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Abstract:

Contemporary tourism is going through incessant changes. Among major ones
is the need for observing sustainability principles which represent foundations
of competitive advantage. Protected areas would not exist without them. Also,
due to their multifaceted objectives that involve protection and tourism usage
alike, they are specific destinations that correspond to competitive advantage
requirements. Simultaneously, they attract environmentally aware and quality
oriented demand. Quality is required through the entire service provision chain
so superb tourism experience is delivered. To that end, destination interpreta-
tion plays a crucial role and is an integral part of management plans of protected
areas. However, it depends on the highly trained stakeholders no matter if
they are management staft, local service providers or community members.
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INTRODUCTION

Observing the developments in the world in the last decade through
the activities of the organizations dedicated to reducing poverty and
improving people’s living conditions, reducing negative impacts and
elimination of the effects of the use of environmental resources, protec-
tion of biodiversity, mitigation of climate change and the like, as well as
multinational companies from various sectors of the economy, it can be
noticed that the world is moving towards the so-called “green economy”.
An example is TUI Group (2009, p. 80) which states that “consumers
increasingly factor in the perceived ecological and social responsibility of
companies in taking purchasing decisions” and directs itself towards the
development of sustainable products adapted to the future needs, thus
securing international competitiveness.

Entire destinations base their development strategy on the principles
of sustainability. In order to create a sustainable tourism product, all
stakeholders in the tourism industry must be bound together in follow-
ing and applying the same principles and standards. The modern tour-
ist demand can only meet its needs if equal commitment to quality and
sustainability exists in the entire chain of service delivery, thus creating
a superb travel experience. Protected areas represent destinations whose
management is based on the principles of sustainability, according to the
purpose of their declaration and use. The manner in which a protected
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area is interpreted to the visitors defines the quality of
the travel experience.

BIODIVERSITY CONSERVATION AS A COMPETITIVE
ADVANTAGE IN THE TOURISM MARKET

In contemporary tourism, the concept of sustain-
ability represents a foundation of market competitive-
ness, while in the future it will stand for a fundamental
component of each product or service, based on the
research of the needs of environmentally and socially
aware demand. Such demand will increasingly direct the
creation of tourism products. Accordingly, tourism as
one of the most important economic and lifestyle driv-
ers will become an integral part of the process of spread-
ing environmental and social awareness on global, re-
gional and local levels. The introduction and application
of sustainability principles is not only about meeting ex-
isting regulatory requirements. It is also about market
leadership, consumer satisfaction, and competitiveness
(Lipman & Vorster, 2011, p. 78). Bearing in mind the
existing presence of sustainability principles in business,
as well as its anticipated dissemination through tourism
and other sectors, there will emerge new opportunities
for establishing new and re-directing existing business-
es. Nature-based and biodiversity-based tourism prod-
ucts will be increasingly invested in, as well as ecological
infrastructure maintenance, including protected areas.
Lipman & Vorster (2011, p. 79-80) state that “we need
to transform “classic tourism” dominated by considera-
tions of growth and market share into “smart tourism”
that is also inclusive, clean, green, ethical, and customer-
and quality-orientated”.

Ever growing role and awareness of concern for bi-
odiversity protection and application of sustainability
principles can be seen through the fact that the year 2010
was declared International year of biodiversity, and Inter-
national biodiversity day has been celebrated since 2002.
Increased awareness of natural resources value can be re-
garded through its enhanced value in business. Strategic
plan 2011-2020 together with Aichi Biodiversity Targets
was adopted at Convention on Biological Diversity. One
of the targets is to “reduce the direct pressures on bio-
diversity and promote sustainable use” (Convention on
Biological Diversity, #n.d.). It is also stated that the role
of tourism for achieving the goal is crucial. On the other
hand, “the prosperity of the tourism industry is directly
dependent on healthy ecosystems and the many services
they provide, whether these are related to ecotourism,
beach holidays, skiing, or visiting national parks” (Mar-
ton-Lefevre & Borges, 2011, p.82).
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The demand for responsible tourism will continue to
grow, and such products will gain increased market dif-
ferentiation and competitiveness, thus penetrating into
new markets. Possibilities for starting tourism-linked
businesses that lean on biodiversity and natural resourc-
es will become more diverse and numerous (according
to the study The Time for Biodiversity Business, [TUCN,
2009). The benefits arising from them belong both to
the sector of tourism and nature conservation simulta-
neously. Those destinations and businesses setting the
trend will most certainly gain a competitive advantage
(Marton-Lefevre & Borges, 2011, p. 83).

