined 41 forest-based tourism busi-
nesses in northeast New South Wales, Australia, to assess their ability to contribute to sustainable tour-
ism. The businesses employed an average of 5.6 staff per business, including the owner(s). Approxi-
mately 61% of businesses had a gross income of less than AUS$100,000 and 40% of operators had a
combined household income under AUS$25,000. A relatively large number of operators suggested that
they were forced to charge fees that were either below cost or at cost. All operators suggested that their
businesses did not have a negative impact on the environment, although nearly 46% of operators stated
they had concerns about the environmental impact of their competitors. The overall resultsindicated that
amajority of forest-based tourism operators in northeast NSW, because of their financial position, are
probably not contributing substantially to local economic development and would have trouble adopting
environmentally sustainable practices.

Key words: Sustainable tourism; Nature-based tourism; Forest-based tourism; Rural development

Introduction

Tourism is seen as industry capable of providing
rural economic development (Bramwell, 1990;
Northern Rivers Regional Development Board
[NRRDB], 1994). It isalso seen asaway of valoriz-
ing conservation because much of rural tourism is
nature based and is dependent upon arel atively pris-
tinenatural environment (Lane, 1994). A well-main-

tained natural environment can represent acompeti-
tive advantage for tourism in rural areas (Williams,
1992), despite this relationship not appearing to be
well understood (Cook, Stewart, & Repass, 1992).
To ensure the benefits from regional tourism are
maximized and are ongoing, it isimportant that sus-
tainable tourism practices are adopted by all busi-
nesses providing a tourism product. It is especially
important for nature-based tourism operators be-
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cause of their close relationship with the environ-
ment and their ability to cause significant ecosys-
tem damage in natural areas (Alden, 1997).

Many rural regions historic economic base has
been tied to natural resource use and probably deg-
radation; therefore, the urgency to address
sustainability in these areas is particularly acute
(Shaffer, 1995). However, while tourism holds the
promise of animprovement in natural assets, poorly
managed tourism can exacerbate the damage occur-
ringinfragilerural environments(Lane, 1994). The
degradation of the environment in rural areas will
limit the potential to further devel op tourism. A hum-
ber of organizations and individuals must take re-
sponsibility for ensuring tourism in rural areas is
undertaken in a sustainable manner. Governments
and the various departments responsible for land
management and the provision of tourism and rec-
reational facilities (e.g., the national park services,
forestry services, regional devel opment and tourism
organizations) obviously have avery important role.
Nongovernment peak tourism and regional devel-
opment organi zations also have an important rolein
developing plans and strategies and providing di-
rection for the tourism industry. Finally, tourism
businesses and operators al so have avery important
role to play in ensuring sustainable tourism is un-
dertaken in regional areas. Operators are important
because it is, to a large extent, their practices that
will determine whether tourism will be sustainable.
However, the ability to undertake sustainable prac-
ticesislinked significantly to the financial viability
of the business (Beeton, 1998; McKercher &
Robbins, 1998). If a business is struggling finan-
cialy, it may be prevented from implementing sus-
tainabl e practices.

Thisarticleexaminesthefinancia circumstances
of forest-based tourism operators in the northeast
region of New South Wales (NSW) to assess their
ability to undertake sustainable practices. The ar-
ticle beginswith adiscussion of sustainability inthe
tourism context. The second section provides an
overview of nature-based tourism businesses both
in Australia and abroad. The third section outlines
thetourism characteristics of the study region, while
the fourth section presents the results of the study.
This is followed by an explanation of, and the re-
sults from, the study. The final sections are the dis-
cussion and conclusion.

