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Abstract: The growth and popularity of birding has
provided many communities, regions and countries
with new economic income. As a result, many places
are keen to attract more birdwatchers and develop
this niche segment of tourism. Birding trails sem

be a viable and sustainable tourism development
option. Prior to this article, no previous litenathas
been written on assessing if birding trails areialty
sustainable or if they can function as a form of
sustainable tourism development. Through 10 in-
depth semi-structured interviews with (five birding
and five other types of tourism trail) trail manegye
the research aimed to determine how sustainable are
such trails within the definition of sustainable
development. The perspectives and understanding of
“sustainability” by trail mangers and operators was
the focal point of the research. Results indicat t
most trail managers and operators overlooked some
aspect of sustainability; whether environmental,
economic or socio-cultural. It seems that
environmental aspects of sustainability were uguall
first mentioned and prioritized by trail managers,
particularly birding trail operators. Most trail
managers overlooked economic sustainability and
many were unable to meet operating costs. The
research determined that birding trails can indeed
function as sustainable tourism development if all
three pillars of sustainability are incorporatetbithe
development process. A series of recommendations
are provided in the discussion chapter that lidtatw
elements should be taken into account when planning
and managing a birding trail, to ensure sustaiitgbil
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[. INTRODUCTION

ustainable development is a notion that is not

always easy to define, as the ideas of

sustainability and development can sometimes
be perceived as two conflicting concepts [32]. The
idea of developing resources without compromising
their existence for future generations often becmme
very challenging for tourism developers and policy
makers. As the world populations continues to grow
and more places are impacted by globalization and
development, there is a stronger need than ever to
ensure new development is sound, ethical and
sustainable [29]. This need is best summed up &y th
current U.N. Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon:

“We all aspire to reach better living conditionsety
this will not be possible by following the current
growth model . . . We need a practical twenty-first
century development model that connects the dots
between the key issues of our time: poverty
reduction; job generation; inequality; climate cgan
environmental stress; water, energy and food
security” [67, p. 3].

Tourism can certainly aid in alleviating many oéth
above mentioned challenges faced by the global
community, as many places have the potential to
develop and become viable tourism destinations.
Tourism is a realistic option for development beszau

it can generate tangible and sustainable reverares f
many destinations [63; 72]. Consequently, tourism i
often considered one of the largest drivers of the
global economy, which continues to grow [68].
Tourism is one of the biggest sectors of the global
economy, as there were 980 million international
arrivals in 2011 [58]. It is estimated that tourisvitl
grow at a rate of 4-5% annually, until the year 202
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[58]. By 2020 international arrivals are estimated
surpass 1.5 billion people [58]. Tourism is also
“directly responsible for 5% of the world’s GDP, 6%
of total exports and employing 1 out of every 12
people in the world” [58, para 3Clearly, tourism is

a vital industry that drives the global economy and
can generate valuable income for a region or cguntr
Much like other economic development, tourism is
also evolving and has become much more concerned
with sound, ethical and sustainable development.

As a result of this added environmental
consciousness, bird-watching or birding has become
popular. Birding is the activity of viewing or
watching birds in their native habitat either thgbu

the naked eye or by view-enhancing devices, such as
binoculars and telescopes [2]. The activity is ofte
challenging, as it involves searching for elusiagge

and endemic species, but the rewards of finding suc
creatures is equally satisfying [6]. Birding is
considered a well-established educational and
recreational activity and segment of ecotourism.
Birding is a rapidly growing tourism sector, whish
built on strong principles of sustainability. T hfene,
birding is not only something people can do soédy

a recreational activity; rather bird-watching cdsoa

be studied as both a tourism sector and implemented
as business.

According to [69], in 2001 there were 46 million
birders in the U.S. (1 in 5 Americans) with an aller
economic output of $85 billion USD that contributed
$13 billion in taxes and created nearly 900,006 job
in the country. It is clear that the economic intpaic
birding can be significant; however, the challenge
facing many tourism planners is how to best attract
birder to a specific site or region? One method of
developing regional tourism and drawing birdergato
specific area is through the development of a bgdi
trail. A birding trail is a conceptual map linking
important birding sites and stakeholders within a
given area, much like a wine route links wineries.

