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Introduction 
 
As evidenced by the Magnitude 9.0 Sumatra Earthquake and the following 
Indian Ocean tsunami on December 26, 2004, earthquakes and tsunamis are 
powerful forces that cause significant loss of life and property. Impacts of the 
disaster significantly raised public awareness among Thais and people around 
the worldwide about the vulnerability of natural and human environments to 
natural disasters. These impacts also create a demand, especially among 
concerned Thais, for more information about how natural disaster impacts affect 
the tourism sector—a major contributor to national Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP)—and how best to foster recovery. Worldwide, little research has been 
undertaken on this topic and none as it relates to marine national parks (MNPs) 
and protected areas, which are an important tourist attraction along Thailand’s 
Andaman Coast. 
 
Therefore, the primary goal of this research is to document the impact of the 
December 26, 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami on tourism in MNPs in Thailand, 
including how these impacts are being addressed in the year following the 
disaster (2005) to recover this key resource for the tourism sector. In addition, 
study results will be used to develop a rapid assessment technique for evaluating 
the impact of coastal natural disasters on tourism and prescribing preparedness 
and mitigation actions that might be taken before or after a disaster to promote 
more rapid recovery. This paper summarizes the research including background 
and needs, methodology, and preliminary results of tsunami impacts on tourism 
and recovery efforts in Thailand. 

 
Marine Park as Tourism Resource 

 
Thailand has long been recognized as agricultural country. However, during the 
past few decades, the tourism sector has transformed the national economic and 
social structure of the country, shifting it from an agriculturally-dominated to 
service- and industry-dominated economy. Presently, Thailand’s national 
tourism revenue (classified in services sectors) is the major component of its 
GDP at 46.7%, whereas the agriculture and industry sector contribute 9% and 
44.3% to GDP, respectively (CIA 2005). The large and growing tourism sector 
is not only economically important, but it also significantly engages the 
country’s social structure at both local and national levels, providing focus for 
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governmental action, training and employment, utilization of nature as tourism 
resources, and more. 
 
Among Thai tourism destinations, coastal and marine settings provide a 
diversity of popular tourist attractions—beautiful beaches, traditional cultures, 
water sports, coral reefs, mangroves and other tropical environments. These 
coastal and marine attractions generate about 70% of total national tourism 
revenue in Thailand (Sethapun, 2000). The majority of this revenue comes from 
tourism along the Malay Peninsula. This southern peninsula, especially the 
Andaman Coast to the west, is one of the most fascinating destinations in the 
country. Here, 16 marine national parks on the Andaman Coast have played 
important roles in providing resources for Thai coastal tourism. According to 
National Park, Wildlife and Plant Conservation Department (2005), since the 
year 2000, more than one million tourists visited Andaman coast MNPs each 
year.  
 
MNPs provide tourism resources for millions of tourists and, at the same time, 
tourism-generated revenues have played a significant role in park economics. 
Income generated by services and fees related to tourism activities such as park 
entrance fees, equipment rental, food sales at general stores and restaurants, etc 
become the second most important source of funds after government budget 
allocations (Sethapun 2000) Therefore, the 2004 tsunami not only physically 
damaged tourism resources within MNPs, but it also strongly affected park 
management and economics. 
 

Research Methods: Delphi Approach 
 
The primary goal of this research is to document the impact of the December 26, 
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami on tourism in MNPs in Thailand, including how 
these impacts are being addressed in the year following the disaster (2005) to 
recover this key resource for the tourism sector. In addition, the study will result 
in a rapid assessment technique for evaluating the impact of coastal natural 
disasters on tourism in marine parks or other marine protected areas and to 
prescribe preparedness and mitigation actions that might be taken before or after 
a disaster to promote more rapid recovery.  
 
To achieve these goals, several objectives were identified, along with methods 
to achieve them. Objectives include (1) documenting the direct and indirect 
impacts of the tsunami on the Andaman Coast MNPs and resultant effects on 
tourism in these areas, (2) identifying what has been done to recover tourism and 
what remains to be done, and (3) determining how all of this information might 
be used to create a generalized model for evaluating tourism-related disaster 
mitigation and preparedness. The primary method for achieving these objectives 
is the use of a modified Delphi approach to gather and synthesize expert opinion 
on these issues. The “snowball technique” was used to select participants for the 
Delphi questionnaire survey. Six knowledgeable starters from six fields of 
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expertise who have been involved in tsunami impact recovery efforts nominated 
60 potential participants. From the list of 60 nominees, 25 knowledgeable 
persons most frequently identified were selected for the panel. These include 
academic researchers, coastal resource managers, marine park managers, non-
government organization (NGOs) staff, tourism managers, and tour operators. 
 
