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Abstract: The Dominican Republic is one of the countries with the highest growing number of tourists

in coastal protected areas. The objective of this study was to examine the perceived impact of tourism

on three coastal national parks, involving all the sectors related to these protected areas and tourism.

Workshops were carried out in the coastal protected areas studied. The results revealed the poor

integration of local communities in the management plans, the lack of information on protected areas,

and the poverty of the majority of the resident families despite income of tourism. The findings of this

study highlighted the concept of a carrying capacity or threshold for tourism development. Lower to

moderate levels of tourism development appeared beneficial, but as tourism development increased,

perceptions of the community worsened. The results also confirmed that tourism contributes to

environmental degradation, mainly due to contamination of rivers and coastlines, accumulation

of waste, and over-exploitation of natural resources. A series of strategies is proposed to minimize

this impact.

Keywords: coastal areas; tourism impact; management of protected areas; community participation

1. Introduction

Tourism is booming throughout Latin America and constitutes the main source of income for the

majority of Caribbean countries [1]. The tourism business is based mainly in coastal areas and makes

use of natural resources such as sandy beaches, insolation, and specific vegetation associated with the

tropics [2]. Because these coastal areas possess such enormous ecological wealth and biodiversity [3],

many of them are protected areas.

Tourism in protected areas can be a way to promote the connection of visitors with the values of

protected areas, and should establish mutually beneficial relationships between local communities,

the protected area, and tourism. However, as reported by Xu et al. [4], “such ideal relationships are

hard to realize when confronted with complex, natural, social, and economic backgrounds”. In spite of

political statements acknowledging the social and economic importance of tourism and identifying it as

an alternative for the development and conservation of protected areas, there is a lack of specific action

programs to use as guidelines [5]. Many studies have indicated the negative impact that uncontrolled

tourism can have on the environment [6–8]. The effects caused by mass tourism are not limited to the

coastal area where they originate but also affect the surrounding areas due to hydrological dynamics

and other environmental transport mechanisms [9]. On the other hand, tourism activity in protected

areas can benefit local destinations through increased income from the financial contributions of

visitors, employment, and direct conservation support [10]. Although the relationship between tourism

and protected areas is complex, tourism is almost always a critical component to consider in the

management of protected areas [11].

Tourism in the Dominican Republic is the main and most important business [12], especially

beach tourism, although protected areas are becoming much more popular. However, there is very
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little planning or control [5]. From 1995 to 2000, tourism gross domestic product (GDP) increased by

12% every year, compared to 8% for the rest of the economy [13]. In 2011, tourism accounted for 4.7%

of the GDP, and directly or indirectly supported 14% of all employment in the country [14]. Due to the

poverty that exists in the Dominican Republic, with approximately 45% of the population under the

poverty threshold [15], well-managed tourism could refloat the country’s economy. As several authors

have stated [16–18], well-managed tourism has major positive economic impacts in rural areas and

contributes to poverty reduction [19] in developing countries.

Tourism studies in the Dominican Republic have been analyzed from different perspectives,

studying the impacts of ecotourism [20], rural livelihoods [21], tourists’ preferences [22], border

tourism [23], and cultural and historical tourism [24]. However, empirical research on the impacts of

tourism on protected coastal areas of the Dominican Republic is scarce, and it is only recently that

some studies on the subject began to be published, such as the impacts generated on the coast and

coral reefs [25] and the economic impacts in coastal communities [14].

Effective coastal management must involve citizens in the decision-making process.

Public participation should play a central role in sustainability assessment, in order to contribute to

policy -and decision-making [26]. Törn et al. [27] found that poor involvement of local communities in the

establishment and management of protected areas resulted in unfavorable behavior towards sustainable

use of natural resources. Some authors, such as Gursoy and Rutherford [28] and Nicholas et al. [29],

recommend the support and participation of the local population to guarantee sustainable tourism

in protected areas. Despite the importance of local community participation in the management of

protected areas, few studies considering perceptions of communities in Dominican Republic have been

published [21,30,31].

