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Managing Visitor Risk in National Parks

Anna Gstaettner , Kate Rodger , and Diane Lee 

Abstract In a context where visitors seek enjoyment, adventure and fun, re- 
occurring injury and death represents a complex reality for national park manage-
ment agencies. At one level, there is a need to understand why visitor incidents and 
accidents occur. Yet, arising at another level is the issue concerning who is respon-
sible for preventing incidents. This chapter presents an overview of the current state 
of research on the complexities involved in managing risk in national parks from the 
pre-COVID-19 era and explores implications from the analysis under the new nor-
mal paradigm. Using Western Australia (WA) as a case study, we ponder what a new 
normal might look like in times when international travel restrictions coincide with 
government initiatives promoting regional tourism, and what this may mean for 
managing risk in our parks.
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 Introduction

In addition to biodiversity conservation and the preservation of cultural and natural 
resources, the use of natural areas for relaxation, exercise, mental wellbeing, and 
psychological restoration is a key driver of support for national parks around the 
globe (Stolton et al., 2015). Being outdoors in the natural environment has been 
linked to a wide variety of benefits (Bowler et al., 2010; Keniger et al., 2013; Moyle 
& Weiler, 2017). Visiting national parks is considered a strategic opportunity to 
enhance public health and wellbeing, foster productivity and enhance social 
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resilience (Maller et al., 2009). However, through participating in activities such as 
hiking, rock climbing, swimming or snorkelling, visitors to national parks are 
exposed to challenging environmental conditions and a variety of physical hazards 
presenting injury risk.

With the aim to maximise social benefits and minimise costs, management agen-
cies of recreational protected areas are urged to make these locales accessible and 
safe to visitors (Buckley, 2002; Eagles, 2014). Recreational protected areas such as 
national parks are increasingly modelled as managed tourism and recreation prod-
ucts (high visitation numbers combined with managed infrastructure provision) 
which may prompt visitors to expect that nature-based experiences in parks are 
always safe to enjoy (Gstaettner et al., 2017; Puustinen et al., 2009). Consequent to 
these expectations, injury-related incidents occurring in these areas may instigate 
litigation action against land managers (Sadler, 2004; Shibasaki et al., 2010). While 
considered a personal misfortune, visitor injury may also prompt accusations of 
negligence through failures of management intervention (Burton & Kates, 1964; 
McDonald, 2003).

While the world is reacting and responding to the effects of the global pandemic 
COVID-19, it is timely to reimagine the complexities of managing risk in the con-
text of nature-based tourism in national parks. Many countries have issued some 
form of lockdown and social distancing measures to reduce rates of community 
transmission, and many introduced international travel bans to reduce the spread of 
the disease (see Part V Government and Industry Activity: Government Travel 
Advisories). These restrictions and an associated focus on locally-based tourism 
have changed how people travel and where they can go. Preliminary research shows 
that people seek to connect or reconnect with nature in times of stress and crisis, 
with recent reports indicating an upsurge in park and forest visitation levels (Derks 
et al., 2020; Geng et al., 2020).

This chapter presents an overview of the current state of research on the com-
plexities involved in managing risk in national parks from the pre-COVID-19 era 
and explores implications of the findings under the new normal paradigm. As 
researchers from the Australian state of Western Australia (WA), a geographically 
isolated state within a geographically isolated country, we take this opportunity to 
explore risk management issues from a proactive rather than reactive standpoint. As 
a country, Australia closed its borders to international tourists at 9:00 pm AEDT, 
20th March, 2020 and WA borders were closed to the rest of the country on mid-
night, 5th April 2020. As of late 2020, these restrictions were still in place. This 
action likely contributed to WA experiencing no community transmission of 
COVID-19 since April 2020, a rare outcome in current global conditions. Much of 
the domestic tourism industry is thriving and visitation to national parks is at an all- 
time high.