Tourism trails or routes are on the rise globaltg a
have been adopted by numerous tourism sectors,
including winery, culinary, adventure, bird-watcgin
and heritage tourism, as they present added eceanomi
benefits and a viable option for managing tourism
resources [34; 42]. Such trails promote cohesion by
combining resources to achieve unified goals and
objectives for the purposes of cost-effective and
sustainable tourism development [9].

Birding trails, particularly in the U.S. have besm
popular and an essential part of sustainable touris
development for many states [2]. In fact, almost al
states in the U.S. have birding trails [2]. There a
several well-known birding trails that exemplify ath

a birding trail should look like and what its fuitets
should be [44]. Some of these famous birding trails
include the North Carolina Birding Trail, the Maine
Birding Trail and the Great Florida Birding Trail
[33]. All of these trails encompass a wide array of
bird species, excellent sites and scenery. Howéver,
looking at the development of birding trails, there
was a lack of literature on the planning, design,
implementation, and management of such trails in
regards to sustainability. Very little researchsgedl
regarding what approaches or principles were uged b
tourism planners when developing a birding trail,
particularly in relation to ensuring sustainability
Therefore, the study addressed the following
research questions:

(1) Who planned birding trails and what is their
expertise? (2) How do trail operators understard th
notion of sustainability? (3) Can birding trails
function as sustainable tourism development? (4) If
so, what principles or guidelines should be folldwe
to ensure birding trails are sustainably planned,
developed and managed?

Il. LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature review will briefly discuss and aite

the concepts of sustainability, sustainable utiliza

and sustainable development. These three concepts
are important to understand as they should be the
foundation of all sustainable tourism development,
including bird-watching. The literature review will
also illustrate the importance of bird-watching as
tourism sector as well as discuss the continued
emergence of birding trails.

Sustainability. An important concept and a guiding
principle for most environmentally conscious and
responsible tourism development is the idea of
sustainability. Since, birding tourism is heavily
reliant on the natural environment; sustainabiktya
vital concept that must be incorporated into arpety
of birding tourism development. Sustainability rsfe
to the practice of using or utilizing natural recsrs
without compromising their future existence [17].46
Sustainable practices involve the use of natural
resources for human benefit, but by ensuring they a
not overused or depleted, whereby they are no tonge
able to benefit humanity [56; 70]. Sustainabilisya
delicate process that involves the careful balavfce
environmental, economic and social dimensions in
order to ensure continued benefits for all involved
stakeholders [38; 49]. Thus, sustainability can be
understood and implemented in different ways and
applied differently in various scenarios.

Within a tourism context, especially ecotourism,
sustainability is usually predominantly focusedtioa
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environmental dimension of the definition. This
means the promotion and implementation of more
eco-friendly practices that would have a much lesse
impact on the natural environment, local ecosystems
and wildlife of a particular area that tourists htig
visit [23]. This type of sustainable tourism
development is considered very different from
mainstream tourism. However, as with all tourism
development, the goals and objectives of sustagnabl
tourism development also involve the generation of
an economic income — only if, however, there is
assurance that there will be minimal environmental
damage and that the local habitat in question @&an b
well-conserved [10; 26; 38). This means, that there
usually careful study and implementation of prazgic
that ensure that a particular ecosystem wheresiouri
development might take place maintains its
biodiversity and ecological integrity [10; 38; 50).
Thus, sustainability is an important concept,
especially in a field that is heavily reliant oneth
presence of wildlife and the idea of intact natérea
result, it is vital to employ experts who understan
and can implement appropriate tourism activities in
natural areas that can allow adequate accessumhat
sites, yet can ensure such natural resources dre no
heavily impacted or destroyed, thus conserving a
destination for future tourists and generations].[25
Thus, birding tourism planners also have to be very
aware and must incorporate sustainable practi¢es in
their planning procedures.