In view of these two gaps, this study attempts to analyze the perceived impact of tourism by

the local communities, national park personnel, and organizations involved in tourism businesses

on three coastal national parks in the Dominican Republic. These coastal national parks have been

chosen according to their different tourist development (low, medium, and high). Therefore, the focus

of this research was to examine the perception of local communities about the impacts of tourism on

the natural values of protected coastal areas with increasing levels of tourism development. The results

obtained in this study will be useful for national park managers in order to sustainably manage tourism

in protected coastal areas.

2. Materials and Methods

The methods used in this study are explained in the following three subsections: the first provides

background information on the three coastal national parks where the data were gathered; the second

is dedicated to explaining the methodology chosen for identification of the perceived impact of tourism

in these protected areas (workshops); the third is devoted to data analysis.

2.1. Montecristi, Del Este, and Los Haitises National Parks

The Dominican Republic has a National System of Protected Areas (SINAP) that is regulated by

Sectoral Law No. 202-04 of Protected Areas [32]. This law also provides that in all protected areas

of the country tourism and ecotourism activities can be developed, but only in a sustainable way.

The coastal natural parks are some of the Dominican Republic´s most important natural assets, due to

their high productivity and biodiversity. This study covers three coastal national parks in the country,

namely Montecristi, Los Haitises, and Del Este, as shown in Figure 1. These coastal protected areas

have been chosen according to their different tourist development (low, medium, and high; Table 1)

for comparison.

2.1.1. Montecristi National Park

Located in the North East of the Dominican Republic, the Montecristi National Park borders

on Haiti at its easternmost edge (Figure 1). It was classified as a national park by Decree 1315 [33].
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The territory measures 1309.5 km2 (201 km2 of land and 1108.5 km2 of coastline) [34]. The climate

is semi-arid, with an average rainfall of 700 mm and average temperature of 27 ◦C. Montecristi is

characterized by coral reefs, mangrove forests, and estuaries (Table 1), and it is one of the most

important areas from an ecological viewpoint [35,36]. Tourism development has not occurred in this

area, meaning its natural state has been conserved [13].

 

Figure 1. Location of the national parks (NP) studied and UTM (Universal Transverse Mercator)

coordinates found in the legislation [32], as well as high-impact tourism areas.

Table 1. Brief description of the national parks studied.

National Park Coral Mangrove Cover Tourism Development Urban Development

Montecristi Yes High Low Very low
Los Haitises Partially High Medium Low

Del Este Yes Low High High

2.1.2. Los Haitises National Park

Located in the north east of the Dominican Republic (Figure 1), the park was first protected as

a Forestry Reserve in 1968 by Law 244 [37] and declared a national park in 1976 by Law 409 [38].

It currently occupies an area of 600.82 km2. It has a wet tropical climate, with an average rainfall of

1900–2000 mm per year and an average temperature of 25–26 ◦C [39]. Los Haitises is characterized

by estuaries, mangrove forests, and small portions of coral reefs [40,41] (Table 1). This is an area with

medium tourism development (24,000 visitors per year on average [42]) and ecotourism potential

given the diversity and proximity of ecosystems [13].

2.1.3. Del Este National Park

Located on the southeastern coastline, the park includes the Saona Island in its protection area

(Figure 1). It has been protected since 1975 under Decree 1311 [43], occupying approximately 420 km2,

which includes the peninsular area (310 km2) and Saona Island (110 km2). The climate is predominantly

wet tropical, with an average annual temperature of 24 ◦C and average rainfall around 1334 mm [44].
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Del Este is characterized by sandy beaches, coral reefs, and cliffs [45,46] (Table 1). The Saona Island

beaches are the areas where tourist activity is the highest. Tourism is the primary industry, with more

than 250,000 visitors per year on average [42], and there is high potential for the cruise industry [13].

2.2. Workshops in the National Parks

The assessment of perceptions among stakeholders regarding tourism impacts was performed

by conducting workshops in the three national parks chosen. The perceived impact of tourism

on the national parks was identified by observing the changes produced in the physical, natural,

and social environments resulting from the activities performed inside the park or the construction

of infrastructure within the protected areas. Actions producing a negative effect, as well as those

introducing improvements (positive impacts), were taken into account. This identification was made by

the participants in the workshops. The methodology implemented first included design and validation

of the workshop presentations and the questionnaires aimed at understanding the perceptions of

participants, then analysis of the information collected, and finally interpretation according to the

objective of this research.

