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Wildlife festivals promote a variety of social, educational, economic, recreational, and community 
development goals. As ecotourism activities, wildlife festivals should also promote conservation 
goals. This article examines five potential conservation benefits of wildlife festivals which can be 
generated by providing: 1) incentives to establish protected areas; 2) revenue for wildlife and habitat 
management; 3) economic impact to nearby areas, encouraging residents to conserve wildlife; 4) al-
ternatives to other uses that cause more environmental damage; and 5) support for conservation by 
educating local and nonlocal participants. The discussion includes wildlife festival examples, along 
with research and management needs.
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Introduction

Wildlife festivals are short-term celebrations of 
local natural wildlife features. They attract mostly 
local and regional visitors, and offer a variety of 
social, recreational, and educational activities. Or-
ganizers host festivals for many reasons: to enhance 
a community image (Janiskee & Drews, 1998), 
generate local economic impacts (Walo, Bull, & 
Breen, 1996), provide recreational opportunities 
(Mayfield & Crompton, 1995), develop a local 
sense of community (Derrett, 2003), and help pro-
tect the natural environment (Getz, 1991; Hven-
egaard & Manaloor, 2004; lawton, 2008).

In addition to these reasons, wildlife festivals 

should promote the conservation of local wildlife 
(Jenner, 2003; Polson, 1993; romero & Stangel, 
1996), which would be consistent with objectives 
for ecotourism in general (Fennell, 2001; Weaver, 
2005). Despite some debate about the definition of 
ecotourism (Diamantis, 1999; rahemtulla & Well-
stead, 2001), most experts agree that the core crite-
ria of ecotourism are a focus on nature-based ac-
tivities, environmental education, and sustainability 
(Fennell, 2001; Stronza, 2007; Weaver, 2001, 2005). 
Thus, ecotourism is characterized by nature appre-
ciation and learning in natural settings, with man-
agement following sustainability practices for eco-
nomic, sociocultural, and economic systems (ross 
& Wall, 1999; Weaver & lawton, 2007). Typical 
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ecotourism activities include bird watching, whale 
watching, and nature study (Hvenegaard & Mana-
loor, 2007; Weaver, 2001).

Wildlife festivals are considered to be a subset of 
ecotourism (Slotkin, 2003), given their similar ac-
tivities and similar goals (lawton 2008). Indeed, 
wildlife festivals participate in a wide variety of 
general sustainability practices, such as reusing sig-
nage, recycling, and energy conservation, but most-
ly within a “minimalist” ecotourism model (law-
ton & Weaver, 2009). The minimalist model includes 
superficial learning opportunities about charismat-
ic mega fauna, with only modest sustainability ob-
jectives (site-specific and status quo). By contrast, 
the “comprehensive” model is more holistic in 
terms of environmental education, understanding, 
transformation of behavior, and improvements to 
the environment (Weaver, 2005). From the limited 
research, most wildlife festival participants are fo-
cused on learning and entertainment, but some are 
also very knowledgeable about, and engaged in, a 
variety of conservation efforts (Singh, Slotkin, & 
Vamosi, 2007).

In this article, wildlife festivals refer to any wild-
life, birding, or nature-related festivals. While there 
is no agreed-upon definition, wildlife festivals have 
distinctive characteristics that should be noted in 
the context of potential positive and negative con-
servation impacts. From a spatial perspective, while 
wildlife festivals occur around the world, there is a 
growing number in north America (lawton, 2008). 
Wildlife festivals are fewer in number in less devel-
oped regions (Slotkin, 2003). Also, wildlife festi-
vals are found near natural habitats that support 
significant wildlife populations, most often in pub-
lic protected areas (Slotkin, 2005). The festival ac-
tivities are usually spatially concentrated in out-
door, natural settings around a central venue (lawton 
& Weaver, 2010) that facilitates the experience (e.g., 
accommodation, education, and other services).

