Chapter
Visitor management

Learning objectives

At the end of this chapter, you should be able to:

e demonstrate a general understanding of what
constitutes visitor management;

e demonstrate an understanding of various
attempts at visitor management and the
advantages and disadvantages of these
processes;

e indicate the problems of the lack of adequate
data in relation to visitor management;

e define in your own words the term
interpretation in relation to visitor
management;

e define in your own words the term education in
relation to visitor management;

e define in your own words the term regulation
in relation to visitor management.
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Introduction

Managing visitors is one of the important ways of managing the impacts of tour-
ism, particularly impacts on the environment, but in addition managing socio-
cultural and economic impacts. Visitor management has been viewed in the past
25 years or so as a significant way to attempt to reduce the negative impacts of
tourism. Often, this has been through attempts to divert tourists from areas with
large volumes of tourists, the so-called ‘honey pots’. Another approach has been
to minimize the negative impacts at popular site by ‘hardening’ (e.g. resurfacing
paths and footpaths), or by schemes such as ‘park and ride” which keep cars out
of the immediate environment of a popular attraction. However, there is a danger
that by attempting to improve the site, this only encourages more visitors who in
turn cause more damage (Swarbrooke, 1999; Mason, 2005).

This introductory statement indicates that the visitor management can be
viewed as a way to regulate visitors. Hence, regulation may relate to such factors
as preventing (or indeed allowing access) to particular areas or sites. Regulation
is also likely to involve the provision of information and instructions on what can
and cannot be done. In most cases, regulations relating to tourism are likely to be
voluntary, of a self-regulatory nature, and unlikely to be backed up with laws.
There are, however, legal regulations of relevance to tourism relating to transport,
health and safety, and hygiene.

As well as regulation, managing visitors can also involve education. Education
frequently involves the process of interpretation. This educational process may not
only involve the dissemination of information about a particular site, but is also
likely to involve more general education about social and environmental factors. In
certain situations, a combination of education and regulation is used in an attempt
to manage visitors. Education and regulation in relation to visitors are discussed in
greater detail in Part Three of this book. This chapter considers the overall frame-
work in which visitor management takes place and presents a number of manage-

ment issues via an investigation of selected examples.

Key perspectives

Visitor management has been used by a number of different agencies and organ-

izations, at different scales and in a variety of locations. In some countries, it
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has become a major tool in an attempting to control visitor flows. In the United
Kingdom, for example, a government task force produced a tourism report that
had visitor management as a key strategy. This report, Maintaining the Balance, from
the UK Ministry of Environment/Department of Employment and published in
1991, focused on the relationship between the environment and the visitor and sug-
gested that there are three main ways of managing visitors. These are as follows:

e controlling the number of visitors — either by limiting numbers to match
capacity, or spreading the number throughout the year, rather than having
them concentrated in time in a focused ‘tourist season’;

® modifying visitor behaviour;

® adapting the resource in ways to enable it to cope with the volume of
visitors, and hence become less damaged.

In relation to the first of these three methods, that of controlling the numbers
of visitors, the report suggested that the initial task is to determine the carrying
capacity. The report then cites the following threshold levels at which the ambi-
ence and character of the place is damaged and the quality of the experience is
threatened. These are as follows:

® a level above which physical damage occurs;
® alevel above which irreversible damage occurs;
® a level above which the local community suffers unacceptable side effects.

In addition to this approach to controlling the number of visitors, the report
also discussed the ways of managing traffic. It argued for positive routing of
vehicles, clear parking strategy, park and ride schemes, the use of public trans-
port, road closures, traffic calming and traffic control systems.

The report also made a number of suggestions on modifying visitor behav-
iour. These are as follows:

marketing and general information provision;

promotion to bring visitors out of season, to help spread the load;
promotion of alternative destinations;

niche marketing, to attract particular types of visitors;

providing visitors with specific information;



138 TOURISM IMPACTS, PLANNING AND MANAGEMENT

® the use of signs, Travel Information Centres and information points/boards;
® the use of codes of conduct to enable a combination of education and regu-
lation in the interpretation process.