Sustainability

Ecologically sustainable development (ESD) or
sustainability has become a priority for most coun-
tries; however, it remains an ambiguous and com-
plex concept that appears to be very difficult to
operationalize (McKercher, 1993). In the tourism
and recreation context, ESD isfrequently associated
with discussions of “ecotourism” and “ nature-based
tourism” (Boo, 1990; Whelan, 1991). ESD is de-
fined in the Brundtland Report, Our Common Fu-
ture, as “development that meets the needs of the
present generation without comprising the ability of
the future generations to meet their own needs’
(World Commission on Environment and Devel op-
ment [WCED], 1987). Therefore, there are two cen-
tral dimensions to ESD. The first is that ESD im-
plies that we can go on producing and or supplying
some commodity or service without exhausting one
or more natural resources. The second is atime di-
mension. That is, ESD necessarily implies that we
wish to choose a path that does not impoverish fu-
ture generations.

In the rural tourism context, Lane (1994, p. 103)
suggests that the concept of ESD must be multipur-
poseif it isto succeed and should aim to:

e  Sustain the culture and character of host com-
munities;

e Sustain landscape and habitats;

e Sustain the rural economy;

e Sustain atourismindustry which will beviable
in the long run through careful targeting of
market segments—and this in turn means the
promotion of successful and satisfying holiday
experiences; and

e Develop sufficient understanding, leadership
and vision amongst the decision-makersin an
areaso that they realise the dangersof too much
reliance on tourism, and continue to work to-
wardsabalanced and diversified rural economy.

Clearly in achieving ESD there is a strong inter-
dependence between environmental conservation,
economic devel opment, and social well-being. This
interdependence may sometimesresult in trade-offs
between the three systems because each system has
its own set of goals that may conflict with goals of
the other systems. However, for tourism to be sus-
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tainable there has to be conservation of natural re-
sources, economic devel opment, and socia involve-
ment and acceptance.

In addition to the above-mentioned characteris-
tics, it is also argued that sustainable tourism em-
phasi zesthe need for local ownership that optimizes
the local benefits flowing from tourism aswell asa
commitment by local operators to ESD principles
and practices (Allcock, Jones, Lane, & Grant, 1994).
Therefore, despite the problematic nature of ESD it
isobviousthat it can only be achieved if, in the first
instance, local tourism businesses are commercially
viable. Commercial viability ensuresbusinesseswill
contribute to ongoing rural development (McCool,
1995) and that the businesses can afford the up-front
costs associated with operating in asustainable man-
ner (Beeton, 1998; McKercher & Rabbins, 1998).
In contrast, if tourism businessesare not viable, they
will not contribute to rural development and they
areunlikely to afford the extra costs associated with
operating on an ESD basis.

An Overview of Nature-Based Tourism Businesses

While world tourism overall has been growing at
about 4% each year, nature-based travel isincreas-
ing at an annua rate between 10% and 30% (The
International Ecotourism Society, 1998). This is
comparable to Australian nature-based tourism,
which is apparently growing by about two to five
times faster than Australian tourism generally
(McKercher & Robbins, 1998). Nature-based tour-
ism is predominantly based in rural areas because
of itsdependence on the natural environment. Inline
with Jafari’s Adaptancy Platform theory, nature-
based tourism has been seen to be amore desirable
type of tourism for rural areas (Jafari, 2002). The
growing trend in nature-based tourism, however, has
resulted in a number of rural areas placing a great
reliance on this industry to provide rural develop-
ment, although thereislittle to substantiate any con-
siderable growth in ecotourism businesses (Burton,
1998). Exaggerated claims by the tourism industry
have probably helped to inflate the expectations
placed on the industry (see Leiper, 1999).

The nature-based tourism industry, like rural
economies in general, is dominated by small busi-
nesses, which are seen to have a number of advan-
tages (Berry & Ladkin, 1997; Morrison, 1996). For

example, most small nature-based businesses are
locally owned (Weaver & Fennell, 1997) and are
therefore likely to provide greater benefits for local
economies than larger, nonlocal businesses. Local
ownership of the tourism business also means that
owners have an intimate knowledge of the local en-
vironment and probably have a greater interest in
maintaining the quality of the environment than an
absentee owner. Another advantage of small tour-
ism businessesisthat these businesses have the flex-
ibility to relocate to other areas relatively easily
(Jafari, 2002). Small business ecotourism owner/
operators, generally speaking, work long hours
(Econsult, 1995) and, on average, employ nine staff,
usually on a part-time, casual, or subcontract basis
(Econsult in Blamey, 1995). In addition, tourism
industry jobsare generally low paying. The payment
of low wages limits the impact the industry has on
rural development (McCool, 1995).