A. Gstaettner et al.
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 Risk of Injury in National Parks

Tourist safety is considered a growing field of research that includes investigations 
into patterns of tourist activities and associated injury, appropriate management of 
risk, and issues of litigation where incidents and accidents occur (Page, 2009). 
Descriptive epidemiological analyses of recreational injury have been undertaken to 
identify trends and patterns of incident causes (Golding et  al., 2002; Gstaettner, 
2020; Heggie & Heggie, 2004, 2008, 2009), propose incident prevention opportuni-
ties (Boore & Bock, 2013; Kortenkamp et al., 2017) and to determine whether and 
how much visitors adopt preventative measures to reduce their risk of injury (Bird 
et al., 2010; Brandenburg & Locke, 2017; Gstaettner et al., 2020).

However, statistical evidence on tourist morbidity and mortality in national 
parks should be treated with caution given the difficulty in establishing a compre-
hensive reflection of incident occurrence in parks around the world. Published stud-
ies capturing trends and patterns of visitor incident occurrences tend to be confined 
to the context of a particular country, to specific park areas, or particular activity 
types. Bentley and Page (2008) for example examined the scope of tourist accidents 
in the New Zealand adventure tourism industry; Uriely et al. (2002) focused on 
hikers in Israel’s deserts; and Heggie and Heggie (2004) investigated injury and 
illness of park visitors in Hawaii. The degree of detail also varies between different 
studies. Incident analyses have been conducted using a variety of data sources such 
as coronial death reports (Tiemensma, 2019), park search and rescue statistics 
(Boore & Bock, 2013), records of medical centres (Ramanpong et  al., 2020) or 
incident databases of park management agencies themselves (Gstaettner, 2020). 
Information obtained from each of these sources varies significantly in depth and 
usability; and even if only one single data source is used, inconsistencies exist 
when comparing incident trends and patterns between two different parks 
(Gstaettner et al., 2019a).

Recreational visits to natural settings can involve exposure to a variety of envi-
ronmental hazards, ranging from tripping and slipping accidents associated with 
relatively minor injury to incidents causing severe trauma or death (Bentley et al., 
2008; Heggie et al., 2008; Soulé et al., 2017). Visitor risk greatly differs between 
parks where it mainly arises from particular environmental conditions that people 
are exposed to. Environmental hazards that affect visitor risk in national parks 
include:

• Cliffs or waterfalls (Flaherty & Caumes, 2018; Girasek et al., 2016)
• Dangerous animals (Appleby et  al., 2018; Cherry et  al., 2018; Gunther & 

Haroldson, 2020)
• Extreme climate or weather conditions, lightning (Jeuring & Becken, 2013; 

Ströhle et al., 2018)
• Floods or flash-floods (Espiner, 2001; Sakals et al., 2010)
• Remoteness (Gstaettner et al., 2019a; Saxon et al., 2015)
• Rivers and lakes (Heggie, 2018; Peden et al., 2016a, b)
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• Rockfalls, landslides (Muzzillo et al., 2018; Stock et al., 2014)
• Tree falls (Shibasaki et al., 2010)
• Volcanoes (Erfurt-Cooper, 2014; Bird & Gísladóttir, 2020; Heggie & 

Heggie, 2004)
• Water currents or rips (Ménard et al., 2018; Wilks, 2017).

Safety also depends on how visitors behave in parks and the activities that they 
participate in. Hiking for example, which is commonly classified in the low-risk 
spectrum of outdoor adventure tourism, has in fact one of the highest rates of acci-
dents and injury occurrences (Bentley et al., 2008; Boore & Bock, 2013; Heggie & 
Heggie, 2009). Some researchers suggest that this outcome may result from these 
activities being perceived to be low in risk and therefore considered suitable for 
“normal” (i.e., potentially rather inexperienced) visitors (Bentley et  al., 2010; 
Rickard, 2014a; Wilks, 2008). Water-based activities such as swimming and snor-
kelling are also of relatively high risk, with drowning being one of the leading 
causes of visitor deaths related to nature-based tourism and recreation in Australia 
(Gstaettner, 2020; Leggat & Wilks, 2009; Peden et al., 2016b).

The possibility of injury in national parks arises particularly when park visitors 
have a limited understanding of local hazard conditions. Here the potential for harm 
is magnified, for instance, when international visitors find themselves in unfamiliar 
environments or participate in unfamiliar activities during their visit (Wilks, 2008). 
Previous research has shown that in-experienced visitors (Heggie & Heggie, 2004), 
particularly those that are younger and less fit (Mason et al., 2013), and/or those 
engaging in nature-based tourism activities without tour guidance (Bentley & Page, 
2008), are considered most vulnerable.