In addition, the report made suggestions on modifying/adapting the
resource as a part of the process of visitor management. It indicated that this
approach acknowledges there will be some wear and tear of the tourism resource.
Minimizing damage through an adaptation of the resource in an attempt to
promote protection is the key aim of this approach. The report suggested the
following approaches:

® the use of wardens, guides and even guards to watch over and/or super-
vise. This is to prevent unruly behaviour, theft or deliberate damage;

® restrict the use of the site (e.g. cordoning off areas, to prevent access, allow
re-growth);

® protective measures (e.g. coverings over valuable carpets, stones, reinforce-
ment of footpaths, the wearing of slippers/shoe covers to protect floors);

® the building of replicas (e.g. there has been a suggestion to create a ‘Foam
Henge’ to prevent damage to Stonehenge, a prehistoric monument in the
south of England. This is discussed in more detail in a case study in this
chapter.

New Zealand provides a good example of possible conflict in relation to
visitor management. The potential for real conflict is linked closely to trad-
itional New Zealand attitudes to use of the environment (these were discussed
briefly in Chapter 6). The New Zealand Government Ministry, the Department of
Conservation (DOC), produced a report in 1994 and according to DOC there are
potential points of conflict. These are as follows:

® The majority of New Zealanders view the environment as one to which they
have free access and this is particularly so with the backcountry (remote
mountain areas), even though they may visit such areas only infrequently.
New Zealanders are therefore generally opposed to attempts to limit access.

® The New Zealand tradition of self-reliance means opposition to improving
existing accommodation and increasing the number of huts and other facil-
ities in the backcountry.
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® International visitors generally demand easy access to facilities, and these
need to be of a relatively high standard, particularly toilets and wash-
ing facilities. International visitors also demand good signage, clear notice
boards, good maps and sufficiently well-serviced campsites. International
visitor numbers are likely to increase significantly in the next 10-15 years,
while domestic visitors will remain almost constant. Hence the pressure will
be to improve and increase facilities for the international visitor, but this is
likely to be opposed by domestic visitors.

® There will come a point when the visitor experience/satisfaction declines.
This will occur when numbers reach a certain (as yet unknown) level. At
this point there may well be conflict between, for example, international
hikers and domestic mountain bikers.

® There is pressure for visitors to make a greater contribution and to pay more
to help maintain the environment they are visiting.

® There is an increased desire by local communities and Maori communities

to have a greater say in environment/conservation decision-making.

A major problem in relation to all types of visitor management is the lack of
data about the impacts of tourism at particular sites that attract visitors (Shackley,
1998). In certain locations, site records relating to details of visitors may not be
kept at all, or records from one site may be combined with others. Some sites
attracting visitors are not neatly contained within a limited geographical area.
Given the problems of measuring visitor numbers, site managers may resort to
guesswork (Shackley, 1998). However, as Shackley asserts, it is clear that visitors
to many visitor attractions are increasing. Nevertheless, visitor numbers are not
spread evenly throughout the year in many destinations, but there are usually
seasonal peaks and troughs. At the microscale, even during the peak period of
visits, there is a variation in visitor numbers at a given site. Often, the weekly
(and even daily peaks and troughs) are linked to the schedule of tour operators
and carriers. Those organizing such visits seldom take into account issues of
crowding, visitor preferences or visitor satisfaction levels (Shackley, 1998; Mason
and Kuo, 2007).

An extreme case of this ‘periodicity” of visits is that of a cruise ship. Visits
by cruise ships to relatively remote attractions, for example, to Antarctica or the
Arctic region may take place infrequently. Several weeks may elapse between
visits and when a ship arrives, the visit may have a duration of less than 1 hour
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Photo 4 Road rage at The Eden Project, Cornwall. Police carrying out an arrest for
dangerous driving at the Eden Project at Easter 2001

(Mason et al., 2000). During this time, up to 10 per cent of annual arrivals may
occur, creating enormous pressure on all shore-based facilities.

At particularly popular ‘honey pots’, crowding may not only contribute to
low satisfaction levels, adversely affect the natural and/or built environment, but
also may create safety problems. Photo 4 shows the aftermath of the problems
caused by queuing to enter the Eden Project in Cornwall, England. The Project,
involving the creation of biomes (plant worlds) in large domed glasshouses in a
disused quarry, was first opened in March 2001.