Small businesses, including those in the tourism
industry, have high failure rates (Meredith, 1995).
Thereareanumber of reasons suggested for the high
failure rates including poor financial management,
liquidity problems, management inexperience and
incompetence, problems with staffing, and external
factors. Many owner/operators enter thetourismin-
dustry because of their lovefor certain noncommer-
cial recreational activities (McKercher & Robbins,
1998). They usually have amajor proportion of their
wealth invested in the firm and are subject to anum-
ber of internal and external constraints on borrow-
ing and equity participation by outsiders (Cressy &
Cowling, 1996). A study in New Zealand showed
that alarge proportion of ownersfailed to complete
a feasibility study before starting their business
(Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu, 1994) and/or, once the
business had begun, failed to undertake any long-
term planning (Thomas, Friel, Jameson, & Parsons,
1997). The resultant lack of financial security re-
sults in the inability of businesses to undertake in-
vestment necessary for the long term in order to
develop in a more stable manner (Lane, 1994).

Management in the tourism industry tends to be
inexperienced and lacking in financial resources,
human resource management, and marketing skills.
A majority of nature-based owner/operators have
no formal business or marketing background and
do not have prior experience in the tourism indus-
try (Cotterill, 1996; Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu,
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1994). In addition, given the lack of financial re-
sources, businesses are unable to afford effective
marketing (Lane, 1994). Staffing is another impor-
tant problem faced by tourism businesses in rural
areas (Reynolds, Savage, & Williams, 1994).
Owner/operators often find it difficult to find and
retain appropriately skilled staff, especially
multiskilled tour guides (Blamey, 1995; McKercher
& Robbins, 1998). The problems with staffing are
exacerbated by the inability of these businesses to
provide effective training to staff because of alack
of financial resources (Lane, 1994).

External factors can also impact considerably on
small nature-based businesses. For example, thetour-
ism industry is very susceptible to fluctuations in
the economy. In addition, easy of entry into the
market and the attractiveness of the lifestyle associ-
ated with nature-based tourism encourages a high
level of competition. This competition forces many
operatorsto have unsustainably low fees. McKercher
and Robbins (1998) found operatorsweretoo afraid
to charge a price that reflected the true value of the
product they offered for fear of losing clients. An-
other mgjor external constraint on nature-based busi-
nessesisthe seasonal nature of many activities. Ina
number of cases businesses are only ableto operate
at peak capacity for 4—6 months. Another important
factor that can impact on nature-based businessesis
decisions made by government agencies. For ex-
ample, anumber of studies show that nature-based
tourism operators are concerned by problems with
complex and uncertain regulations and delays in
decision making by authorities (Huyers & Bennett,
1997; Weaver & Fennel, 1997; Weaver, Glenn, &
Rounds, 1996), resulting in short-term horizons for
industry operators using public lands (Huyers &
Bennett, 1997).

These problemsfaced by nature-based businesses
contribute to their high failure rate. In addition to
the businesses that fail, there are a number of busi-
nesses that survive but remain only marginaly vi-
able (McKercher & Robbins, 1998). In these cases
owner/operators may remain in business because of
noneconomic motives such astheir love for the rec-
reational activity or lifestyle (Shaw & Williams,
1990). It may also be that operators are reluctant to
leave the industry because they have al their finan-
cial resourcestied up intheir business and they can-
not realize their value by selling the business.

The Study Region: Northeast NSW

The region examined in this study, running from
the Queensland border to Gosford and including the
New England Tablelands and the Hunter Valley, has
anumber of natural attractionsincluding many for-
ested areas (Fig. 1). Theregion hastraditionally sup-
ported a significant timber industry; however, re-
source exhaustion hasresulted in the closure of many
timber-related businesses. Forest-based tourism, a
subsector of the nature-based industry, has been
viewed as a potentially important industry in this
region.