However, absolute sustainability is never possible
[64], as potentially even a single tourist can have
negative impact on a habitat, especially in renaote
sensitive environments [40]. A single tourist eimtgr

a pristine forest will likely have a greater impact

the natural environment than hundreds of tourists
sitting on a popular beach [41]. In fact, the Egidal
Footprint Assessment formula can be applied to
calculate such impacts and to compare between
different locales to determine which might be more
impacted by human activities [71]. The Ecological
Footprint of a region is calculated by estimatihg t
per capita impact based on the consumption level
people have of a particular item and comparing it t
the land area in question [16]. Thus, the idea of
sustainability is great in theory, yet it is notays
achieved in practice. Bird-watching tourism plarser
usually highly prioritize the environmental dimeorsi

of sustainability, making it one of the most imgaont
and key concepts on which bird-watching tourism is
based [25; 43]. As a result, bird-watching tourism
planners should incorporate and try to implement
their plans as environmentally sustainably as
possible.

Sustainable tourism not only deals with
environmental dimensions of sustainability, but thus
also incorporate economic and social dimensions.
Sustainability can also be interpreted as something
that benefits local communities and sustains cailtur
and heritage sites, but at the same time createsya

of sustenance and drives the local economy [57].
Thus, implementing a new ecotourism or birding
product into a traditional community could pose
challenges if it upsets the old economic or cultura
order [60]. This does not have to only apply to
developing nations or tribal communities, but can
also be challenging for tourism planners in Western
countries [14]. For example, if a new birding trail
was to be developed in an area that has a strong
agricultural heritage or farming culture, acceptaat

a new ecotourism product might receive opposition
from some individuals or the community.

It is also vital to identify and discuss economiwa
business sustainability. This type of sustainagbilit
mostly focuses on the economic dimension of the
definition; consequently, making its importance
sometimes harder to convey [25]. Nevertheless,
sustainability in business can have numerous
different meanings. People sometimes assume that
when businesses talk about sustainability, they are
solely referring to undertaking practices that da n
harm the environment or are environmentally frigndl
or green ventures [31]. Although that might often b
the case, the definition of sustainable business go
much further than just incorporating environmental
concerns. Business sustainability can also be
understood as sustaining the success, goals,
objectives, growth and profitability of a business
[28]. Thus, a business needs to ensure that it can
attain its corporate goals and sustain its prafitsb

If initial goals to maintain profitability are nanet,
then other objectives will likely not be achieved
either. For example, if a business cannot mairitain
corporate obligations and generate a profit, it mait

be able to invest in environmental protection, gree
technology or renewable resources [28; 31]. At the
same time, maintaining financial stability and &kc
sustainability also does not mean that the overall
business is sustainable [28]. This idea does niyt on
apply to large corporate businesses where many
shareholders need to be satisfied, but is ofteftah v
precondition to ecotourism development. Every
ecotourism enterprise  must be profitable [25].
Although ecotourism can bring about many great
benefits to both natural environments and local
people, it needs to be fiscally viable and respmasi

Sustainable Utilization. Both the environmental
dimensions of sustainability, reflected by a strong
conservation ethic and economic and social
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dimension of sustainability are related to the emtc

of sustainable utilization. Sustainable utilizatisran
idea which has been implemented in many different
economic and development spheres, including
tourism. It basically stipulates that resources bean
used to generate income and economic growth, but
should also be sustained enough to ensure thelgecan
utilized in the future [23].