From a temporal perspective, wildlife festivals 
are growing rapidly. In north America, only 10 
wildlife festivals were offered in 1992, but by 2002, 
over 240 were offered (Decray, Green, & Payne, 
1998; DiGregorio, 2002; lawton, 2009; national 
Fish and Wildlife Federation, 1999). This growth is 
indicative of greater public interest in wildlife rec-
reation activities (United States Fish and Wildlife 
Service [USFWS], 2006) and the potential for local 

communities to enhance economic and social ben-
efits (lawton, 2009). Given the concentration of 
festivals in temperate and subtropical north Amer-
ica, most of these are offered during key natural 
history events that occur in the northern hemi-
sphere’s spring, summer, and fall, such as shore-
bird migration, waterfowl nesting, and wildflower 
blooming. Festivals are usually offered over a short 
time period (e.g., 1–4 days; lawton & Weaver, 
2010). From a structural perspective, wildlife festi-
vals involve volunteers and paid staff from com-
munity groups, conservation organizations, and/or 
tourism agencies. From an organizational perspec-
tive, wildlife festivals are open to the public (law-
ton & Weaver, 2010) and usually offer activities 
such as guided walks, presentations, birding com-
petitions, wildlife carving competitions, children’s 
crafts, and trade shows (Hartley, 2005). Most wild-
life festivals attract a few hundred visitors, although 
attendance can range from a few dozen to several 
thousand.

In theory, ecotourism activities, such as wildlife 
festivals, have the potential to help conserve local 
natural features (Tisdell, 1995). However, ecotour-
ism theory has not translated into practice on a 
regular basis (Gössling, 1999; Higham & Bejder, 
2008; ross & Wall 1999; Stem, lassoie, lee, 
Deshler, & Schelhas, 2003). Furthermore, little re-
search has been conducted on the potential or ac-
tual benefits of wildlife festivals on wildlife conser-
vation itself, as opposed to broader sustainability 
goals. More research is needed to understand how a 
localized reciprocal relationship between ecotour-
ism and conservation (Giannecchini, 1993) can be 
conceptualized and implemented. The goal of this 
article is to examine the potential and realized wild-
life conservation benefits from wildlife festivals, 
by examining the theory, evidence, and manage-
ment options from the ecotourism and wildlife fes-
tivals literature. 

Background

A growing body of theoretical and experimental 
research documents the negative impacts of recre-
ation on wildlife. even though there is little re-
search that documents impacts directly from wild-
life festivals, much of this is still relevant. Using 
Knight and Cole’s (1991) conceptual framework, 
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wildlife recreation may cause modification to criti-
cal habitats (Butler & Fenton, 1987), pollution to 
the natural environment (Hvenegaard & Dearden, 
1998), or disturbance to individuals and popula-
tions (Goss-Custard, Triplet, Sueur, & West, 2005). 
Short-term impacts on individuals include behav-
ioral changes (e.g., bird watchers flushing birds 
from feeding) or death (bird nestlings succumbing 
to cold when parent birds are flushed; Burger & 
Gochfeld, 1998). long-term impacts on individuals 
include altered behavior (e.g., a bird avoiding areas 
visited by bird watchers; Curry, Moore, Bauer, 
Cosgriff, & lipscombe, 2001), altered vigor (e.g., 
poor development in young bird chicks; McClung, 
Seddon, Massaro, & Setiawan, 2004), altered pro-
ductivity (e.g., smaller clutch size of nesting spe-
cies; Johnson, Bjorndal, & Bolten, 1996), or de-
layed death (e.g., lack of access to food resources; 
Hand, 1980). long-term impacts on populations 
include changes in abundance (Garber & Burger, 
1995), distribution (e.g., avoiding areas with poten-
tial impacts; lott & McCoy, 1995), or demograph-
ics (e.g., gender ratio of nestlings; Jacobson & lo-
pez, 1994). long-term impacts on communities 
include changes to species composition and subse-
quent interactions (Fernandez-Juricic, 2000).

Valentine (1993) and Singh et al. (2007) describe 
ecotourism’s potential in promoting enhancive sus-
tainability (providing a net environmental benefit) 
versus steady-state sustainability (does not erode 
the environment, but does not improve environ-
mental capital). On one hand, wildlife festivals can 
promote steady-state sustainability by reducing the 
types of negative impacts just described. On the 
other hand, claims about the positive impacts of 
wildlife tourism, that is, toward enhancive sustain-
ability, have considerably less research support and 
fairly weak links (Kiss, 2004). To ensure long-term 
sustainability of wildlife festivals, wildlife conser-
vation should be central to the operation of these 
festivals, but is it?