New South Wales, the statein which theregionis
located, attracted approximately 2.3 million inter-
national visitors and 26.7 million domestic visitors
in 1999-2000. International tourists predominantly
focustheir visit on Sydney (63%) but anumber also
visit northeast NSW. For example, 11% visited the
North Coast, 7% visited the Hunter Valley/Central
Coast, and 1% visited the New England Regionl
(Tourism New South Wales, 2001). (Thesethreere-
gionsarewithinthe study site.) Domestic touriststo
NSW destinations al so favor Sydney. In 1999-2000,
30% of domestic overnight visitors visited Sydney,
while northeast NSW attracted approximately 37%
of visitors to NSW (Tourism New South Wales,
1998).

The vast majority of domestic tourists to north-
east NSW are fully independent travelers (FIT) us-
ing a private vehicle (87%). The main form of ac-
commodation in the region is the homes of friends
and rel atives (41%). Expenditure by touristsin NSW
is relatively high, with international domestic ex-
penditure averaging AUS$87 per tourist per day in
1998 and domestic expenditure averaging AUS$84
per tourist per day. In northeast NSW in 1996-1997
there were over 12.8 million visitsresulting in 40.1
million visitor nights and a total expenditure of
AUS$2,714 million undertaken by visitors (Tour-
ism New South Wales, 2001).

In Australia, and in particular in the northeast
NSW region, forested areas represent a significant
proportion of tourism and recreational attractionsin
natura environments (Allcock et al., 1994; NRRDB,
1994). For example, it is estimated that anywhere
between 4% and 6% of domestic tourists to NSW
visit national parks, go bushwalking, or take
rainforest walks (Tourism New South Wales, 2001).
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Furthermore, thisdemand isincreasing significantly,
with a 48% increase in National Park visitation in
NSW and a 66% increase in bushwalking between
1989 and 1994 (Blamey, 1995).

National Parks, State Forests, Reserves, and other
forested public lands provide opportunitiesfor awide
range of recreational and tourism experiences.
Sightseeing, tourism, bushwalking, camping, ob-
serving wildlife, wildflowers, and bird life, four-
wheel driving, trail bike riding, rafting, canoeing,
fishing, swimming, horse riding, and guided tours
are popular activities undertaken in forested areas.
These activities incorporate scenic, aesthetic, expe-
riential, cultural, spiritual, and educational needsand
values. In 1995, international visitors to Austraia
indicated that they particularly value the activities
common in forested areas, with 42% visiting Na-
tional Parks, although not all National Parks have
significant forested areas. Approximately 15% of
international tourists visited Aboriginal sites and
experienced Aboriginal culture, 15% participatedin
bushwalking/wildflower viewing, 5% in outback
safaris/four-wheel-drive tours, 3% in horse riding,
and 2% rock climbing (Bureau of Tourism Research,
1996). This market consists predominantly of visi-
tors from Germany, UK, other European countries,
US, Canada, Japan, and Singapore (Bureau of Tour-
ism Research, 1996). The contribution of thesevisi-
tors to the economy is substantial. The average ex-
penditure of international visitorswho visit National
Parks/State Forests/Reserves/Caves is 19% higher
than average inbound tourist expenditure, averag-
ing AUS$2,132 per visitor in 1993 (Bureau of Tour-
ism Research, 1996).

Domestic visitation to National Parks and State
forestsis also highly popular, with 27% of Austra-
liansindicating they visited aNational Park in 1995.
Furthermore, in aNewspoll survey in 1997, 53% of
Australians said they would visit a National Park or
natural attraction on their next holiday. This sug-
gests the potential for growth in nature-based tour-
ismin forested areasis very high (Blamey, 1995).