Photo 5 was taken a month later at Easter 2001. The attraction was planned to
take a maximum of 5,000 visitors per day. On the day the photograph was taken,
over 13,000 visitors came to the site. Queuing time for the car park at the attrac-
tion averaged one and a half hours and the pedestrian queue added another
1 hour on average to a proposed visit. On this particular day, as is shown in
Photo 5, police arrested a driver for alleged dangerous driving. The car was seen
to overtake a line of queuing cars and drive in a hazardous manner narrowly
avoiding a car park steward and running over traffic cones. This form of tourism-
related ‘road rage’ is clearly an undesirable consequence of overcrowding at an

attraction.
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Photo 5 The Eden Project in Cornwall. The attraction opened in early 2001. During the
Easter week of 2001, visitor numbers exceeded the planned maximum day targets by more
than double. This caused huge traffic jams and contributed to the incident shown in the
accompanying photograph

Even relatively remote ‘wilderness areas’ including several in Australia
are not without their visitor management problems. Issues relating to growing
numbers of visitors and related visitor management strategies are discussed
in the following case study that focuses on the World Heritage Site (WHS) of
Kakadu National Park in Australia.

Case Study: Visitor management in
Kakadu Park

Kakadu Park is a WHS in the Northern Territory of Australia. It was established as a
National Park in the late 1980s. The establishment of the Park was an attempt to rec-
oncile the interests of conservation, mining, Aboriginal land rights and tourism. Kakadu
achieved World Heritage status in 1992.

Kakadu has a tropical climate, with high temperatures all year round (with a mean
between 30 and 37°C). It has two seasons; a wet season from October to March
and dry season from April to September. Heavy rain falls, particularly in January and
February, and this causes widespread flooding in the riverine flood plains. The area has
several large rivers and streams.



142 TOURISM IMPACTS, PLANNING AND MANAGEMENT




VISITOR MANAGEMENT 143

The study of Kakadu National Park indicates a number of issues concerned
with managing WHS where visitors go to a relatively remote area that contains
important natural attractions. However, some WHSs are based on built attrac-
tions and the United Kingdom’s attraction Stonehenge is such a site. It is the most
visited prehistoric site in the United Kingdom and is one of the world’s most
important archaeological remains. The location of the site amongst other factors
contributes to significant visitor management problems. These are presented in
the following case study.
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from Stonehenge, rather than Stonehenge itself. With reference to the statements
concerned with these three issues, repeat visitors' Likert scale mean scores were lower
than those for first-time visitors.

Although this survey was only a snapshot of views at a particular moment in time,
the responses of the visitors reveal a variety of views, and a rather more complex pic-
ture than much of the rhetoric concerning Stonehenge. In summary, and largely contra-
dicting the UK Government Report suggesting that Stonehenge is a ‘national disgrace’,
the majority of visitors indicated that Stonehenge is a unique site, with good interpret-
ation, a fair entrance charge, generally good value for money and, overall, an enjoyable
experience.

Stonehenge is located in the county of Wiltshire in the United Kingdom. This
county has more prehistoric sites than any other in the United Kingdom. Only
30 km away from Stonehenge, at Avebury, is another stone circle, albeit with a
much larger diameter than that at Stonehenge. Another difference in appearance
between Stonehenge and Avebury is that the site of Avebury includes a village
located within the stone circle. The site has been used for continuous habitation
for probably 5,000 years. This means there are somewhat different visitor man-
agement issues.

The site is owned by the National Trust (NT). This is a body set up about 100
years ago (1895) as a charitable organization to preserve both natural and built
heritage. It owns areas of land and many old country houses. Rather confusingly,
the site is in the guardianship of EH and is managed by the NT. Avebury, like
Stonehenge, is a WHS (Photo 6).

Because of the nature of the site, with a living community inside the stone

circle, there are different management issues. These are as follows:

® There is no entrance charge, because a road cuts through the site and hence
it would very difficult to have one.