The fields of event tourism and ecotourism are in 
an early stage of development (Getz, 2008; Weaver 
& lawton, 2007). However, there is some theory 
on which to build conceptual frameworks of the 
ecotourism–conservation interface. Building on work 
by Duffus and Dearden (1990) and Fennell and 
eagles (1990), Hvenegaard (1994) proposed an 
 integrated framework to examine the impacts of 

ecotourism, with relevance for wildlife festivals. 
ecotourism occurs at the junction of four key com-
ponents. First, the historical relationship between 
local wildlife and ecotourists serves as a back-
ground to the current interactions. Second, ecotour-
ists select target species of wildlife and habitats, 
based on predictable occurrences within a fairly 
small spatial area, with some resource management 
influences (e.g., habitat modification, habituation). 
Third, ecotourists engage in a wildlife tourism ex-
perience, with their behaviors modified by visitor 
management efforts (e.g., fees, education, facili-
ties). Fourth, ecotourism activities take place near 
communities that host ecotourism activities. Any 
impacts from these four areas are interpreted through 
visitor, community, or resource lenses. Weaver and 
lawton (2007) take a similar approach in their 
framework of ecotourism, which considers impacts 
at the center of interactions among ecotourism sup-
ply (venues, industry), demand (ecotourists), insti-
tutions, and external environments.

Within these frameworks, wildlife festival re-
search has concentrated on tourists and host com-
munities. First, wildlife festival tourists are gen-
erally older, more educated, and more affluent 
(Hvenegaard, Jenner, & Manaloor, 2005) than gen-
eral tourists. They also have proenvironmental con-
cerns, attitudes, and behaviors (Singh et al., 2007), 
and a wide range of wildlife skills and interests 
(Hvenegaard & Manaloor, 2007) that can be repre-
sented along a continuum from hard (small scale) 
to soft (large scale) ecotourism. According to Duf-
fus and Dearden (1990), among the new partici-
pants to wildlife festivals (i.e., soft ecotourism), 
there will be more generalists than specialists. This 
has been shown in several wildlife festivals (Cham-
bliss, Slotkin, & Vamosi, 2009; Fermata, Inc., 2001; 
Hvenegaard & Manaloor, 2007). Second, research 
has demonstrated considerable economic impact on 
local communities (Chambliss et al., 2005; Ferma-
ta, Inc., 2001; Kim, Scott, Thigpen, & Kim, 1998) 
and economic value of wildlife festivals (eubanks 
& Stoll, 1999; Fermata, Inc., 2001). new research 
has identified characteristics of the festivals and 
communities that influence the level of local ex-
penditures (Hvenegaard & Manaloor, 2007).

Several organizations have called for more re-
search on the interactions between tourism and 
conservation. The 2003 World Parks Congress rec-
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ommended that tourism make tangible contribu-
tions to conservation and that research be conduct-
ed to understand those links (International Union 
for Conservation of nature [IUCn], 2005). The 
Quebec Declaration on ecotourism calls for aca-
demic institutions to conduct research on the actual 
impacts of ecotourism activities on wildlife species 
and habitats (World ecotourism Summit, 2002). 
Other researchers call for further research in this 
area (Getz, 2008; Higginbottom & Tribe, 2004; 
Hvenegaard & Dearden, 1998; reynolds & Braith-
waite, 2001; Sekercioglu, 2002) so that mecha-
nisms for wildlife tourism to support conservation 
can be developed and evaluated. It is especially im-
portant to research those mechanisms from the per-
spectives of social sciences and natural sciences 
(newsome, Dowling, & Moore, 2005; rodger & 
Moore, 2004).

economic Assessments of Wildlife Festivals

Because there is an economic connection to most 
conservation benefits from wildlife festivals, it is 
useful to review a few economic concepts. The first 
way to consider economic issues of wildlife festi-
vals is in terms of economic value, or the benefit 
gained by visitors, measured by what they would 
be willing to spend beyond their expenditures for 
an experience, such as watching rare birds (Wells, 
1997). This is often referred to as consumer sur-
plus. According to Bergstrom, Stoll, Titre, and 
Wright (1990), this economic value may include 
direct use value (e.g., willingness to pay to watch 
rare birds), indirect use value (e.g., willingness to 
pay to have birds as an essential part of the ecosys-
tem), option value (e.g., willingness to pay for the 
possibility of seeing rare birds in the future, above 
expected consumer surplus), and existence value 
(e.g., willingness to pay for the knowledge that rare 
birds will continue to exist). Considerable literature 
exists that conceptualizes and measures these val-
ues in the context of wildlife. 