Many accidents and injuries are considered preventable, or their negative 
impacts reducible, where recommended safety advice is adhered to (McDonald, 
2003; Ritchie et  al., 2014). Boore and Bock (2013), for example, suggest that 
being prepared by wearing appropriate footwear and taking appropriate amounts 
of water could prevent many of the hiking-related injuries recorded in United 
States national parks. Mason et al. (2013) propose that hiker preparedness includes 
carrying a map and a compass, extra clothing and rain gear, a fire starter and a light 
source, extra food and water, a knife, a first aid kit and a whistle. Assessed against 
these standards, however, they found that most hikers interviewed were signifi-
cantly underprepared, often with the belief that the hiking trip was only of short 
duration/length and therefore these items were not needed (see Fig. 1). Deficiencies 
in preparedness for risk  were also found in a study assessing preparedness of 
mountain climbers (Brandenburg & Davis, 2016) and in relation to swimming 
ability in ocean waters (Gstaettner et al., 2017; McCool et al., 2008).

There is also growing concern that carrying electronic devices such as light-
weight GPS units, satellite-based personal locator beacons (PLB), or satellite- or 
smart-phones may reduce individual preparedness and capability to cope with risk. 
Carrying these devices may provide recreationalists with a sense of security and is 
thought to potentially lower the perceived need to possess wilderness skills when 

A. Gstaettner et al.
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venturing outdoors (Dustin et al., 2017). Visitors may fully rely on these devices to 
navigate them through remote park areas and provide an option to access emergency 
services, raising concerns that this may lead to an increased expectation that emer-
gency rescue is always readily available, even in remote areas (Wick, 2016). 
Dangerous selfie-taking in parks may also be of concern (Weiler et  al., 2021). 
Taking a selfie inherently means that park visitors turn their back to the natural 
environment (see Fig. 2) drawing away attention from possible dangers as they are 
transfixed by the images on their media device (Kohn, 2018).

Heggie and Amundson (2009) proposed that while inappropriate equipment or 
clothing was one major driver of park incidents, personal errors of judgement, 
insufficient physical conditioning, and lack of experience also play a significant 
role. Park visitors generally tend to focus on the benefits of the park experience 
rather than injury risks (Gstaettner et al., 2017). Previous research has shown that 
visitors may behave irresponsibly in regards to their own safety, sometimes deliber-
ately choosing to neglect or ignore safety advice (Parkin & Morris, 2005). Visitor- 
Related Risk Factors provides a summary of a review of the literature for 
visitor-related factors that may contribute to the occurrence of recreational incidents 
in nature-based tourism.

Fig. 1 Hikers are often unprepared for conditions in national parks. (Image courtesy of Dr Anna 
Gstaettner)
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 Managing Visitor Risks in Parks

Managing the safety of people who visit national parks is a major component of 
management obligations for park agencies. At one level, there is a need to under-
stand the phenomenon of unintentional injury in national park environments. 

Visitor-Related Risk Factors
 • age, gender
 • being in a group
 • exposure to hazard (proximity, length)
 • lack of knowledge/experience, unfamiliarity 
with environment/activity
 • lack of abilities (skills/fitness)
 • lack of situational awareness
 • language/cultural factors
 • insufficient acquisition of safety information
 • lack of protective equipment/suitable clothing/
shoes

• not carrying enough water
• unnecessary risk-taking
• overestimation of own abilities
• heuristic traps in decision making
• ignoring safety warnings/instructions
• not accepting responsibility for safety
• low risk perceptions; false sense of 
safety/security
• leisure feeling
• intoxication, alcohol consumption

Source: Gstaettner et al. (2018)

Fig. 2 Dangerous selfie-taking in national parks is also of concern. (Image courtesy of Dr Anna 
Gstaettner)

A. Gstaettner et al.
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Incident reporting and analysis are considered a core element of visitor manage-
ment systems, which play a significant role in identifying contingent safety con-
cerns (Gstaettner et al., 2019a). Information of incident patterns and trends can be 
used to evaluate current risk management approaches and can help park managers 
to identify ways for improvement. Records of incidents provide an important learn-
ing platform from which candidate risk factors can be identified and organisational 
structures reviewed.