® There is a car park (Photo 7) at some distance from the site, so visitors have
to walk to the site itself, but there is only a relatively low charge here during
the main season and not in winter at all.

® There is a museum that is also a visitor centre. There is no charge to NT
members here, but there are many NT and EH publications, plus souvenirs
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Photo 6 Prehistoric Avebury is a WHS in the care of the NT

Photo 7 Parking at Stonehenge (and nearby Avebury) is a major visitor management

issue

are on sale here. There is a small café. There is a public house and cafes in
the village, mainly catering for tourists.

The stone circle is easily accessible and the stones can be touched. However,
the land is also used for sheep grazing, dog walking and the circle is cut in
two by a busy, relatively dangerous road. The road passing through raises
questions of authenticity /satisfaction of tourists.

It is a living community, so there is potential conflict, in particular the feel-

ings of locals in relation to the satisfaction of visitors.
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® Periodically in the last 25 years, a number of stones have been defaced by
graffiti. This has led to arguments over whether there should be continued
free access, or if the area should be roped-off, as at Stonehenge.

® Unlike Stonehenge, there is no security team. This is viewed as not desirable
as the site is part of a living community.

The site at Avebury, unlike that at Stonehenge, is not marketed directly either
to domestic or overseas visitors. It is largely by word of mouth and a small range
of publications, that it is known. This is part of a deliberate visitor management
strategy, which has been used in the past in an attempt to limit the number of visi-
tors (R. Henderson, personal communication, 8 January 2003). The strategy to date
appears to have been successful, as Avebury received only 54,000 visitors in 2000.
However, these were visitors recorded in the Avebury museum and it is likely the
number of visitors to the stone circle will have been at least three or four times
this figure (R. Henderson, personal communication, 8 January 2003). This means
that probably 200,000 to 250,000 visitors come annually to Avebury. Nevertheless,
Avebury has not had the visitor management problems of Stonehenge and the dif-
ferent approach here suggests that such problems are unlikely to occur in the near
future. Despite the low visitor numbers and scale of activities at Avebury, there is
a cost to maintaining the site. Hence, a key question for the future remains: ‘What

economic contribution does the site make to its own upkeep?’

Summary

Visitor management involves regulating and often educating visitors. Controlling
visitor numbers and/or modifying their behaviour are important approaches.
Adapting the resources used by tourists is another approach in visitor manage-
ment. Various techniques, including interpretation and the use of codes of con-
duct can be used in relation to these visitor management approaches.

In some locations, New Zealand is one such example, managing visitors is
not straightforward. This relates to the attitudes to the use of the environment
amongst domestic visitors — they expect to have free unhindered access to vir-
tually all areas. Increasing numbers of international visitors will place greater
strains on even the remote wilderness areas. At currently heavily visited attrac-
tions such as Stonehenge, in the United Kingdom, there are serious concerns
about visitor satisfaction, although the results of the visitor survey suggest that
these concerns may be exaggerated. Nevertheless, radical solutions, including
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preventing site access, the creation of replicas and the building of a visitor centre

at a distance from the attraction are being seriously considered. However, as the

example of Avebury in the United Kingdom suggests, a deliberate policy of not

marketing a site can assist in the process of visitor management.

Student activities

(1

2

3)

@

(5)

(6)

(7)

What are the three main methods of controlling visitors suggested in the
1991 ETB report Maintaining the Balance? Consider each of these methods in
turn and discuss how effective they would be in the longer term.

Why are there particular problems in relation to visitor management in
New Zealand?

With reference to the case study of Kakadu National Park, produce a table
with three columns headed as shown below and then complete the table:

Visitor management Possible solution Likelihood of success
issue of solution

(@)

(b)

(©

(etc.)

What are the main differences in terms of management issues between
Stonehenge and Avebury?

What plans are there to improve the visitor experience at Stonehenge?
What factors may affect the success of these plans?

The results of the questionnaire survey conducted at Stonehenge in 2004
suggest a more complex picture than many of the conventionally held
views on visitor management issues there. How would you explain the
results of the survey?

What are the possible long-term problems/issues with the visitor manage-
ment approach adopted at Avebury?