However, such a “utilization” approach to natural
resources and tourism development compromises
environmental ethics and magnifies the risk of an
anthropocentric approach that would exploit natural
resources [37]. An anthropocentric approach is one
that is centred on the benefit of humanity over all
other aspects [39; 55]. Meaning that if a natural
resource exists, it should first be utilized fomtan
benefits and enjoyment, rather than being preserved
or conserved [39; 55]. Certainly, under this apphpa
the idea of sustaining and conserving such ressurce
for future generations would exist; however, only
after the primary objective of utilizing what resoes
exist for human benefit [37; 55]. There are numsrou
risks to this approach to tourism developmenthas t
primary human benefit is usually money and the
exploitation of natural resources. Nevertheless,
advocates of sustainable utilization feel that if
resources exist, they should be used to aid huganit
and as long as they are used carefully and
sustainably, there should be no issue with ensuring
they exist for future generations [35]. This apmtoa
seems to be wise, especially considering that
humanity has throughout history utilized the
resources that were available to them. Incorpagatin
modern surveying, mapping and imaging technology
to monitor and manage the use of natural resources
can only be an added bonus to ensure only
sustainable levels of natural resources are cormsume
over a given period [35]. The only drawback is that
such monitoring costs money and not all who desire
to implement new tourism programs can afford it
[25], includes birding trail developers.

Sustainable DevelopmentSustainable development
derives from the general notion of sustainabillty.

as much as there are varying interpretations of the
concepts of sustainability, sustainable developrigent
also understood and implemented diversely by
different places, stakeholders, practitioners avehe
academics. The term “sustainable development” was
first coined by the World Commission on
Environment and Development [74], also known as
the Bruntland Commission, which published The
Bruntland Report, entitled Our Common Futufée
Commission realized that the current way the world

was developing in the late 1980s coupled with the
added pressure of global population growth would
make for limited resources in the future [74]. As a
result, a series of recommendations were presented
by the Bruntland Commission in order to ensure
sound and sustainable development practices were
followed that would ensure future generations would
still have access to adequate resources. Althoingh T
Bruntland Report did not make any specific refeeenc
to tourism, various practitioners and academics saw
its significance and began incorporating the figgin

of the Commission into new tourism development
models and practices [24]. This paved the wayHer t
establishment of new and more environmentally
sound tourism sectors, such as ecotourism and bird-
watching.

Tourism and other economic sectors were
undoubtedly influenced by the findings of the
Bruntland Commission; however, as more than 25
years have passed since the debut of Our Common
Future perspectives and interpretations of sustainable
development have also shifted and evolved. A
modern definition and understanding of sustainable
development is presented by [67] as they describe
that development “is not just about growth and
sustainability is not just about protecting the
environment, rather it is about people living irape
with each other and in equilibrium with the planet”
[p. 3]. Sustainable development is also about inter
generational equity, as there must be an assurance
that the current generation does not destroy oletiep
resources, leaving future generations in shortage o
deprived of needed resources essential for survival
[67]. Therefore, people should only harvest resesirc
to the point of not permanently depleting them [53]
[29] demonstrated that sustainable development can
have hundreds of definitions and could potentibly
implemented into practice thousands of ways. Since
there are so many different and even contrasting
definitions of the concept, a logical and simptifie
way of interpreting sustainable development might b
to think about it as “common sense”. [29].

Such common sense needs to incorporate three main
elements that are essential if proper sustainable
development is to occur, including environmental,
economic and social dimensions. All three of these
pillars must work in tandem and must balance each
other out if effective sustainable developmenbibé
achieved. The [66] refers to this type of growthttees
triple wins, which are illustrated in Fig. 1. This
research used the [67] definitions of sustainable
development in determining the sustainability of
birding trails.
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Figure 1—Sustainable development and ‘“triple wins’
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Bird-watching. According to [8] birdwatchers or
birders are thought to comprise the largest group o
wildlife viewing tourists in the world. If this isue,
then bird-watching is the dominant activity in
ecotourism, especially as society continues tot shif
away from consumptive to non-consumptive forms of
wildlife tourism [8]. Although this could be the s,

the evidence presented by [8] is rather anecdoidl a
relies on secondary sources and some case study
examples. Thus, a critical view must be adopted
when looking at [8]'s findings. Nonetheless, this
growth and popularity of birding seems to be theeca
in the U.S. as in the two decades following 1982, t
number of birders has risen by 225% [61]. [69] re-
affirms these figures as birding is identified ag t
dominant wildlife related activity (outscoring fisig,
hunting and general wildlife viewing).