Yet, at another level, there is also the issue of who should be responsible for 
preventing incidents in national parks. Visitor incidents and accidents can have dev-
astating and sometimes long-term impacts on the lives of victims, often imposing 
high costs of medical treatment and rehabilitation (Forrester et al., 2018). Costs also 
include a variety of indirect costs to society that cannot be easily measured, poten-
tially affecting work productivity, personal independence and social capital 
(Butcher, 2004). On top of that, the requirement to respond to incidents and acci-
dents in recreational protected areas can negatively impact the psychological well-
being of rescue teams and park staff (English, 2018). Costs associated with incidents 
and accidents also include the financial costs of search and rescue operations, which 
can be particularly high when aircraft are involved to access difficult terrain (Small 
et al., 2018).

In a context where visitors seek enjoyment, adventure and fun, re-occurring visi-
tor injury and death represents a complex reality for national park management 
agencies. Table 1 provides a synopsis of recent studies on this topic.

For park management agencies, responsibility for visitor safety is fundamentally 
framed around the legal principle of duty of care; a legal principle that is based on 
the requirement to consider potential consequences for others, and to take 

Table 1 Selected works on responsibility for visitor safety in national parks

Author(s) 
and year Study Focus Findings

Espiner 
(2001)

Risk and responsibility 
in park management

Nature-based tourism experiences in parks are 
increasingly linked with high service expectations. 
Visitors have relatively low awareness of hazards. In 
contrast to visitors, park managers consider risk of 
harm to be significant.

McDonald 
(2003)

Financial liability of 
park managers

Review of uncertain legal environment when managing 
visitor risks in parks.

Rickard et al. 
(2011)

Responsibility 
attribution, risk, and 
support for risk 
management

Most visitors perceive themselves as responsible for 
their own safety. Those visitors who expressed strong 
feelings of individual responsibility were less likely to 
support preventative risk management.

Jeuring and 
Becken 
(2013)

Responsibility for 
information seeking

Attributions of responsibility vary among tourists; a 
small group exists with a relatively high reliance on 
external safety measures.
Perceived lack of knowledge about severe weather 
conditions was not necessarily related to increased 
personal information-seeking behaviour.

(continued)
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Table 1 (continued)

Author(s) 
and year Study Focus Findings

Rickard 
(2014a)

Risk and responsibility 
in park management

Park managers perceive visitors as responsible for 
avoiding undesirable risk through information seeking 
and awareness, but also recognise that these actions 
might be considerable barriers.
Physical cues such as handrails, trails and signs in 
parks construct the appearance of safety provision in 
parks.

Rickard 
(2014b)

Responsibility 
attribution and risk

People tend to attribute responsibility for a 
hypothetical accident to internal (related to 
characteristics of the victim), rather than external 
(related to characteristics of the park or park 
management) causes.
Having experienced a similar accident increased 
internal causal attribution.

Gstaettner 
et al. (2018)

Risky behaviour in 
parks and support for 
management

Park visitors focus on benefits rather than risks. 
Visitors support risk management intervention as long 
as it does not impede their experience but enables safe 
enjoyment of nature’s qualities.

Gstaettner 
et al. (2019b)

Responsibility to 
prevent accidents

Responsibility for visitor safety is shared between park 
managers and visitors. For management agencies, 
responsibility is based on the legal principle of duty of 
care.
Responsibility parameters can be established by the 
park visitation context, including geographical 
attributes, level of service development, and promotion 
and marketing.