Methodol ogy

In February 1999, a study was undertaken of 41
forest-based tourism operators in northeast New
South Wales, Australia. The purpose of the study
was to investigate the characteristics and financial

viability of forest-based operators directly depen-
dent upon forested areas. These data were used to
provide an insight into their capacity to pursue eco-
logically sustainable practices and to provide eco-
nomic returns to host communities. The survey ex-
amined operators who relied directly on forested
areas (i.e., those businesses that visited forest areas
with their clients). The forested areas included Na-
tional Parks, State Forests, Nature Reserves, State
Recreation Areas, and some private land. While a
substantial number of businesses adjacent to these
areas are indirectly dependent on visitors who ac-
cesstheforests, only commercia operatorsdirectly
using the forests were included in the study.

Quantitative and qualitative information about the
nature of operations and their financial status was
collected. Qualitative information from tourism
agenciesal so provided insight into attrition ratesand
the state of the industry. The survey examined the
characteristics of nature-based businessesincluding
their financial details and the level and type of em-
ployment amongst operators. A mailing list of po-
tential operators was developed utilizing media
sources, tourist information agencies, NPWS and
State Forests records, and Tourism New South
Wales's records. One week after the mailing out of
guestionnaires the operators were contacted by
phone to complete the survey. A total of 73 opera-
tors were identified. However, 27 questionnaires
could not be delivered; presumably the operatorshad
gone out of business or had moved to new premises.
Of the remaining 46 businesses, 41 completed the
survey, while five declined to participate. This con-
stituted an 89% response rate, which is a compa
rable response rate to other similar studies of na-
ture-based tourism operations (e.g., Weaver et d.,
1996).

Results
Profile of the Businesses

Typical of the industry as a whole (see Preece,
van Oosterzee, Ecoz-Ecology Australia, & James,
1995), the industry in the region was fragmented
with the operatorswidely distributed throughout the
region. The majority of operators were located in
the southern zone of the study area, clustered near
thelarge population centers, such asNewcastle. The
larger operators generally provided both accommo-
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dation and tours of forested areas, with a range of
activitiesnormally associated with nature-based rec-
reation. The most popular activities were
bushwalking, horse riding, four-wheel driving, and
touring. The study revealed that forest-based opera-
tors in northeast NSW were predominantly small-
scale, family businesses. All businesses were owner
operated and the product was substantially based on
the knowledge, expertise, and values of the owners.
Thisissupported by the research of McKercher and
Robbins (1998) and Beeton (1998), and revealed
forest-based tourism operatorswere similar to small
business operators generally (Meredith, 1995).

The businesses had been operational, on average,
for 9 years (SD = 5.7 years) and had been under the
control of the present owner for an average of 6.5
years(SD = 11.6 years). Thisindicatesthat the busi-
nesseswere, inthemain, well established. Like many
small businesses, however, forest-based operators
suffer high attrition rates. Initial research to locate
forest-based operators and subsequent discussions
with tourism agenciesreveal ed ahigh early attrition
rate with many businesses going out of businessin
the first 12 months. The high attrition rate was also
indicated by the number of questionnairesthat could
not be delivered. Accurate statisticson attrition rates
were outside the scope of this study, but it appeared
that anumber of forest-based businessesin the study
area had gone out of business within 12 months of
commencing operations. This appeared to confirm
that forest-based operators were generally subject
to the same failure rates as small businesses
(Meredith, 1995).

Empl oyment

At the time of the survey the 41 businesses em-
ployed 231 people, an average of 5.6 staff per busi-
ness, including the owner(s). Thisislower than the
industry average of nine staff (Econsult, cited in
Blamey, 1995), and may be dueto the predominantly
rural nature of the study area. Twenty percent of
businesses had only one employee, 75% employed
five or fewer employees, while only 5% of businesses
employed more than 20 people. The most common
method used by the businesses to recruit staff was
word of mouth or inquiry by the employee (83%).
This was consistent with small business generally,
which uses informal methods to recruit staff

(Meredith, 1995). A problem with informal recruit-
ment is that often staff does not meet the expecta-
tions of the employer.