In 2001, an estimated 46 million Americans were
believed to be involved in some form of bird-
watching. Such a figure is very significant as it
roughly identifies 1 in 5 Americans as being bigder
[69]. Similar evidence is apparent in the United
Kingdom, as the Royal Society for the Protection of
Birds has over 1 million members, including over
195,000 youth members [59]. With such strong
membership numbers, the RSPB in 2010 alone had
£94.7 million in charitable resources, which it
utilized for conservation projects, including the
purchase of land that was turned into bird sanisar
[59]. In return for charitable donations, RSPB
members enjoy access to over 200 nature reserves
where they actively bird [59]. Clearly, the actwibf
bird-watching is very popular and is growing. As

Western Society’s perceptions and values of widlif
are continuing to change and shift towards non-
consumption [52], birding should continue to gain
popularity. Fishing and hunting are dropping in
popularity in the United States [52] and most
developed countries with every passing year. As a
result, [8]'s declaration that birding is and will
remain the most popular wildlife tourism activityca

a significant part of ecotourism development igljk
accurate.

Such vast numbers of birders undoubtedly have a
strong economic impact on various national tourism
economies. [69] surveyed 15,300 people where they
found that American birders spent $32 billion iteie
sales, which accounted for $85 billion in overall
economic output, contributed $13 billion in federal
and state income taxes and created 863, 406 jobs
[68]. Moreover, “nationwide the net economic value
of each non-resident birder was estimated to b&$48
[69, p. 16]. This amount per birder is significaamtd

can undoubtedly impact a region’s economy.

Birding is not only a significant tourism sectorthe
U.S. on a national scale, but bird-watching tourism
can also have a great impact on a state levelkalas
is one of the most peripheral of U.S. states witk o
of the coldest and harshest climates, thus the &at
not often associated with being a birding destorati
However, birding does have as significant economic
contributions to the Alaskan tourism economy.
According to [73] of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service, there were 157,290 birders who visited
Alaska in 2001 and “the estimated economic value of



28 Vas / OIDA International Journal of Sustainablevelopment 06:03 (2013)

non-resident birders to the state economy was a
staggering $76,757,520" (para 4). These figureswer
calculated based on the 2001 National Survey of
Fishing, Hunting and Wildlife-Associated Recreation
that was conducted by the USFWS. [73] also pointed
out that vacationing bird-watchers pay upwards of
$3,500 per person for a birding adventure in Alaska
[73] best summed up the economic significance of
birding tourism in Alaska, as “bird tourism brings

big bucks” (para 10). Clearly, birding tourism is a
important part of the tourism industry in Alaska,it
contributes significant income to the state economy

Although organized birding has its origins in Weste
countries, it is expanding and rapidly growing a&an
destinations, such as South Africa, Guyana, Turkey
and Costa Rica [5; 11; 62]. Indeed, according to a
South African government [22] study birding
tourism’s contribution to the national GDP was
estimated between R1,025 and R1,975 billion
(approx. $112 to $217 million USD). Another
popular ecotourism destination where the economic
value of birding has been roughly estimated on a
national scale is Costa Rica. Birding is estimated
generate $410 million USD in Costa Rica annually
[61]. According to [65] in 2011 29% of all tourists
came to Costa Rica for bird-watching. These are
significant revenues, especially for developing
counties, which are looking for ways to diversify
their economies and perhaps adopt new forms of
sustainable tourism.

Clearly birding is a growing tourism activity anlet
economic benefits that bird-watching can bring ho a
area through such tourism development initiatives a
birding festivals and birding trails can alter lhca
regional and national economies [15; 69]. Strugplin
communities or regions are sometimes able to
become viable and sustainable tourism destinations
by adopting bird-watching tourism [13].

Birding Trails . A birding route can demonstrate how
various themes and components of bird-watching can
come together and work in unison. A birding traiki
collection of chosen sites along a pre-describeitero
designed to maximize the amount and variety ofsird
a birder can see, thus reducing time and enhancing
satisfaction [66]. Usually the sites along a bird-
watching route are chosen by planners to contribute
something unique to the trail, such as the presefce
endemic or rare species. Birding trails typically
provide a route map that functions as a guide for
locating birding sites, built facilities and visito
centres [66]. However, it is vital to point out tHa
birding trail is not and should not be thought efea
literal or physical hiking trail, such as the Brutsalil

in Ontario; rather it is more like the wine routesd

culinary trails that have sprung up throughout
Ontario” [12, pg. 4].