Serbia as a relatively new market can take advan-
tage of this opportunity in time, creating a modern and
sought-after tourism product in order to gain a compet-
itive advantage in today’s tourism market. An important
role in achieving such a goal may be developing tourism
products closely related to protected areas, from which
benefits can be drawn for both the preservation of en-
vironmental resources that are used in the provision of
such services, and responsible tourism sector including
all the involved stakeholders.

PROTECTED AREAS TOURISM COMPETITIVENESS
THROUGH STAFF TRAINING AND DESTINATION
INTERPRETATION

Forces of competitiveness

“A nation’s competitiveness depends on the capac-
ity of its industry to innovate and upgrade® Porter states
(1990, p. 73). If needs and requirements of today’s tour-
ism demand characterized by ever-growing increase of
environmental awareness and the fact that “ecotourism
is one of the fastest-growing segments in the travel indus-
try“ (Hawkins, 2004, p. 220) are taken into account, Ser-
bia can achieve its competitiveness through the develop-
ment of nature-based tourism, including protected areas.

According to Porter (1990, p. 79-82), factor condi-
tions, in order to be translated to competitive advantage,
should be specialized and tied to specific industries. Pro-
tected areas represent a specialized tourism product, if
there is adequate infrastructure within and on the ap-
proach to them and the local population and workforce
are trained to provide highly specialized services. If
high-quality is achieved, foreign competitors will find
it more difficult to imitate them. In addition, strong
competition on a local level can trigger innovation in
a constant struggle for competitiveness, so individual
companies within the protected areas should use their
current shortcomings as an incentive for innovation,
rather than as an opportunity to circumvent it.



Regarding demand conditions, the role of domes-
tic demand can often be decisive. It offers companies
a clearer picture of the modern needs of tourists, and
the companies that detect them earlier have the advan-
tage of adequately meeting them before the competi-
tion does. Most visitors to national parks in Serbia are
domestic tourists, so by following their needs, potential
needs and demands of foreign tourists can be revealed.

Related and supporting industries are of specific sig-
nificance if they incite innovations and advancement,
and even more so if strong business connections exist
among them. Therefore, joint management of protected
areas and decision-making by protected area manage-
ment, as well as local communities and service provid-
ers on the local level is necessary. Proper distribution of
the benefits from the provision of services will provide
good business relations and cooperation at the level of
protected area as a tourism destination. “Suppliers and
end-users located near each other can take advantage of
short lines of communication, quick and constant flow
of information, and an ongoing exchange of ideas and
innovations“ (Porter, 1990, p. 83). That is particularly
significant in the case of tourism destinations such as
protected areas. Their visitors can search for specific ex-
periences, i.e. gastronomic, so the local food providers
will have a market, while restaurants and hotels will be
able to provide their guests with the expected service,
thus reacting promptly to the newly-formed demand
needs and requirements. Consequently, all tourism ser-
vice-provider stakeholders in protected areas operate in
a symbiosis.

In this context, motivation of individuals to work
and acquire new skills is significant for achieving com-
petitive advantage. Consequently, if all destination sta-
keholders operate in interdependence and have equally
divided benefits, motivation is guaranteed. “A nation’s
success largely depends on the types of education its
talented people choose, where they choose to work,
and their commitment and effort“ (Porter, 1990, p. 84).
Thus, the creation of close ties with educational insti-
tutions dealing with education of tourism staff at all
levels that incorporates the principles of sustainability
and encourages creativity and innovation can be the
basis for creating professional and modern staft that
know how to provide visitors of protected areas with
services they require and deliver them better than the
competition. Under the right circumstances, it should
stimulate the entrepreneurial spirit, establishment of
new businesses and creation of vacancies. This is the
way to increase domestic rivalry which creates pressure
for constant advancement of the sources of competitive
advantage.