The workshop consisted of a series of presentations introducing the topic to be discussed

and the interdisciplinary group work. The presentations had an informative aim to ensure that all

participants receive the same information. They were structured into four theme groups with different

sections (Table 2). Each section consisted of a presentation of the topic and the key terms used in the

questionnaires. The group work took place following the presentations and consisted of discussing the

topics of the workshop and completing the questionnaire provided. For the design of questionnaires,

three sections with open-ended questions were identified to assess the participants’ knowledge of

the national parks and their perceptions regarding tourism impacts (Table 3). The first section asked

about the borders and zones of the national park. The second section assessed participants’ knowledge

of the values of the national park (environmental, socio-cultural, and economic values). The third

section sought to determine the participants’ perceptions of the sources of disturbance associated with

tourist infrastructure and tourist activities on environmental, socio-cultural, and economic components

potentially affected (or receptors), and the impacts caused by their interactions (identifying negative

and positive impacts). At the end of the workshop, there was an explanation of the conclusions of each

group and the completed questionnaires were gathered as the basis of the analysis of their perceptions.

The participants in the workshops were invited based on the following criteria: had relations

with government bodies, the private sector, or relevant community organizations in the areas studied,

had been living in the national park for at least the last 5 years, and were willing to participate

in the study. The participating organizations were divided into several categories for subsequent

analysis: Tourism (Secretary of State for Tourism and tourism organizations), Academy (universities,

lyceums, Academy of Science, and technical training centers), Environment (Secretaries of State for

the Environment and Natural Resources, National System of Protected Areas, and environmental

non-governmental organizations), and Community (fishing and crabbing associations, local boards,

and historical societies). For the workshops, participants were divided into four groups, each one

comprising people representing different categories (interdisciplinary groups). The advantage of

interdisciplinary groups is the interaction between the participants, since they can build their thoughts

upon the contributions made by others [47].

The number of participants in each workshop was different, ranging from 16 to 40 people (Table 4).

Although the number of participants was not high, the participants were selected to include all of the

sectors related to protected areas, local communities, and tourism to ensure the representativeness of

the information obtained in the workshops. Workshops were generally small, allowing everyone some

personal attention and the chance to be heard [48]. The park with the highest number of participants

was Montecristi and Del Este was the lowest. There was a higher attendance by men than women,

with the exception of Del Este, where the percentage of female attendees was double that of their

male counterparts. Except for Los Haitises, the majority of participants in Del Este and Montecristi
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belonged to the category Academy, followed by those belonging to Environment, Tourism and, finally,

Community (Table 4). At Los Haitises, however, the predominant category was Environment, with no

participants from the Academy category, as there are no lyceums or faculties in the region.

Table 2. Presentations structure.

Topics
Block I. Protected Area

and Coastal Area
Block II. Tourism and

Tourist Resources
Block III. Impact of Tourism

on Protected Areas
Block IV. Commitments

and Conclusions

Sections
Introduction of the concept

of coastal area
Introduction of basic
concepts of tourism

Identification of the impact
produced by tourism on

protected areas

Classification and
structuring of the
perceived impacts

Introduction to the concept
of protected area

Identification of the
types of tourism in the

protected area

Evaluation and assessment of
the impact perceived in the

protected area

Suggestions to reduce
negative impact

Description of the features
of protected areas

Identification of the
tourist resources existing

in the protected area

Presentation of group
commitments

Identification of the values
of protected areas

General conclusions

Table 3. Questionnaire structure with the most relevant questions.

Section 1. National Park

Identify the borders of the National Park

Identify the zones of the National Park
Core area

Where is it?
Buffer zone
Where is it?

Section 2. Knowledge of the Values of the National Park

Identify in detail all the
values you know

Environmental values Socio-cultural values Economic values

Landscape Traditional identity and activities Income from tourism

Coastal areas
Caves (pictographs, petroglyphs,

and carved reliefs)
Employment

Water resources Museums and cultural activities
Soil

Vegetation
Fauna

Where are they? Are they visited by tourists?

Section 3. Perceived Impact of Tourism

Identify in detail

Sources of disturbance
associated with tourist

infrastructure and
tourist activities

Environmental, socio-cultural,
and economic values (receptors)
potentially affected by sources

of disturbance

Negative and positive impacts
caused by the sources of

disturbance on the receptors

Table 4. Number (N) and percentage of participants of the national parks workshops.