The second and most common way to consider 
economic issues is in terms of economic impact, or 
new expenditures generated by visitors within a 
given area. economic impacts can be viewed both 
positively and negatively. Most attention is given 
to the positive side, when economic benefits accrue 
to the tourists, businesses, operators, local residents, 

and governments, in the form of revenue, taxes, and 
enjoyment. less attention is given to the negative 
side, when, for example, tourism raises the rate of 
inflation, results in inequitable revenue distribu-
tion, or causes instability (e.g., due to seasonality, 
political sensitivity, conditions at tourist source re-
gion, or competing attractions).

local economic impacts can be categorized in 
three ways (lindberg, 1998). First, direct impacts 
result from tourists who spend money at local busi-
nesses, such as tours, hotels, restaurants, and craft 
shops. Second, indirect impacts result from those 
businesses respending that money locally by pur-
chasing various goods and services to run their op-
erations. Finally, induced impacts result from em-
ployees of those businesses spending their wages 
locally.

Economic multipliers, the number of times that 
money is spent over again in the local area, are im-
portant in determining overall economic impact in 
that area (Bergstrom, Stoll, Titre, & Wright, 1990). 
Multipliers can be calculated for employment and 
income, based on a designated region for analysis. 
However, in many cases, there is considerable leak-
age, caused by importing various goods and servic-
es, including materials, labor, capital, consumables, 
insurance, and advertising. When expenditures 
leave the local region, the multiplier is reduced.

There are several types of costs incurred to es-
tablish and maintain tourism sites (Dixon & Sher-
man, 1990). First, direct costs are those incurred by 
local or national governments to acquire land, de-
velop facilities, and prepare and implement man-
agement plans. Second, indirect costs occur as a 
result of maintaining an ecotourism site, such as 
wildlife eating neighboring crops or harming peo-
ple. Third, opportunity costs refer to the benefits 
lost to protecting a site (e.g., foregone harvesting 
rights, alternative land uses). In addition, some eco-
nomic issues are not quantifiable or have social di-
mensions. For example, economic benefits may not 
accrue to those bearing the costs of providing eco-
tourism opportunities (Groom, Podolsky, & Munn, 
1991; Weber, 1993). As well, benefits from festi-
vals are concentrated during only a few days or 
weeks each year. Finally, economic impacts must 
be judged in the context of baseline data, contex-
tual information, and qualitative analyses (Kiss, 
2004).
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Most studies on wildlife festivals report on direct 
economic impacts. There is much controversy 
about measuring those impacts which relate to con-
sistency and size of region considered, methods of 
measurement, and perception of those impacts. 
Criticisms aside, the common economic benefits 
from ecotourism include local employment, indus-
try stimulation, economic diversification, and in-
frastructure improvements (Mcneely, Thorsell, & 
Ceballos-lascurain, 1991).

Table 1 summarizes economic impact results 
from several studies of mostly north American 
wildlife festivals. Significant drivers of local eco-
nomic impact include; the number of participants, 
their need to stay overnight (and pay for local ac-
commodation; Chhabra, Sills, & Cubbage, 2003), 
the length of stay, affluence of participants, types 
of activities, and the ability of local communities to 
meet visitor needs (Hvenegaard & Manaloor, 2004). 
Clearly, there can be significant local economic im-
pact from wildlife festivals.

A few wildlife festival studies have expanded 
economic analyses. In addition to the direct im-
pacts, and based on an economic multiplier of 2.28, 
the Hummer/Bird Celebration in rockport, TX 
produced an additional US$1.4 million in indirect 
and induced expenditures in the county (Kim et al., 
1998). Similar analyses were conducted for other 
Florida wildlife festivals (Chambliss et al., 2009; 
lynch & Harrington, 2003; lynch, Harrington, 
Chambliss, Slotkin, & Vamosi, 2003). even though 
few estimates have been conducted for wildlife fes-
tivals, leakage estimates for other forms of wildlife 
tourism range widely from 11% to 98% (Kinnaird 
& O’Brien, 1996; Wells, 1997).