The age of workers ranged from 17 to 65, while
the average age was 38. Thisis similar to tourism
generally where the average age of tourism employ-
ees is 36 years (Western Australia Labour Market
Resource Centre, 1995). Male workers constituted
63% and females 37% of the total workforce. As
expected, employees generally lived in communi-
ties close to the businesses. Full-time employment
accounted for 32% of total employment, part-time
employment accounted for 35%, and casual employ-
ment accounted for 33%. Part-time and casual em-
ployees worked, on average, 17 hours per week.

Employment in 68% of businesses was driven by
seasonality, similar to the industry average of 65%
(Western Australia Labour Market Resource Cen-
tre, 1995). Thisinsecurity of employment may con-
tribute to the difficulty many nature-based businesses
experience locating and securing appropriately
skilled staff, especially multiskilled tour guides (Aus-
tralian Conservation Foundation, cited in Blamey,
1995). For exampl e, thisstudy established that many
white-water rafting guides had to work their way up
and down the east coast of Australia, or even travel
overseas, due the seasonal nature of employmentin
this industry. This travel could also have been the
preferred lifestyle of the guides. Whatever the rea-
son, it often resulted in shortages of appropriately
qualified staff in the study region. Other studieshave
confirmed the difficulties that many nature-based
businesses have in finding and maintaining skilled
staff (McKercher & Robbins, 1998; Sofield & Getz,
1997).

Financial Characteristics

Grosshbusinessincomefor the businesseswasrela
tively low; 61% had a gross income of less than
AUS$100,000 (see Table 1). Only 11% of businesses
had a gross income above AUS$500,000. Approxi-
mately 67% of businesses had annual operating costs
of less than AUS$100,000, while 8% had operating
costsabove AUS$500,000. Nearly 78% of businesses
had debts of less than AUS$100,000. In the 1997—
1998 financial year, 86% undertook less than
AUS$100,000 capital investment. Total capital in-
vestment in the businesswasa so relatively low, with
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Table 1
Financial Status of Nature-Based Operators in Northeast NSW (n = 36)

Gross Business  Operating  Business Investment Total Capital

Amount ($AUS) Income (%) Costs (%) Debt (%) 1997-98 (%)  Investment (%)
Less than $100,000 61.1 66.6 77.8 86.5 47.3
$100,000-$250,000 16.7 222 11.0 8.1 19.4
$250,001-$500,000 11.0 2.8 5.6 2.7 16.7
$500,001-$750,000 5.6 5.6 — 2.7 8.3
$750,001-$1m — — — — —

Over $1m 5.6 2.8 5.6 — 8.3

47% of businesses having total investment of less
than AUS$100,000. While investment may be con-
sidered relatively low, in terms of commitment by
individual operatorsit usually represents their total
life savings.

Table 2 shows that combined household incomes
of ownersvaried considerably. In 40% of businesses,
combined househol d incomewas under AUS$25,000
while in 11% combined income was over
AUS$80,000. A number of owners (46%) were de-
pendent on income earned either by themselves or
their spouse outside of the business. This confirms
Beeton's (1998) proposition that many ecotourism/
nature-based operators need outside incomesto sur-
vive and that this situation tends to be compounded
in economically and geographicaly periphera re-
gions, such as many areas in northeast NSW.

Indeed, studies overseas have shown that the in-
come from many ecotourism/nature-based opera-
tionsinrural areasis supplemental to other incomes,
mainly from farming (Weaver et al., 1996). How-
ever, some of the ecotourism/nature-based business
incomes can be quite substantial, with some opera-
tors earning in excess of CAN$50,000 (Weaver &
Fennell, 1997).