Finally, the four groups of factors shown in Porter’s
diamond of competitiveness cannot function indepen-
dently. For example, in a protected area to which visi-
tors come primarily because of the specific features and
preserved nature, it alone cannot be the only reason to
create loyalty. It will be necessary to meet their needs
through a variety of activities offered, especially those
unique to special-interest tourism. Therefore, specially
trained guides who will provide an authentic experience
through the appropriate form of interpretation are nec-
essary. Accommodation facilities must comply with the
requirements of visitors of such specific destinations,
with the obligatory observance of the principles of sus-
tainability. Local communities should be familiar with
visitors’ tourism needs and included in their fulfillment.

The state, on the other hand, must provide an ap-
propriate framework and conditions for running a busi-
ness, managing resources in protected areas, their inclu-
sion in the country’s tourism development strategy, in
its promotion, even in the process of brand creation.
Therefore, not only that all factors shouldn’t operate in-
dependently, but should be mutually reinforcing. Fac-
tors given in the competitiveness diamond should be
viewed as parts of a system that stimulate one another
to develop. Based on Porter’s factors for achieving com-
petitiveness, other system models for destination com-
petitiveness dealing with tourism specifics (Dwyer &
Kim, 2003; Ritchie & Crouch, 2003) are derived.

Specific protected areas management objectives

Broadly viewed, objectives of sustainable tourism
for protected areas should be divided into (Federation
of nature and national parks of Europe, as in Eagles,
Bowman & Tao, 2001, p. 36): environmental, cultural,
economic and social objectives (visitor satisfaction and
enjoyment; demonstration of alternatives to mass and
package tourism and promotion of sustainable tourism
everywhere). Visitor satisfaction through recreation and
education represents an integral part of protected areas
objectives, as primary, secondary or potentially appli-
cable in different protected areas categories (Table 1).

Education and training of service providers
in protected areas

Protected areas, which have the role of tourism des-
tinations, exist and operate in a world characterized by
constant change. In order to keep pace with the times
and meet both visitors’ and conservational needs, they
must have managers and staff that are ready to adapt
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Table 1. Protected areas management objectives according to categories

Protected area category
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Strict Natural Habitat/ Protected area
Management Wilder- National Species Protected  with sustainable
.o nature monu-
objective ness area park manage-  landscape use of natural
reserve ment
ment area resources
Touri
ourism and i ) ] ] 3 ] 3
recreation
Education - - 2 2 2 2 3

Key: 1 = primary objective; 2 = secondary objective; 3 = potentially applicable objective; -- = not applicable

Source: adapted from Davey, A.G. (1998, p. 49)

to them. Qualified, competent and committed staff are
central to the success of protected areas that depend
on their willingness, competence, skills, capability, and
adequate resources (Kopylova, Danilina, & Valentine,
2011, p. 1). It is very important that the protected area
management employs people with appropriate skills, or
encourage existing staff to acquire them. Eagles, Bow-
man & Tao (2001, p. 59) provide a list of tourism com-
petencies that must be present within protected area
management: understanding visitors’ needs and wants,
service quality management, leisure pricing policy, lei-
sure marketing, tourism and resource economics, fi-
nance, tourism management and interpretation.

Kopylova, Danilina, & Valentine (2011, p. 2) believe
that formal university education today is generally not
tailored to the needs of in-the-field protected areas pro-
fessionals and that short-term courses are the only pos-
sibility for protected areas staff to acquire the needed
competences. Davey (1998, p. 34) agrees additionally
stating that there is a need to build research capacity
in universities, especially in integrative and multidis-
ciplinary approaches to environmental management,
particularly in developing countries, as well as that it is
desirable that university and protected area personnel
working together so that both managers and research-
ers better understand the capacities, priorities and con-
straints both parties encounter.