The first birding trail was developed in 1995 based
on the ideas of Ted Eubanks; an Austin, Texas based
birding enthusiast and tourism consultant [2; 66].
Eubanks’ conceptual idea has evolved and became
the first functioning birding route; the Great Texa
Coastal Birding Trail. The trail has been very
successful and is a good example of how a birding
trail can enhance birding tourism and provide added
economic benefits for a given region. To illustrate
this success, [30] conducted an economic study of
trail usage and discovered that the average visitor
devoted 31 days a year on the trail. Average visito
trip was approximately 9 days and 8 nights, with a
direct expenditure of approximately $700 USD on the
trail and associated attractions. With a multipliér
2.0, the annual total gross output (TGO) per biater
the trail was $5000 USD [30]. Seeing the success of
the Great Texas Coastal Birding Trail has prompted
many other regions and states in the U.S. to dpvelo
their own birding trails.

Nowadays, there are over 50 birding trails throuwgho
the U.S. and almost every state has its own birding
trail, with some having numerous routes [2]. This
idea of a birding trial or route has also started
spreading and developing in other parts of the dyorl
such as Costa Rica, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and
South Africa [3; 7; 18]. Therefore, it is clear thas
birding tourism continues to grow globally and as
new birding trails emerge, it necessitates the tieed
any likely birding destination to develop its own
birding trail in order to maintain competitiveness.

Although birding routes are able to impact a refsion
economy and are often identified as a form of
sustainable tourism development that is built am th
principles of biological conservation, there isitied
information within the literature providing evidenc
of the sustainability of birding trails. Some birdi
routes, such as the North Carolina Birding Trailttr
illustrate how they are helping local communities
become more economically viable and how the trail
will aid bird conservations. This is best illustrdtby

the mission statement of the North Carolina Birding
Trail, as their overall goal is “to conserve and
enhance North Carolina’s bird habitat by promoting
sustainable bird-watching activities, economic
opportunities and conservation education” [54,
homepage]. Although there is mention of sustainable
bird-watching, there is no information or data
provided as to what sustainability really meanth&®
trail planners and managers and how might they
oversee or measure it to ensure they are in fact
sustainable. Without such data it is impossible to



Vas / OIDA International Journal of Sustainablev@®pment 06:03 (2013) 29

determine the success or failure of a birding trath

in terms of its functionality as a viable business
(financial sustainability), its effort to conserb@rds
(environmental sustainability) and as a mechanism
for bettering the lives of the local community (sBc
cultural sustainability).

. METHODOLOGY

The methods involved interviewing officials of 10
existing tourism trails in order to determine hdwey
were planned and how such routes are currently
managed in regards to sustainability. Since, this
research is predominantly focused on birding rqutes
five existing birding trails officials were inteeived,
along with five other tourism trails in various t@am
sectors. This was designed to compare and contract
any differences that might exist between birdirail tr
managers and other tourism operators in the way the
understand the notion of sustainability. Existing
tourism trails were sought out through the internet
and contacted through email. The aims of the
research were disclosed to them and they received a
copy of the interview questions in advance of the
interview. Those who agreed to be participants were
interviewed over the telephone. On average, each
interview lasted approximately 45 minutes.
Interviewees were asked about their qualifications,
background and involvement with the trail as a
potential pre-determinant of understanding the
concept of sustainability. The participants wergoal
asked to comment on trial planning, implementation
and management strategies. Once again this provided
insight into how sustainably the trails were plashne
and how the managers are striving to maintain
sustainability. Trail managers were also asked what
monitoring instruments they have in place to tréek
success, failure, and ultimately sustainabilitythodir
trails. Lastly, trail managers were asked to contmen
on anything additional they thought was important
regarding their trail, including potential challexsy
that they faced in daily operations.