Only a few studies have examined economic 
value, or consumer surplus, related to wildlife fes-
tivals. For visitors to the rio Grande Valley Bird-
ing Festival, the consumer surplus for direct use 
value of their most recent birding trip averaged 
US$205.09 per visitor (eubanks & Stoll, 1999). 
For participants at the American river Salmon Fes-
tival and the Kern Valley Bioregions Festival, this 
value was US$44.78 and US$149.18, respectively 
(Fermata, Inc., 2001). This indicates how much 
more visitors would have been willing to pay be-
fore deciding not to take the trip. Indirect use val-
ues have been estimated for general wildlife tour-
ism situations, but not for wildlife festivals.

links Between Wildlife Festivals 
and Conservation

researchers have identified five potential bene-
fits to the conservation of wildlife species and their 
habitats from ecotourism (Brandon, 1996; Higgin-
bottom & Tribe, 2004; Weaver, 2001). These ben-
efits can be generated by providing (Diamantis, 
1999; Higginbottom, Tribe, & Booth, 2003; ross 
& Wall, 1999; Sekercioglu, 2002): 1) incentives to 
establish protected areas; 2) revenue for wildlife 
and habitat management; 3) economic impact to 
nearby communities, encouraging residents to con-
serve wildlife; 4) alternatives to other uses that 
cause more environmental damage; and 5) support 
for conservation by educating local and nonlocal 
participants. This section examines evidence for 
these benefits arising from wildlife festivals or, if 
research on wildlife festivals is lacking, from the 
broader wildlife tourism and ecotourism situations. 
The potential benefits to conservation from wildlife 
festivals can be represented by the variables indi-
cated in Figure 1.

First, the real or potential economic benefits 
from wildlife festivals may encourage decision-
makers to establish local protected areas (Dabrows-
ki, 1994), since properly managed protected areas 
can provide a reliable supply of wildlife viewing 
opportunities (Fennell & Weaver, 2005) and result-
ing economic benefits. For example, the Whooping 
Crane Festival and the Great Texas Coastal Birding 
Trail have boosted local businesses in Port Aran-
sas, TX, so that the local community is planning to 
designate a new park with wildlife observation 
posts (robbins, 2003). In some cases, protecting 
natural habitat requires little financial input, but 
produces large financial output in local areas through 
wildlife tourism (romero & Stangel, 1996). More 
research is needed to determine the level and kind 
of influence of wildlife festivals on protected area 
establishment. Of course, protected area managers 
should not rely only on these kinds of arguments 
since improperly managed festivals can result in 
substantial negative impacts and some areas wor-
thy of ecosystem protection may remain unprotect-
ed if they are not celebrated with a festival or re-
ceive too few visitors (Mcneely et al., 1991).

Second, given suitable mechanisms, wildlife fes-
tivals may increase revenue for managers of pro-
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tected areas that support wildlife. Among the many 
mechanisms, the most common are entrance or user 
fees for the festival or protected area. While there 
are arguments for and against, such fees can ac-
complish many objectives, including cost recovery, 
profit generation, visitor management, and provi-
sion of learning opportunities (lindberg, 1998). 
Choosing an appropriate fee structure depends on 
the management objectives, types of users attract-
ed, and interaction with the tourist industry. lind-
berg (1998) offers the following recommendations 
regarding fee policies: fee systems should be flex-
ible, supplement existing budgets, be well ex-
plained, and be monitored for effectiveness. Par-
ticipants at the British Birdwatching Fair in 2007 
raised £225,000 to support bird conservation causes 
(Green 2003). In Pinellas County, Fl, the Florida 
Birding Festival raised US$20,000 to purchase pri-
vately owned portions of Shell Key, which is criti-
cal nesting habitat for declining shorebird popula-
tions (Florida Birding Festival and nature expo 

[FBFne], 2000). Festival visitors can be encour-
aged to donate to local environmental projects, as 
has been found in general ecotourism settings (e.g., 
Barnes & eagles, 2004; Hvenegaard & Dearden, 
1998; Kangas, Shave, & Shave, 1995).

Third, wildlife festivals can generate consider-
able direct, indirect, and induced economic impacts 
in local communities. For example, in California, 
wildlife festival visitors spent up to US$150 per 
person per day in local communities (Fermata, Inc., 
2001). In Texas, bird festival visitors produced 
US$1.27 million in direct economic impacts, plus 
US$1.4 million in indirect and induced impacts, 
and 73 full-time and/or part-time jobs in the local 
county (Kim et al., 1998). local economic impact 
can be improved by increasing economic participa-
tion by local residents (Kruger, 2005; Stronza & 
Pegas, 2008; Wunder, 2000).