Montecristi Los Haitises Del Este Total

Percentage (%) N Percentage (%) N Percentage (%) N Percentage (%) N

Men 62.5 25 80.0 16 31.2 5 60.5 46
Women 37.5 15 20.0 4 68.7 11 39.5 30

Categories

Tourism 17.5 7 15.0 3 12.5 2 15.8 12
Environment 25.0 10 80.0 16 37.5 6 42.1 32
Community 15.0 6 5.0 1 6.2 1 10.5 8

Academy 42.5 17 0.0 0 43.7 7 31.6 24

2.3. Data Analysis

The data acquired from the open-ended questions (questionnaire) were analyzed in several

steps. First, Excel was used to organize the questionnaire responses manually, indicating the sources

of disturbance, the receptors potentially affected, and the perceived impacts. Means values of the

percentage of participants that perceived positive and negative impacts for each national park were

determined, and the resulting values were subjected to a one-way ANOVA with Tukey HSD (Honestly

Significant Difference) post hoc comparisons. Data were visualized quantitatively with bar charts.
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3. Results

The results are presented according to the questionnaire sections explained above.

3.1. Identification of Boundaries and Zones of the National Parks

The results obtained in the first section of the questionnaires (boundary and zones of the

national park) highlighted the lack of knowledge of the borders and zones of the protected areas by

all the participants. The definition of the borders found in the legislation (Sectorial Law on Protected

Areas 202-04 [32]) were UTM (Universal Transverse Mercator) coordinates, which are not understood

by the local population. These UTM coordinates have been revised and it was confirmed that in the

cases of the Montecristi and Los Haitises National Parks, the perimeter is well defined, whereas in Del

Este National Park, the points are marked in an area of the peninsula that does not correspond to the

perimeter of the protected area (Figure 1).

3.2. Knowledge of the Values of the National Parks (Environmental, Socio-Cultural, and Economic Values)

The results obtained in Montecristi showed that this park has serious problems relating to the lack

of basic infrastructure for the local population, highlighting the absence of sewerage, waste collection,

and water purification systems. Due to the semi-arid temperatures (average temperature of 27 ◦C)

and low rainfall (average rainfall of 700 mm) in the area there is substantial concern about its

water resources. The most important ecosystems in Montecristi are the dry forests, keys, mangroves,

freshwater wetlands, coastal lakes, coral reefs, marine prairies, and sand dunes. All the workshop

participants reported that the main natural assets are mangrove forests, coral reefs, beaches, keys,

and El Morro (a 242 m promontory, the highest on the north-east coastline).

In Los Haitises the results showed that the main natural and socio-cultural assets are mangrove

forests, rain forests, estuaries, coastal lakes, beaches, and caves with pre-Columbian pictographs and

petroglyphs. Due to the limestone in the terrain, there are as many courses of aboveground water

covering the park as canals, pools, and underground water courses. In spite of its level of protection,

there are numerous population centers in the area. The main economic activities are agriculture,

livestock, fishing activities, transformation industries, and tourism. The questionnaires revealed that

the main problem at Los Haitises relates to internal management. When the area was protected and

the land expropriated from farmers to include it in the park’s core area, other lands were not given

in exchange and there were no alternative means of subsistence proposed. It is the protected area

with the most disputes as to soil use. Its history features episodes of continuous eviction of people

from the park area, who have become “environmental refugees” [49]. In addition, the isolation of the

area prevents regional development and there is a low level of family income. Additionally, there has

been a shift from a farming economy of subsistence to a speculative economy [40]. The main cause

of this impact has been farming migration, consisting of the clearing and burning of small plots of

natural forest, the fallow period, and the repeating of this cycle. This type of agriculture has become

speculative migrating agriculture that features an interruption in the fallow period with the planting

of short-term crops, mainly yautía (Xanthusoma sagittisaliun) in vast extensions of land [50]. This form

of agriculture has changed the use of the soil, which together with the aggressive nature of the practice,

has produced enormous changes in the national park. The vegetation suffering the most from this

impact are the mangroves, which are disappearing in certain areas. The situation gives rise to major

disputes between the park communities, the government, and the protected area.