A semi-structured and open-ended question approach
was adopted because it allowed the researchekto as
and attain answers to the pre-determined questibns
the research, but it also allowed the participaats
add their additional insight [19]. Thus, once thitial
guestions were answered by the interviewee open
dialogue occurred in order to delve deeper into the
topic [19]. The interviewees were provided a choice
to disclose their identities or remain anonymouse T
participants were asked if they consent to have the
interviews recorded. Permission was also attained
from the participants to have the research results
published, along with referencing being credited to
them and the trail they represent. The research was

designed to be as transparent as possible and to
consider the position and potential concerns of the
trail developers or managers being interviewedaAs
gesture of appreciation, all of the interview
participants will receive a copy of any published
work.

Research Scope and Potential LimitationsSince,
birding routes are most popular in the United State
it was easiest to access these trail officials ¢o b
interviewed. Having interviewed five of the
approximately 50 birding trails that exist in theSU

[2] provided a sample size of about 10%. As wine,
culinary and adventure tourism trails do not have a
centralized oversight body that tracks the numbder o
trails, it is hard to determine the exact sampie si
percentage interviewed.

A challenge for the researcher was getting enough
willing participants to agree to be interviewed and
gaining permission to disclose or publish any
information they might provide. Some trail operator
did not disclose all or part of their operationdan
some were altogether unwilling to participate ie th
interviews, probably because they wanted to protect
something they worked hard to achieve [25]. In,fact
of the trail officials initially contacted by e-niai
there was a relatively low response rate and istere
in participating in the interviews. To gain the 10
interviews, more than 50 e-mails were sent out to
various trail representatives, which represents a
response rate of approximately 20%. A potential
limitation of the research is that it encompassed
mostly an American view, as eight of the ten trails
interviewed, including all five birding routes were
from the U.S. It is possible that birding trail and
tourism routes in other locations might have a
different perspective and might follow different
practices and management structures to implement
and maintain sustainable operations.

IV. RESULTS AND FINDINGS

Trail Planning Strategies. The results indicate that
most tourism routes, including birding trails weat
developed by professional tourism planners. In many
instances local community leaders, business
entrepreneurs or enthusiasts (birders or wine
condenseur) sparked the idea of developing such
tourism routes. In fact, some trail developmenthsu
as the sites selection of the Great Florida Birding
Trail and the Klamath Basin Birding Trail were
initially based on public nominations [20; 45]. Fhi
meant that enthusiastic birders or local busineasme
could select or nominate a site to be part of thi; t
however, this did not mean that these sites were
actually best suited for tourism. Although
government bodies both on the federal level
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(USFWS) and on the state level (Florida State Parks
and Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation
Commission, or the Oregon Department of Fish and
Wildlife) were involved in assessing these publicly
nominated sites, also does not mean that they too
understood which sites were particularly best slite
for tourism purposes. Biologists and conservatisnis
can sometimes have a different interpretation and
perceptive of sustainability and conservation than
tourism planners and tourists [1; 4]. Biologistdan
ecologist are sometimes predominantly concerned
with preserving and conserving species and might no
see it fit to allow any tourist into sensitive or
protected areas [1]. On the other hand, local
businesses and communities often want as many sites
as possible to be added to the trial in order to
maximize the exposure of their businesses and
communities and to draw as much economic benefits
as possible from the new tourism route. This was
certainly evident with numerous trails that allowed
for public input in the trail planning process [2F].
Therefore, the results of the interviews indicdtatt
most tourism trails were not planned by profesdiona
planners; rather by special interest groups anwar
government agencies that all have different interes
in the development, and consequently a different
understanding of the notion of “sustainable
development”.

The research also illustrates that tourism trail
managers often had a limited understanding of the
notions of sustainability or sustainable developtnen
When asked directly or indirectly regarding
sustainability, most trail managers and plannetsnof
point out their trail's contributions to environmntah
conservation [27; 45; 47; 48]. Some trail managers
highlighted their close ties with various NGOs [20]
and some commented on giving charities to various
NGOs or local organizations [48]. However, it must
be noted that working closely with various NGOs or
giving donations does not necessarily indicate that
the trail is sustainable. Regardless, all tourisih t
representatives understood that sustainability did
involve some type of environmental factors.