Theoretically, since wildlife festivals provide 
benefits to local residents, they should support ini-
tiatives to conserve wildlife and their habitats, the 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework to analyze potential conservation benefits of wild-
life festivals.
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festivals’ core resources (romero & Stangel, 1996; 
Wunder, 2000). There is little research on commu-
nity support for wildlife festivals. However, in gen-
eral ecotourism situations, people receiving eco-
nomic benefits have more positive attitudes toward 
wildlife protection (Gordillo Jordan, Hunt, & Stron-
za, 2008; Hartup, 1994; Weber, 1987). Further-
more, some residents living near ecotourism opera-
tions want to protect habitat so that ecotourism can 
benefit local economies (Alexander, 1999; Hartup, 
1994; Stem et al., 2003; Stronza & Pegas, 2008; 
Weber, 1987). From the local resident perspective, 
income from wildlife festivals can provide incen-
tives to promote conservation. Wildlife festivals 
have the potential to show local residents and offi-
cials how important protected habitat is to local 
economies (romero & Stangel, 1996). In fact, one 
goal of the Brant Wildlife Festival in Parksville, 
BC is to demonstrate the value of conserving eco-
systems (Jenner, 2003).

On the other hand, benefits from conventional 
ecotourism do not always generate local support 
(Jacobson & robles, 1992; Vincent & Thompson, 
2002). The same may be true for wildlife festivals. 
For example, since benefits are temporally and spa-
tially concentrated, there may be inequities be-
tween those gaining benefits versus those bearing 
the costs of ecotourism activities (Bookbinder, 
Dinerstein, rijal, Cauley, & Fajouria, 1998; Groom 
et al., 1991; Kiss, 2004; nepal, 1997; Weber, 
1993). As well, Kiss (2004) cautions that if eco-
tourism is sufficiently profitable, outsiders may 
participate, thus diluting the potential benefits. Fur-
ther, ecotourism may not generate enough economic 
benefits to create conservation incentives or to dis-
courage environmentally damaging activities (de 
Vasconcellos Pegas & Stronza, 2008). More research 
is needed to evaluate the factors that affect support of 
wildlife conservation from wildlife festivals.

Fourth, wildlife festivals can promote environ-
mental management that favors wildlife protection. 
For example, a wildlife festival can be a preferred 
financial alternative over land uses that cause more 
environmental damage. For example, during the 
1980s, the Swallow Festival at Pembroke, Ontario 
attracted over 10,000 people per year, producing 
over CAD$200,000 in expenditures. Based on a 
benefit–cost analysis of the swallow roost, city of-

ficials turned down a CAD$50 million proposal for 
urban development that would have eliminated the 
swallow roost (Clark, 1987; Kingsmill, 1988). More 
broadly, birding ecotourism (involving several 
wildlife festivals) in the lower rio Grande Valley 
of Texas contributed US$59 million in annual di-
rect expenditures to the local economy, compared 
to US$105.9 million from farm earnings (Mathis & 
Matisoff, 2004). Similar studies have shown that 
ecotourism generates more economic benefits to 
landowners than harvesting for a variety of wildlife 
species including macaws (Munn, 1992), gorillas 
(Harcourt, 1986), lions (Thresher, 1981a, 1981b), 
and elephants (Western & Henry, 1979).

Fifth, education about local wildlife issues, com-
bined with knowledge of how wildlife festival tour-
ism assists visitors and local residents, may in-
crease their support for conservation (Beaumont, 
2001; Zeppel & Muloin, 2008).  For visitors and 
residents, involvement in festival activities may 
raise awareness and concern about local natural re-
sources, potential threats, and management solu-
tions. Motivations of festival visitors provide some 
insight into this connection. For example, 17% of 
the visitors to the Kern Valley Bioregions Festival 
rated “to improve wildlife viewing skills” and 20% 
rated “to see as many wildlife species as possible” 
as important (Fermata, Inc., 2001). Among visitors 
to the Brant Wildlife Festival, 14% and 19% chose 
“to improve wildlife viewing skills” and “to learn 
more about Brant Geese,” respectively, as the pri-
mary reason for attending the festival (Jenner, 
2003). Similar results were found for the Snow 
Goose Festival (Hvenegaard & Manaloor, 2004). 
Singh et al. (2007) indicates that wildlife festival 
participants tend to be knowledgeable about the en-
vironment and are actively engaged in efforts to 
preserve the environment. Thus, these participants 
may be more likely to engage in conservation 
 efforts relevant to the local wildlife festival. How-
ever, it is possible that educational efforts might 
reinforce, rather than increase, visitors’ already fa-
vorable conservation attitudes and behavior (Hill, 
Woodland, & Gough, 2007). More research is 
needed to determine how those motivations trans-
late into awareness, knowledge, understanding, ap-
preciation, and action (Beaumont, 2001; Canadian 
environmental Advisory Council, 1991).
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Managing Wildlife Festivals 
to Promote Conservation