Eagles, McCool & Haynes state that (2002, p. 148-149)
“by applying well-ordered and professional approach to
human resource management in protected areas field, the
skills, knowledge and attitude of park personnel will be
enriched and the overall quality of work performed will
improve”, while dividing human resource management
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into three overall branches: training, organizational and
career development. They also emphasize the role of staff
training and believe it should be strategically planned in
order to provide meaningful learning experience for em-
ployees and volunteers.

However, not only the members of protected area
management need to possess the appropriate skills to
carry out activities. Other stakeholders, in particular
providers of tourism and other services, based on natu-
ral and cultural resources of the protected area, should
be included. Still, many people entering the ecotouri-
sm sector have a remarkable lack of business skills and
necessary knowledge, especially in terms of identifying
viable market opportunities, business planning, marke-
ting and finance management skills (Weaver, 2001, p.
566-568). Due to the fact that these entrepreneurs are
often members of the local community, and in order
to ensure the quality of services and visitors experien-
ces throughout the entire system of service provision,
it is necessary to make available opportunities for all
stakeholders, especially the local population, to acquire
necessary skills and knowledge. It is imperative to en-
sure education opportunities for local communities not
only for the purpose of economic benefits and increase
in prospect of employment, but also for altering their
attitudes and behavior, which would consequently lead
to observance and application of practices that will en-
sure the preservation of natural and cultural resources
of the area for which it is protected.

Due to the vast network of relevant stakeholders and
to the benefits which derive from it, education and tra-
ining are important means of protected areas manage-
ment and must be included in the management plan.



Interpretation

“Interpretation is a means of communicating ideas
and feelings which help people understand more about
themselves, their culture and their built or natural en-
vironment® (Interpretation Australia Association, 2008
in Wearing & Neil, 2009, p. 97), i.e. about the protected
area they wish to visit. Its purpose is multifaceted. The
first is raising awareness of cultural and natural resourc-
es of a protected area, as well as respect for them and
understanding the area, which leads to greater visitor
satisfaction with their recreational experience. However,
interpretation can also be a powerful means of manage-
ment. Activities that visitors engage in are hereby di-
rected to be acceptable so management objectives can
be achieved, and visitor behavior is changed so as to
minimize the negative and maximize positive impacts
on the environment. This is a path towards creation of
positive public relations for the protected area manage-
ment and staff members, which can be useful for car-
rying out new policy initiatives (Eagles et al., 2002, p.
108). Whether interpretation will lead to a change in
attitude is largely dependent on the availability and ef-
fectiveness of resources required for ensuring materi-
als that the general public can understand and that can
keep their interest on the site and upon return (Wearing
& Neil, 2009, p. 99).

Interpretation does not start when tourists already
reach destination, but much before. It can play a crucial
role in the decision-making process on which destina-
tion to visit since a potential tourist wishes to know what
can be expected on the destination. “It is critical that
suitable expectations are set in advance, so that upon
arrival the visitor is aware of what can and cannot be
experienced” (Eagles et al., 2002, p. 109). When at des-
tination, tourist’s needs for various types of information
become more complex, more detailed. Another positive
aspect of interpretation is that it does not directly im-
pose the behavior rules and policies, but indirectly af-
fects increased appreciation about the area, emotional
connection with it, as well as voluntary changes in be-
havior and attitudes that can be long-lasting.

There are various interpretation techniques. Accor-
ding to Eagles, McCool & Haynes (2002), they are divi-
ded into three groups: personal services (trained staff,
guides efc.), non-personal services (technology aids,
publications, films efc.) and supporting activities and
facilities (visitor centers, outdoor amphitheatres, na-
ture trails, information boards etc.).

Visitor centers are useful for creating a “big picture®
historical facts and processes that cannot be described

on site. They usually include a shop of souvenirs, maps
and guidebooks. Educational centers, which may be
contained within visitor centers, have the role of provi-
ding educational services and often include classrooms
or workshops where corresponding activities may take
place. Exhibitions may be a comprising part of visitor/
educational center, museum or can be mobile “mini-
centers” or exhibitions. Marked trails are paths with
special interest locations with appropriate signage and
usually offer a map or recorded audio which explains
the area, which allows visitors freedom of movement at
their own pace.