A few managers also realized and commented on the
socio-cultural aspects of sustainability. [47] bt
Virginia Birding Trail tried to emphasize the local
aspects of the trail and Virginia culture and lzay#,
which he felt needed to be incorporated into thd tr

in order to make it unique amongst birding routes.
Similarly, [51] of the Alberta Cowboy Trail heavily
emphasized Western Canadian heritage and native
culture as the pinnacles of his self-described
“adventure trail”.

Financial or business sustainability was also
mentioned by some trail managers, predominantly
because they were struggling to meet their annual
operating costs and some were in risk of closing
down [20; 21; 45]. As a result, most trails relied
heavily on continued government or private
donations to keep afloat [20; 27]. This clearly
indicates that they do not function as viable tenri
businesses. Perhaps one of the reasons this dscurs
because they were not planned and developed in co-
operation with professional tourism planners.

Understanding and implementation of sustainable
tourism practices is only one part of sustainahikts

the process needs to be monitored to ensure
sustainability is maintained. Unfortunately, vegmf

of the trails interviewed have a standardized (ahnu
semi-annual or quarterly) form of monitoring in qea
and most do not evaluate their trail's performaimce
any regard [20; 21; 27; 45;47] Without knowing the
current status of the trail, it is impossible terndify
challenges and opportunities and this will
undoubtedly hinder possible improvements. Such
lack of monitoring is often the product of not hayi
enough finances and as a result monitoring is not
given priority [27]. If there were adequate finasce
available, it is likely that most trails would haseme
type of monitoring in place, including mechanisms
for measuring sustainability.

The results indicate that sustainability is a rathe
vague concept in the eyes of tourism trail planners
and managers, as they all understand it differently
and prioritized different aspects of sustainahility
However, if proper planning, development,
management and monitoring were implemented,
there seems to be no reason why birding trailsccoul
not function as a viable form of sustainable tauris
development.

V. DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

The research verified that a birding trail can fiow

as a practical form of sustainable tourism; howgver
birding routes must be planned carefully and
meticulously with the input of key stakeholders,
including tourism planners. If a birding trail is be
sustainable in the long run, then the planning @ssc
must incorporate all aspects of sustainability. To
achieve and maintain sustainability, birding trail
planners should consider the following 12 important
elements when development and managing a birding
route: (1) ecological significance (2) birding
characteristics (3) site resilience (4) physicad an
legal access (5) economic significance (6)
educational significance @) socio-cultural
significance (8) local significance and impact (9)
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partnership and collaboration (10) safety of tdaris
(11) maintenance support (12) government and NGO
support [adopted from 20; 45; 47].

Moreover, sites must be monitored to ensure
environmental sustainability. Birding trails must
function as businesses to meet operating costs and
ensure economic sustainability. Birding trails minst
planned within sustainable development principles
from the beginning and managed to adhere to all
three pillars of sustainability; environmental, i®ec
cultural and economic.

VI. CONCLUSION

Birding has evolved to become a serious tourism
sector, especially in the United States where @ is
significant contributor to the tourism industry. In
2001, birding was estimated to contribute $85 duilli

to the U.S. economy [69]. As birding tourism
continues to evolve, new ideas and practices are
adopted by tourism planners to attract more birtters

a given area. One such outcome as a result of the
growing popularity of bird-watching is birding tisi
This research examined if birding trails can fumati

as a form of sustainable tourism development. The
researcher interviewed official of 10 exiting tcumi
trails and identified their shortcomings. A serias
recommendations were put forth to enhance the
planning and development of birding trails, which
would ensure they are built and maintained in a
sustainable manner. Birding will likely continue to
grow globally and new birding trails will probably
emerge. The results and recommendations of this
study are significant because they can functiom as
guide for how best to plan and implement a new
birding route to ensure it is as sustainable asiples
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