One could conclude that maximizing the eco-
nomic impacts of wildlife festivals would best pro-
mote wildlife conservation. That would be hasty 
for a few reasons. First, some links are speculative 
and need further research. Second, the links vary 
from situation to situation, depending on many 
variables. Third, maximizing economic impact can 
promote some conservation objectives at the ex-
pense of other objectives. Fourth, some impacts can 
be perceived as positive or negative, depending on 
one’s position (lindberg, 2001). Finally, other con-
siderations of economic value are ignored.

It would be better for wildlife festival proponents 
and host communities to carefully define their ob-
jectives, and then thoroughly assess the positive 
and negative impacts of any current or proposed 
festival (Harwood, 2008). lawton (2009) has clus-
tered festivals according to their primary objec-
tives. These clusters include, for example, recruit-
ment, fund-raising, economic stimulation, and 
environmental awareness. It is important to docu-
ment the economic, social, and environmental ben-
efits and costs, before and after initiating a wildlife 
festival. Such knowledge will allow for effective 
decision making and planning regarding future 
limits or growth. This knowledge will also allow 
for suitable arguments to be made about conserv-
ing local ecosystems. It is possible that a poorly 
planned wildlife festival that loses money could 
create negative attitudes or divert money away 
from other more important wildlife conservation 
activities.

nevertheless, there are many methods to in-
crease the local economic impact from wildlife fes-
tivals (Hvenegaard & Manaloor, 2004). Organizers 
can increase the number of visitors, but the number 
must remain within the ecological and social carry-
ing capacities of local sites and facilities. For ex-
ample, organizers should be concerned about the 
level of disturbance to wildlife and ecosystems, ad-
ditional demands on the organizers, volunteers, and 
facilities, or potential impact on the satisfaction of 
festival visitors. Another basic method is to charge 
higher registration fees (lindberg, 1998), but many 
festival organizers prefer to keeps fees low to mini-

mize the financial barriers for visitors attending the 
festival.

Alternatively, economic impact can increase if 
visitors are encouraged to: 1) increase spending per 
visitor; 2) increase the length of stay; 3) increase 
the proportion of local spending to total spending; 
and 4) visit during other parts of the year. First, re-
search has shown that visitors would have pur-
chased many products and services in the local area 
had they been available and known about (Hven-
egaard, Butler, & Krystofiak, 1989). At Alberta’s 
Snow Goose Festival and British Columbia’s Brant 
Wildlife Festival, commonly desired products and 
services included books, souvenirs, birding equip-
ment, food, and drinks (Hvenegaard & Manaloor, 
2004; Jenner, 2003).

Second, a longer stay increases local economic 
impacts, especially if overnight stays are involved. 
The low expenditures per person per visit in Table 
1 for the Snow Goose Festival, Florida Panhandle 
Birding Festival, and Florida Wakulla Springs 
Birding Festival indicate mostly day trippers, while 
the other festivals with higher per day expenditures 
involved overnight visitors. Visitors can be encour-
aged to stay longer if local attractions are broad-
ened to include other significant natural history, 
cultural, or recreational opportunities in the area. 
As well, if participants were drawn from a farther 
distance, they would be more likely to stay over-
night and make use of local accommodation and 
restaurants.

Third, festival visitors can be encouraged to 
spend a greater proportion of their expenditures in 
the local area. Overnight stays would raise the pro-
portion of local spending for food and accommoda-
tion. Marketing of the festival can encourage par-
ticipants to stay longer by taking in other attractions 
or events during the festival. In addition, marketing 
can make participants aware of local businesses 
that provide desired products and services.