Publications, websites and DVDs are a cost-effective
way to reach large numbers of people. Publications can
be in the form of brochures, flyers, maps, books, posters,
postcards, calendars etc.

“Face-to-face interpretation is considered to be one
of the most powerful and worthwhile interpretive tech-
niques available because it can be continually tuned to
the type of visitor(s) participating... and the particular
interest of each group” (Wearing & Neil, 2009, p. 102).
It is provided by protected area staff members, tour
operators or individuals/ private companies. Activities
may include guided tours, theater plays, events simula-
tions and the like. Interpreters are people who should
be trained to provide specialist type of service. In order
to fulfill its function, the interpretation has to be effecti-
ve. To that end, certain principles should be respected.
First of all, interpretation involves language translation
of technical science or related fields into terms and ideas
that people who are not scientists can easily understand.
However, it should not be limited to that. According to
Ham (1992; Wearing & Neil, 2009, p. 95), “interpreta-
tion should be entertaining and interesting to those pe-
ople... Interpretation is pleasurable, relevant, organized
and thematic” (Ham, 1992). Interpreters, i.e. those who
convey information and educate visitors, should create
personal connection with visitors. In order to do so, they
need to be plausible and compassionate. In addition,
they should present the whole picture using stories, le-
gends, myths or scientific discoveries. Narration should
take place at the appropriate location which is connec-
ted to it, combined with corresponding activities, thus
emphasizing the importance of the site. Finally, effecti-
ve interpreters include diverse media in their narration,
as well as physical activities and narration techniques
which stimulate senses and emotions.

Interpreters are, in a sense, tourism destination am-
bassadors since they are often the first contact a tourist
makes with the destination and they contribute towards
creating tourist’s perception of it. “There is some debate
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as to whether a local guide (i.e. one who is native to the
destination country or region or even local community
being visited) is “better” than a foreign guide” (Weaver,
2001, p. 553). If they are local, they are closest to the
destination hosts, as well as a source of knowledge, ex-
perience, tradition, and they round off visitors’ overall
impression of the destination, while “foreign” ones may
be more sensitive to visitors’ needs, perceptions and
frameworks of understanding.

Finally, interpretation should have a theme, not just
a topic (Weaver, 2001, p. 556; Ham, 1992, p. 36-47).
If possible, a unique theme under overarching topic
should be chosen, and combined with sub-themes, ac-
tivities and the like facilitate bonding of the tourist and
destination, as opposed to transmitting loosely related
pieces of information. “All the various types of services
must be coordinated within an overall interpretive plan®
(Eagles, McCool & Haynes, 2002, p. 109).

Likewise, various stakeholders must be included:
area staff administration, local residents and providers
of tourism and other services in the destination; uni-
versities and scientific institutions that can contribute
to educational work; and local, regional and national
destination management organizations. Interpretation
must, therefore, be carefully planned in line with other
management objectives and take an important place in
the management plan of a specific protected area. In this
way, the chance that the visitor returns to the destina-
tion increases as a result of visitor’s satisfaction, and it
is the most direct indicator of tourism product quality.

CONCLUSION

Biodiversity simultaneous protection and sustainable
usage lies at the foundations of contemporary tourism
competitive advantage. Protected areas are specific in
their multifaceted management objectives, among which
tourism, recreation and education play important roles.
Specific tourism product of protected area correspon-
ds to specialized competitiveness factors necessary for
achieving competitive advantage. This specifically appli-
es to presence of all the necessary skills and knowledge
with all stakeholders involved in providing such pro-
ducts/ services. Among such, also necessary for achie-
ving recreational and educational objective of protected
areas, destination interpretation is essential.