Gstaettner 
et al. (2020)

Responsibility to 
prevent accidents and 
visitor preparedness

Visitors accept responsibility for their safety, but this 
did not necessarily translate into the view that 
management agencies are not responsible for visitor 
safety.
Greater attribution of responsibility to park 
management agencies was linked to lower visitor 
confidence to deal with a potential emergency event 
themselves.

reasonable steps to not cause foreseeable harm (see Part V Government and Industry 
Activity: Safe Travel–The Legal Duty of Care to Keep Tourists Safe). Park manage-
ment agencies have a duty to ensure that premises are fit for purpose, and to take 
reasonable care to maintain and repair the premises and facilities to avoid accidents. 
Moreover, responsibility for visitor safety also arises because of managers’ special-
ist knowledge of hazards and associated risk in parks (Gstaettner et al., 2019b). This 
“superior knowledge”, stemming from a professional involvement in managing 
these environments, manifests in manager responsibility to assess risks from static 
and dynamic hazards, and their interactions, and consider these risks in accordance 
with factors of exposure (frequency of use and type of visitor) and potential budget 
constraints when making visitor risk management decisions.

A. Gstaettner et al.
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While the above description of responsibility is largely built upon mandated obli-
gations established under occupiers’ liability legislation and laws of negligence 
(Atherton & Atherton, 2010), other stakeholder groups also share responsibility for 
visitor safety (Gstaettner et al., 2019b). Close collaboration with other government 
agencies as well as local emergency services and tourism businesses is central to the 
development of an effective risk management and incident response system. 
Moreover, tourism support organisations or social media communicators share 
some responsibility for park visitors’ safety, having moral obligations to promote 
tourism activity in a safe and responsible way (Gstaettner et al., 2019b). The coor-
dination of multiple sources of information, including social media, to avoid incon-
sistencies in how particular park settings are promoted is a challenge in visitor 
safety management (Saunders et al., 2019). Collaborative efforts for safety manage-
ment should therefore also include sources of third-party communications.

A large part of the complexity of managing safety in park areas stems from the dual 
connotation of risk when linked to the natural environment. For example, Hill et al. 
(2014) suggested that nature-based experiences can provoke feelings of enjoyment 
as well as vulnerability and fear at the same time. Similarly, Mackenzie and Kerr 
(2012) uncovered the paradoxical desires for both adventure and safety for those 
taking part in an outdoor adventure tour. Risk can be regarded as both the potential 
to experience a negative outcome that should be avoided and as an accepted and 
even valued experience when seen as a situation of challenge to overcome (Gstaettner 
et  al., 2018). Espiner (2001) noted that it is the values that are assigned to an 
expected outcome that determine whether risk is viewed positively or negatively. 
For some, the encounter of risk and personal challenge forms an essential part of the 
experiential outdoor environment (Dickson, 2012); an unavoidable aspect when 
searching for the optimal rush experience (Buckley, 2012).

Complexities also arise through a variety of situational triggers that contribute to 
a variation in how responsibility is shared between management agencies and the 
visiting public in parks. Park agencies are typically responsible for managing a 
range of settings, from remote to highly developed. This has implications when 
deciding on appropriate risk management measures. Management responses to haz-
ards should consider a variety of aspects such as levels of visitation, associated 
variability in visitor type, and variance in activity opportunities. Some visitor groups 

How Much Risk Is Acceptable?
Conflicts of responsibility often only become apparent in the event of a trau-
matic incident. Never is there only one stakeholder capable of managing all 
risks in any circumstance and it is difficult to identify the particular actions of 
each party that have contributed to the outcome. When visitors are known to 
lack the required knowledge and skills to approach dangerous situations in 
parks, uncertainty remains where responsibility for safety begins and where 
it ends.

Managing Visitor Risk in National Parks
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may be at higher risk than others, and management agencies need to account for 
these differences when making risk management decisions. Research in Australia 
identified three contextual dimensions that define responsibility parameters within a 
standardised risk management process (Gstaettner et al., 2019b). These three dimen-
sions include geographical attributes such as accessibility and remoteness; level of 
service development at a site, and promotion and marketing (Fig. 3).

The geographical dimension is characterised by the amount of effort required by 
the visitor (or emergency response) to access a site. Remoteness can impact the 
spatial and functional accessibility of a park, affecting the number of visitors and 
therefore the diversity of visitor types. Generally, greater management responsibil-
ity is assumed for park areas that are conveniently accessible because this increases 
the possibility that opportunistic and/or unprepared visitors enter the park environ-
ment. Similarly, the site development and promotional efforts affect the magnitude 
and manner of site usage, therefore impacting whether a site is visited by people 
who may or may not be experienced with local hazard conditions. Some visitor 
groups may require additional safety considerations, as different types of hazards 
present different risks for different visitor groups.