This Delphi process is supplemented by two field investigations by the author 
(immediately after and one year after the tsunami), review of documents about 
the event and about disaster mitigation generally, and the organization of spatial 
data in a GIS to better understand and visualize impacts and potential mitigation 
strategies. 
 
Sixteen Thai MNPs are located in the Andaman Sea. Of these, four tsunami-
affected parks were selected as study sites: Ao Phang Nga, Hat Nopharat Thara 
– Mu Ko Phi Phi, Mu Ko Surin, and Laem Son. These study sites were deemed 
representative of affected parks along the coast given their protected habitats—
particularly coral reefs, one of the parks’ greatest attraction, the differing 
degrees of tsunami damage, data availability, and IUCN (International Union for 
Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources) category. 
 

Results and Lessons Learned 
 
Since this research is on-going, this paper provides only preliminary results 
gathered from field investigations and initial round of the Delphi process 
conducted in February 2006. These results relate to the primary objectives and 
will be later used in designing a rapid assessment technique for evaluating the 
impact of coastal natural disasters on tourism in marine parks.  
 
This study divides tsunami impacts on MNP tourism into four categories. Based 
on results from Delphi questionnaire (first round), examples of impacts in each 
category can be identified as the following: 
1) Social and safety impacts e.g. loss of park rangers and tourists’ lives, 

unemployment, and mental trauma (fear of dead people, fear of the sea). 
2) Natural resources and ecosystem impacts e.g. damaged coral reef, severe 

beach erosion, debris on land and underwater, and seawater intrusion. 
3) Built environment impacts e.g. damaged park office and tourism facilities, 

destroyed infrastructures, communication system, vehicles and boats. 
4) Business community e.g. damaged boat and diving gears, loss of employees’ 

lives, destroyed business reputation, and business bankruptcy. 
 
According to Delphi panel members, examples of significant constraints that 
have delayed MNP tourism recovery efforts that they (or their organizations) 
have faced or heard of during the year after the disaster include the following: 
1) Major storms and associated winds and currents during monsoon season 

significantly delayed underwater and offshore assessment and recovery 
operations, including underwater debris clean up.  
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2) Budgets provided for recovery efforts have been insufficient due to the high 
and increasing cost of gasoline and the high cost of at-sea and underwater 
operations. 

3) Fragmentation of government agency responsibilities, a lack of 
communication and collaboration (both between and within governmental 
levels), inconsistent policies, and poor management of funds have caused 
significant difficulty and confusion in recovery efforts. 

4) Over-stated reports regarding tourism resource damages (especially coral 
reefs and beaches) and ghost stories in tsunami-affected areas generated by 
media and word of mouth have negatively impacted tourism recovery, both 
within MNP boundaries and adjacent areas. 

5) Local or small-size tour operators have not received appropriate or timely 
financial aid from the government to re-invest in their businesses or keep 
employees engaged; the result has been business collapse in many cases. 

6) There has been a lack of temporal and spatial continuity of relief and 
recovery efforts from governmental and non-governmental agencies to 
solve long-term and widespread problems; some areas are thus recovering 
more quickly than others. 

 
In order to sustainably and rapidly recover tourism sector in MNPs after natural 
disasters, the Delphi panel members have suggested the following actions: 
1) To re-establish confidence on tourism safety among tourists, establishment 

of full tsunami warning system has to be in place. This includes technology 
and tsunami warning network, outreach and education to every level of 
education regarding tsunami disaster and other coastal hazards, evacuation 
plan in risk areas, and research to reduce impacts. 

2) Long term monitoring of impacts in all four categories must be included in 
governmental agencies’ budget and strategic plan. 

3) Reconstruction of freshwater supply systems within MNPs and adjacent 
areas is vital. 

4) Park managers have to be careful in rebuilding new tourism facilities. 
Powerful pressures from rushing tourism promotion policy may cause the 
carrying-capacity within small MNPs to be exceeded. 

 
What’s Next? 

 
This research is the first impact assessment study of the 2004 tsunami and its 
influences on the tourism sector in MNPs in Thailand. As such, it will make a 
variety of contributions and benefits to our understanding of linkage of natural-
coastal hazards and tourism in tropical MNPs. Moreover, a rapid assessment 
model for identifying tourism impacts of natural disaster in MNPs and priority 
actions, which is a translation of results gathered throughout this study, will 
provide guidelines for park managers to better deal with natural disaster impacts 
in parks, leading to successful recovery. Outcomes from this research will be 
communicated through professional meetings and academic journals so that 
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marine park managers, coastal resource managers, and tourism managers may 
assess their vulnerability and mitigation strategies to increase their resiliency.  
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