There is evident connection between quality of tour-
ism services in protected areas and interpretation, i.e.
quality strongly depends on how well interpretation is
planned and delivered. On the other hand, interpreta-
tion cannot be considered effective if certain principles
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are not carefully observed and appropriate techniques
applied. To that end, protected area management need
to provide the whole array of stakeholders throughout
the area tourism services provision chain with the same
perspective, beliefs, attitudes and behavior. Those can
be achieved through carefully planned and organized
education opportunities for protected areas staff as well
as local service providers and indirect local community
that benefits from the protected area. This particularly
translates to the destination interpretation aspect of the
visitor experience creation. Who, how, when, where and
with what means delivers interpretation should be an
integral part of management plan of the entire protect-
ed area. Interpretation, through its powers, is a hidden,
not-so-obvious restriction framework for visitors, con-
trolling them while satisfying their recreational needs.
Therefore, it is considered a potent management tool.

Increasingly environmentally-aware and quality-ori-
ented demand specifically interested in protected areas
tourism product will reward such destinations through
loyalty and adding to its increased competitiveness.
However, those protected areas that fail to provide the
overall quality tourism service through carefully de-
signed and delivered interpretation aimed at achieving
ultimate and incomparable travel experience to visitors
will be superseded by competitors.

REFERENCES

Convention on Biological Diversity. (n.d.). Aichi Bio-
diversity Targets. Retrieved December 27, 2011,
from https://www.cbd.int/sp/targets/

Davey, A. G., IUCN World Commission on Protected
Areas., & University College, C. (1998). National
system planning for protected areas. Gland, Swit-
zerland: IUCN-the World Conservation Union.

Dwyer, L., & Kim, C. (2003). Destination competitive-
ness: Determinants and indicators. Current Issues
in Tourism, 6(5), 369-414.
doi:10.1080/13683500308667962

Eagles, P. F., Bowman, M. E., & Tao, T. C. (2001). Guide-
lines for tourism in parks and protected areas of
East Asia. Gland, Switzerland: IUCN-The World
Conservation Union.

Eagles, P. F., Bowman, M. E., & Tao, T. C. (2001). Guide-
lines for tourism in parks and protected areas of
East Asia. Gland, Switzerland: IUCN-The World
Conservation Union.

Eagles, P. F., McCool, S. F., & Haynes, C. D. (2002). Sus-
tainable tourism in protected areas: Guidelines for
planning and management. Madrid, Spain: World
Tourism Organization.

Ham, S.H. (1992). Environmental Interpretation: A Prac-

tical Guide for People with Big Ideas and Small
Budgets. North American Press, Golden, CO.



Hawkins, D. (2004). A protected areas ecotourism com-
petitive cluster approach to catalyse biodiversity
conservation and economic growth in Bulgaria.
Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 12(3), 219-244.
doi:10.1080/09669580408667235

Kopylova, S. L., Danilina, N. R., & Valentine, P. (2011).

Protected area staff training: Guidelines for plan-
ning and management. Gland, Switzerland: IUCN.

Lipman, G., Vorster, S. (2011). Green Growth, Travel-
ism, and the Pursuit of Happiness. In J. Blanke,
T. Chiesa, & The World Economic Forum (Eds.),
The travel & tourism competitiveness report 2011:
Beyond the downturn. S.L., Geneva: The World
Economic Forum.

Marton-Lefevre, J., & Borges, M.A. (2011). Green Growth,
Travelism and the Pursuit of Happiness. In J. Blanke,
T. Chiesa, & The World Economic Forum (Eds.),
The travel & tourism competitiveness report 2011:
Beyond the downturn. S.L., Geneva: The World
Economic Forum.

Porter, M. (1990). Competitive Advantage of Nations.
Harvard Business Review, March+April.

Ritchie, J. R., & Crouch, G. 1. (2003). The competitive des-
tination: A sustainable tourism perspective. Oxon,
UK: CABI Pub.

TUL (2009). Sustainability report 2009/ 2010, Guests in
Paradise. TUL

Wearing, S., & Neil, . (2009). Ecotourism: Impacts, po-
tentials, and possibilities (2nd ed.). Oxford, UK:
Butterworth-Heinemann.

Wearing, S., & Neil, J. (2009). Ecotourism: Impacts, po-
tentials, and possibilities (2nd ed.). Oxford, UK:
Butterworth-Heinemann.

Weaver, D. B. (2001). The encyclopedia of ecotourism.
Oxon, UK: CABI Pub.

Quality in Tourism and Hospitality

107