Complexities in terms of risk and responsibility arise when these conditions 
change. For example, modification to the geographical dimension that reduces the 
effort required to access a site will affect the number of visitors as well as the types 
of visitors it attracts, and greater management responsibility arises when accessibil-
ity is improved. Likewise, modification to the service dimension through the instal-
ment of additional management measures influences the expectations of visitors, in 
that the more developed an area appears the higher the expectations of visitors in 
terms of safety. Visitors use visual cues when interpreting their visitation experi-
ence, so the presence of pathways, shelters, signposts, or warning messages can 
prompt greater expectations towards protected area managers to ensure safety pro-
vision (Rickard, 2014a). With an increased level of management control, visitors 

Fig. 3 Site dimensions define the risk management context within which risk management deci-
sions are made. (Source: Gstaettner et al., 2019b)

A. Gstaettner et al.
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may develop the impression that a park is not dangerous, introducing a sense of 
overconfidence related to safety because the park is perceived to be managed well 
(Gstaettner et  al., 2021). Driven by responsibility obligations and associated 
accountabilities by park management agencies, managing the safety of visitors can 
trigger a cyclical feedback process in which there is in an ever-increasing require-
ment for risk management intervention, together with increasing expectations for 
safety and a high reliance on management advice.

This cyclical feedback process draws attention to the requirement to balance 
contextual variables when parks are modified in an attempt to accommodate higher 
visitation numbers (e.g., improved road access, site hardening, additional shelters) 
or when visitor activities are extended to suit a broader range of visitor clientele. 
The risk management challenge lies in the need to balance legal and moral obliga-
tions with societal expectations, particularly when intervention efforts affect peo-
ple’s appreciation of danger and their perceptions on the requirement to prepare 
for risk.

 Managing Park Visitor Safety in the New Normal

As the world fitfully rebounds from the impacts of the global pandemic, many 
national park managers are confronted with what is now widely referred to as the 
new normal. Globally, it is exceedingly difficult to describe or explain what the new 
normal actually looks like as each country is experiencing COVID-19 in its own 
way. In WA, at the time of writing (December 2020) there is a somewhat unique 
situation of no recorded community transmission of the virus since April 2020. To 
achieve the eradication of COVID-19 in the state, the Government undertook a mea-
sured and regulated approach implementing non-porous national, state and regional 
borders to restrict travel in and around WA (Fig. 4). The closing of Australia’s inter-
national borders resulted in international scheduled passenger traffic in September 
2020 dropping to 62,120 arrivals, compared to 3.5 million in September 2019, with 
an overall decrease of 98% (Bureau of Infrastructure and Transport Research 
Economics, 2020). The approach of restricting international visitors into Australia 
and interstate visitors into WA has likely contributed to a successful limiting of 
virus spread, resulting in WA residents having the opportunity to be opened up 
internally with work and intra state travel that resumed in May 2020.

As a result of initial response measures such as travel bans, lock-downs and 
associated closure of many businesses, there has been a significant negative impact 
on WA’s local economy, particularly on the hospitality and tourism sector. To boost 
local and regional tourism, a campaign was launched by the WA State Government 
to encourage residents to travel and work in regional areas, as a way to alleviate 
decreased tourism and labour shortages due to the coronavirus pandemic (Case 
Study 1).

Managing Visitor Risk in National Parks
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Case Study 1: Wander Out Yonder—A WA Government Tourism Policy 
Initiative
In March 2020, Australia closed its borders to international visitors. To com-
bat the spread of COVID-19, borders were closed to the other states of 
Australia and only limited regional travel was allowed within WA. The local 
tourism industry was decimated.

Regional restrictions were rescinded on June 5th and the Wander out 
Yonder initiative was presented through the media in September 2020. This 
initiative aimed to encourage Western Australians, within their own state, in 
“…exploring locations they have never been and embarking on experiences 
they have never had.”