Clientele

Thetotal number of clientscatered forin 1997 was
78,844, with an average of 2318 clients per company
or 44.6 clients on average per week. The most clients
catered for by an individua firm was 15,000 per an-
num, while the lowest number of clients was 14 per
annum. For the sample as a whole, the number of
clients had increased by 46% percent since the previ-
ous year. Over 90% of operators believed that im-
proved marketing would hel p their businessto attract

more clients. However, despite the perceived advan-
tage from advertising, 75% of operators stated that
they were unable to undertake any active marketing
strategies due to the prohibitive costs associated with
it. These operatorsdid not believetheir circumstances
would change in the short to medium term to allow
them to undertake increased marketing.

Fees

All businesses believed they faced close compe-
tition for their current market share and that they
would suffer considerably if they were to increase
the fees charged for their activities. In addition, ap-
proximately 46% of operators felt they were charg-
ing fees that were either below cost or at cost. This
suggeststhat arelatively large number of businesses
are operating in an unsustainable manner over the
medium to long term and feel unableto do anything
about their situation.

Business Prospects and Threats

Thebusinessesthat responded to the questionnaire
were optimistic about prospects for future business
development. More than 92% of businessesindicated

Table 2

Combined Household of Nature-Based
Operators in Northeast NSW (n = 35)

Income ($AUS) Businesses (%)
Less than $12,000 20.0
$12,001-$25,000 20.0
$25,001-$40,000 25.7
$40,001-$60,000 20.0
$60,001-$80,000 29
Over $80,001 11.4
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there were potential opportunities for expansion.
Despite this, the majority of businesses were not
undertaking increased investment; rather, they were
expecting their businesses to grow from increases
in demand. There appeared to be no differencesin
investment decisions between the larger and smaller
operators. The reliance on increased demand may
be problematic for many of the operators. Inflated
and misleading reporting of statistics on tourism
potential and growth by government and tourism
bodies (Leiper, 1999) may result in some operators
having unrealistic expectations.

Despite the optimism about future prospects, 76%
of businesses believed therewerethreatsto their busi-
ness. Thesethreatsincluded alack of funds, high fees,
the economy, the introduction of the goods and ser-
vices tax, unsympathetic development, bushfire, in-
creased competition, and overregulation. These op-
erators also highlighted problems with complex and
uncertain regulations and delays in decision making
by authorities. Twenty-two operators (54%) expressed
a general lack of confidence in public management
agencies and were concerned about possible exclu-
sion from forest areas through land tenure changes.
Horseriding and four-whed drive operators (50% of
those who expressed alack of confidence) were par-
ticularly concerned about this possibility.

Eight operators (20%) located throughout the
whole of the study region stated that environmental
damage or changes were a threat to their business.
When questioned on the environmental damage
caused by their business, all operators were of the
belief that their operationswere not impacting nega-
tively on the environment. It should be noted that
this could not be confirmed or disproved by the re-
searchers. Despite this positive view of their own
operations, operators were not so positive about the
impact of other forest-based operators. Nearly 46%
of operators stated they had concerns about the en-
vironmental impact of their competitors. Operators
stated this impact usually arose for either a lack of
environmental knowledge, alack of concern for the
environment, cost-cutting measures, or a combina
tion of al three.

A Lifestyle Choice

In discussionswith the operators, it became clear
many perceived their businesses not as profit driven,

but as a lifestyle choice. The motivation to
proactively expand the business beyond its present
size was not evident in many cases. Instead, the re-
search suggested the driving force of many nature-
based operators was to develop and maintain a cer-
tain lifestyle and environment in linewith their own
personal values and needs. It was apparent, asBeeton
(1998) and Bransgrove (1992) point out, a large
number of operators had a passion for their product
and delivery; for many it was the pursuit of ahobby
or alifestyle. Tourism appearsto provide afeasible,
if not highly profitable, means to pursue a rural
lifestyle.

Discussion

Sustainable rural tourism requires the preserva-
tion of environmental assets of the tourism industry
aswell asacontribution to rural development. This
study indicates that a majority of forest-based tour-
ism operators in northeast NSW, because of their
financial position, are probably not fulfilling their
potential towards achieving sustainability. Approxi-
mately 60% of the businesses surveyed had a gross
business income below AUS$100,000, while 40%
of the operators had a combined household income
of lessthan AUS$25,000. In addition, theincome of
employees engaged in these businesses is likely to
be low because 68% are employed on a part-time or
casual basis. Their employment, in a majority of
cases, isaso seasonal in nature.