Finally, festival organizers can encourage visi-
tors to come back at other times of the year. Al-
ready, 57% of visitors to the Snow Goose Festival 
and 87% of visitors to the Brant Wildlife Festival 
indicated an interest in returning to the local area 
within 1–3 years (Hvenegaard & Manaloor, 2004; 
Jenner, 2003). To this end, organizers should pro-
vide information to visitors about local natural his-
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tory, cultural, and recreational events during the 
rest of the year.

In general, local economic impact from ecotour-
ism activities can also be improved when there is 
increased economic participation by local residents 
(Wunder, 2000). locals can supply handicrafts and 
souvenirs, guiding services, packaged wildlife view-
ing tours, and accommodations. This would serve 
to reduce leakage and increase the economic multi-
plier.

Conclusions

Wildlife festivals are growing in popularity, and 
have the potential to promote nature conservation. 
Already, wildlife festivals are innovative in practic-
ing sustainability and can serve as role models to 
other sections of the tourism industry (lawton & 
Weaver, 2010). However, festival activities can 
also cause negative ecosystem impacts. Organizers, 
officials, and visitors must be vigilant in minimiz-
ing these negative impacts and maximizing long-
term conservation benefits. Festival activities can 
enhance conservation through economic, social, 
and political means. Organizers must ensure care-
ful planning, management, communication, and 
evaluation to realize these benefits (Millar, 2003). 
However, all benefits depend on the sustainability 
of the focus animals and their habitats; these should 
not be sacrificed for any other objective.

The economic aspects of wildlife festival tour-
ism pervade many critical social, environmental, 
political, and ecological decisions involved in con-
servation benefits. However, economic issues should 
not be the only consideration; many other assess-
ments should be integrated into effective decision-
making and management (Gössling, 1999). These 
include education (e.g., rigorous codes of conduct; 
Forsyth, Dwyer, & Clarke, 1995), communication, 
regulations, enforcement, taxes, and incentives.

In order to understand more about the potential 
conservation benefits of wildlife festivals, more re-
search is needed on several topics. First, more doc-
umentation is needed to evaluate the economic im-
pact and value of wildlife festivals. Does economic 
impact correspond consistently with economic val-
ue? How can leakage be efficiently reduced to im-
prove local benefits? How can revenues and costs 
be equitably shared among affected stakeholders? 

Which mechanisms to raise funds for management 
are most effective? Do local people recognize the 
connection between economic benefits and festival 
resources? Answers to these questions will enhance 
organizers’ abilities to strengthen the connection 
between festivals and conservation.

Second, knowing the demographic and travel 
characteristics of festival participants helps orga-
nizers manage visitors and benefit from them ac-
cordingly (Kerlinger, 1993). Festival participants 
tend to be older, more educated, and have a greater 
proportion of females than average (Table 1). Is 
this consistent among festivals? Why do some fes-
tivals attract tourists, while others attract more lo-
cal residents? What levels and types of activities do 
festival visitors prefer? How are festival visitors 
different in terms of motivations, satisfactions, spe-
cialization, and related characteristics? Are some 
visitor types more supportive of wildlife conserva-
tion issues? Which educational mechanisms best 
promote wildlife conservation amongst tourists and 
local residents? Does educating visitors about wild-
life and their habitats at the festivals translate into 
environmentally friendly behavior, and what are 
the mediating factors?

Third, research is needed on the planning and or-
ganization of wildlife festivals. What are the objec-
tives of the festivals? How are these objectives 
 determined, advertised, and planned for? What 
mechanisms are employed to link wildlife festivals 
to conservation outcomes? Why do people partici-
pate in planning and organizing wildlife festivals? 
Are festival evaluations conducted and what are the 
results? How are volunteers utilized? How is burn-
out of organizers and volunteers managed? How 
can a wildlife festival’s conservation benefits be 
compared fairly with its negative environmental 
impacts?

Fourth, research is needed on the desired and ac-
tual conservation benefits of the wildlife festivals. 
How much money was contributed to local conser-
vation efforts? How much land was protected? 
How influential was the festival in those efforts? 
How has the status of the wildlife populations and 
ecosystems changed since starting the festivals? To 
what extent do festival activities disturb wildlife? 
Which community-based variables promote festi-
val organizers to follow through on the festivals’ 
conservation goals?
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Answers to these research questions and others 
will assist festival organizers to minimize the nega-
tive impacts, and maximize the positive impacts, in 
support of the many goals of wildlife festivals, in-
cluding those of enhanced nature conservation.
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