An investment by the WA Government of $1 million for this campaign was 
to provide a return of $2 million to the WA tourism industry. The WA 
Government had recognised that while domestic tourism levels were high, 
there was a missing factor of international and interstate visitors utilising tour 
business and itineraries. The success of this initiative was recognised when 
ten thousand $100 vouchers for intrastate tour experiences were sold out 
within 4 min of opening.

After being forced to remain isolated indoors during the lock-down period, WA resi-
dents had the chance to venture outside to visit local, regional and national parks. 
This became a prime opportunity for a much-needed mental health break in WA 

Fig. 4 WA COVID-19 timeline (*current situation at time of writing)

A. Gstaettner et al.
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among residents (Cabrera, 2020). Access to nature is inextricably linked to the resil-
ience of urban communities, as public interaction with the natural environment con-
tributes to physical, social and psychological health (Townsend & Weerasuriya, 
2010). Particularly in times of crisis, exposure to natural outdoor environments pro-
vides an important means to cope with isolation and stress experienced as a result of 
travel restrictions and social distancing measures (Samuelsson et al., 2020). With 
the intention to counteract feelings of being “trapped” within restrictions and closed 
borders, the campaign emphasised that “we’re still free to Wander out Yonder” 
(Government of Western Australia, 2020)—and many indeed do.

A significant increase in park visitation was recorded, particularly for parks within 
a 4-h drive of Perth (Thomas, 2020). Monitored trails located close to major popula-
tion centres experienced growth in visitation. Where trail monitoring occurs, increases 
in trail use in 2019–2020, when compared to 2018–2019, were recorded in Swan 
Region (1 h from Perth; +36%), Wellington Region (2.5 h from Perth; +24%), and 
the Blackwood Region (2.5 h from Perth; +19%). Campsite bookings post-lockdown 
increased by almost one-third (31%) between 2019 and 2020, for similar periods.

Government initiatives for a stronger tourism industry, however, can have 
expected and unexpected outcomes. When additional promotional efforts increase 
the number of visitors in park areas, many of those will be visiting a park for the first 
time. Previous research has already shown that first-time visitors and repeat visitors 
are a different cohort. For example, first-time visitors tend to travel longer distances 
in order to visit a national park (Kruger et al., 2014), and they have a tendency to 
visit more places and take part in more activities at a destination (Opperman, 1997). 
Both of these aspects can be problematic from a risk management perspective, as 
first-time visitors might not be fully familiar with local hazard conditions and might 
not take the time to appropriately prepare for an activity, resulting in a heightened 
risk of injury in WA national parks (Case Study 2).

Case Study 2: The Inexperienced Visitor
With the arrival of COVID-19 into Australia came border closures, lock- 
downs and restrictions on travel. These actions resulted in the eradication of 
community transmission of the virus in WA and residents were soon able to 
resume work and travel within the state. Steep increases in park visitation 
were reported. To gain a park agency perspective on what this might mean for 
managing visitors in the new normal, interviews were undertaken with WA 
Parks and Wildlife Services staff.

According to park managers, post-COVID-19 conditions resulted in an 
increased prevalence of the Inexperienced Visitor in national parks. Park 
agency staff commented that with a general increase in visitation numbers, it 
appears that this is particularly driven by an increase in the number of people 
who have limited experience travelling to remote park areas. This visitor 
group is not familiar with and not equipped to handle the extreme conditions 
of the places they are visiting. They further tend to underestimate the need to 
actively seek out safety information that allows them to prepare for risk, creat-
ing a potentially significant safety management issue.

Managing Visitor Risk in National Parks
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Industry reports suggest that national parks in the United States are seeing similar 
issues as a result of increased park visitation. Coinciding with a large increase in 
outdoor recreation amid COVID-19 restrictions, particularly in hiking, climbing, 
biking and camping activities (Outdoor Industry Association, 2020), reports from 
search and rescue teams and park managers indicate an increase in incident occur-
rence (Howard, 2020; Pilson, 2020). While more research is needed to fully under-
stand the factors at play, observations of US rescue volunteers suggest that an 
increasing number of incidents include visitors being inexperienced and lack the 
appropriate gear, skills or fitness to undertake such activities (Brown, 2020). 
Breathtaking narratives including having to “... rescue hikers who become lost when 
their phone loses its signal or dies, or who try to summit a mountain they saw on 
Instagram without researching the terrain or weather” indicate an exacerbation of a 
pre-existing problem (Brown, 2020). Inexperienced visitors might simply not know 
what they do not know, and erroneously believe that all is safe and managed well 
when they venture outdoors (Parkin & Morris, 2005).