The financial position of a mgjority of businesses
is unlikely to improve substantially. Businesses feel
unableto increase their fees due to competitive pres-
sures from other operators and they are unlikely to
increasestheir clientele through increased marketing
dueto financial constraints. Therefore, amgjority of
businesseswill continue, asthey have been for anum-
ber of years, to just exist on very low margins. The
lack of financial resources suggests that a number of
businesses are not in a position to implement and
maintain environmentally sustainable practices. The
adoption of environmentally sustainable practices
requires, inthe short term at | east, the commitment of
additional financial resources. Theseresourcesdo not
appear to be availableto operatorsin thisregion. The
number of operators who believe that their competi-
tors are not maintaining the environmental values of
the area supports this assessment.
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The low-skilled nature of employment and the
relatively high turnover inthis sector will also miti-
gate against the adoption of sustainable practices
by businesses. It is likely a number of employees
in these businesses will not have the knowledge
and/or expertise to ensure tourists do not impact
negatively on the environment. While most own-
ers indicated that they undertook environmentally
responsible management techniques, it cannot be
assumed that their employees will always do the
same. The poor financial position of these busi-
nesses and the low incomes of owners and empl oy-
ees also limit the contribution they make to rural
development. The expectations that nature-based
tourism will provide significant contributions to
rural economic development may be unrealisticin
northeast NSW given the current nature of the in-
dustry. The low income levels of nature-based op-
erators and the nature of employment in the sector
means the direct and indirect economic contribu-
tion to rural economy may not be reaching its po-
tential.

Therelatively small number of clientele serviced
by the operators in northeast NSW and the realistic
assumption of relatively slow growth in clientele
suggest that the economicimpact of theindustry will
remain low. The low number of clientele and the
perceptions of high levels of demand reported by
government and tourism bodies may indicate that
businesses are operating bel ow capacity or that there
is a mismatch between supply and demand. How-
ever, it may also indicate that nature-based tourists
are by nature FIT travelers and the potentia for in-
dustry growth is less than expected. More research
isneeded in this area.

Conclusion

Many regionsthroughout Australiaarerelying on
the nature-based tourism industry to provide sus-
tainable regional economic growth. Sustainability
requires the conservation of natural resources, eco-
nomic development, and socia involvement and
acceptance. While there may be social involvement
and acceptance of forest-based tourism operatorsin
northeast NSW, this study of suggeststhat the other
criteria are not being met. The majority of forest-
based tourism businesses generate relatively low
incomes and are having trouble maintaining finan-

cial viability. Therefore, these businessesare unlikely
to be able afford the extra up-front costs associated
with operating in an environmentally sustainable
manner. They are also making relatively small con-
tributions to the regional economy. These findings
support other studies of nature-based operators in
Australia.

The inability of the nature-based tourism indus-
try to achieve sustainability isamajor concern. Fur-
ther research into the characteristics of nature-based/
ecotourism operations and their capacity to adopt
ecologically sustainable practicesisneeded. Thiswill
be important not only to provide a greater under-
standing of how the industry operates and the con-
straints and opportunities available, but also to pro-
vide quality products for clients, to conserve and
enhance natural and cultural resources, and to pro-
vide realistic, long-term benefits for operators and
communities.

Thefindings from this study suggest a more pro-
active and cooperative approach is needed to im-
prove the benefits for operators, the industry, and
local and regional economies. Only through the de-
velopment of a healthy nature-based tourism indus-
try can the economic, social, cultural, and ecologi-
cal benefits of nature-based tourism be realized.
Given the current state of the industry, it appears
sustainable nature-based tourism will continueto be
theideal that remainselusively out of reach for many
rural nature-based tourism enterprises.
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