For park management agencies, along with the heightened risk of inexperienced 
visitors venturing through national parks, there is also the issue of managing new 
risks associated with COVID-19 itself. Freeman and Eykelbosh (2020) suggest that 
the management of outdoor recreational environments requires careful analysis to 
reduce the risk of community spread. Aspects to consider include modification of 
park areas to promote social distancing (e.g., unidirectional traffic on narrow trail 
loops) and to avoid crowding (e.g., at viewpoints), to provide opportunities for hand 
hygiene and safe disposal of personal protective equipment, and to actively discour-
age activities that involve physical contact. Risks to park staff will also need to be 
controlled, with some on-ground operation routines to be adjusted for social dis-
tancing requirements and the provision of additional protective equipment such 
as masks.

The far-reaching impact of the pandemic opens additional avenues to explore 
risk and responsibility in nature-based tourism, as a “return to normal” may not be 
an option. Preliminary research shows that social distancing guidelines and a desire 
to avoid exposure to people who may be carrying the virus is changing how and 
where people recreate outdoors (Rice et al., 2020). Preliminary research indicates 
that visitor groups who value their freedom in park environments tend to support 
mandatory permit systems and capacity limits in response to the pandemic. This is 
to ensure visitors can experience the natural and social benefits of visiting national 
parks without compromising their health due to COVID-19 (Taff, 2020).

 Conclusion

This chapter highlights the many complexities of managing risk and the safety of 
visitors in national parks, many of which are exacerbated by the global experience 
of the COVID-19 pandemic and an associated increase in demand for nature-based 
activities. Policy initiatives introduced to manage the spread of COVID-19 have 
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potential for both planned and unplanned outcomes. Case Study 1 highlights a pol-
icy initiative that aimed to improve the downturn in a state economy arising from 
border closures, travel restrictions and community lockdown. Wander out Yonder 
has been very successful in terms of increasing visitation to national parks in WA, 
while Case Study 2 reflects on some of the management issues associated with this 
visitor increase.

In this time of a global COVID-19 pandemic, uncertainty is the new normal. So, 
WHAT’S PAR for the course? In terms of wellbeing and health, the literature shows 
that visiting natural areas is conducive to both, and our chapter shows that more 
people are and will be visiting national parks, both in WA and across the globe. 
When addressing visitor safety, management agencies will need to work on mea-
sures that support those visitors who are less experienced. The literature of manag-
ing risk focuses on the context of the setting and the relationships of stakeholders 
with responsibility for managing that risk, with one of the greatest contributors to 
the occurrence of incidents being the level of experience. Those with less experi-
ence are more likely to be involved in risk-related incidents and injuries.

The act of inviting visitors to a natural area effectively turns protected areas into 
a tourism product, creating moral and legal obligations to keep visitors safe. While 
managers of recreational protected areas have a duty of care to reduce the risk of 
injury for visitors, uncertainty remains where responsibility for safety begins and 
where it ends. Promotional efforts such as Wander out Yonder campaigns form part 
of the responsibility construct. By encouraging potentially inexperienced visitors to 
national parks, the challenge for risk management lies in achieving a balance 
between maximising the benefits of outdoor recreational activities while also mini-
mising the social costs associated with incident occurrences.

As communities across the globe adapt to the new normal, we need to consider 
not only past issues and approaches to managing risk for visitors in national parks, 
but also innovative management of COVID-19 issues, at least until an effective vac-
cine is available and widely disseminated. As Fredman and Margaryn (2020) argue, 
nature-based destinations have an opportunity to position themselves well for post- 
pandemic travel and even grow market share. Although managing visitor risk in 
national parks has always been complex, under the uncertainty of the new normal, 
further complexity abounds.
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