Del Este is an area of enormous biodiversity that supports a high degree of tourism pressure,

with more than 250,000 visitors per year on average [42], which makes this natural park the most

visited of the entire system of protected areas. The landscape is distinct, with coral reefs, sandy beaches,

mangroves, rocky coastline, broad-leaf forests, interior lakes, and caves with pre-Columbian pictographs

and petroglyphs, all of them well-identified by the workshop participants. The results obtained from

the questionnaires highlighted that the land included in the park limits previously belonged to the local
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communities. The farmers that suffered from expropriation were not compensated nor offered any

type of program relating to alternative economies of subsistence. Many farmers, therefore, continue to

work the land inside the park unlawfully, and continue clearing forests for charcoal production and

hunting illegally. Due to the absence of alternative economies, the majority of local inhabitants have

abandoned their traditional activities (fishing, agriculture, and cattle raising) and are now involved

exclusively in the tourism sector.

3.3. Perception of the Impact (Negative and Positive) of Tourist Infrastructure and Tourist Activities on
Environmental, Socio-Cultural, and Economic Values of the National Parks

In the three national parks, the perceived positive tourism impacts were related to the spreading and

promotion of the park’s natural values amongst visiting tourists, the greater awareness for protection,

as well as the generation of employment and revenue for the local communities. The percentage of

participants who perceived positive impacts was the highest (p < 0.05) in Montecristi (with low tourism

development) and was lowest in Del Este (with high tourist development, Figure 2). The percentage of

participants who perceived negative impacts was similar in the three national parks (Figure 2).

 

Figure 2. Percentage of participants that perceived positive and negative impacts in each national park.

Error bars show standard deviation. Values of positive impacts with the same letter are not significantly

different (p > 0.05) according to a post hoc Tukey HDS (Honestly Significant Difference) test and analysis

of variance (ANOVA). Values of negative impacts are not significantly different (p > 0.05).

The workshop participants perceived 11 sources of disturbance associated with tourism that

affected environmental, socio-cultural, and economic receptors, producing 23 negative impacts (Table 5).

Results show that the perceived negative tourism impacts constantly highlighted in the three national

parks were surface and underground water contamination (perceived by 100% of the participants),

coastal water contamination (100%), sewage pollution (no treatment plants, 100%), and accumulation

of waste in unsuitable areas (93%) (Figure 3). Other negative impacts perceived by a high percentage

of participants were damage or disturbance to marine fauna and vegetation by motorboats (74%),

decrease in fisheries resources by overexploitation (63%), and disturbance to fauna by noise or light

pollution (58%). There were, however, differences in the impacts perceived and in the degrees of

perception between the different national parks (Table 5).
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Table 5. Negative impacts perceived by the workshop participants in the National Parks. The sources of disturbance associated with tourism, the environmental,

socio-cultural, and economic receptors potentially effected, and the perceived negative impacts are shown. The percentage of participants who perceive the negative

impact is indicated (the rest of the participants did not perceive the impact).

Sources of Disturbance Receptors Negative Impact
Percentage

Montecristi (%)
Percentage Los

Haitises (%)
Percentage Del

Este (%)

Construction of
infrastructure

Environmental/Vegetation (V), Fauna
(F), Landscape (L)

1 Habitat loss 25 75 50

Environmental/L, Coastal Areas (CA) 2 Visual impact (large number of boats in beaches) 0 0 100
Environmental/Water (W) 3 Decrease in water resources 25 0 100

Environmental/Soil (S) 4 Loss of soil/loss of soil structure 0 25 50
Environmental/L, W 5 Sewage pollution (no treatment plants) 100 100 100

Accumulation of waste Environmental/L, CA 6 Waste in unsuitable areas 100 75 100

Contamination Environmental/W 7
Surface and underground water contamination

(affects public health)
100 100 100

Environmental/CA 8
Coastal water contamination (damage or

disturbance to coastal habitats)
100 100 100

Environmental/S 9 Soil contamination by chemical substances 0 75 25
Environmental/V, CA 10 Damage to vegetation 25 0 0
Environmental/F, CA 11 Damage or disturbance to marine fauna 25 75 0

Environmental/F 12 Damage or disturbance to terrestrial fauna 25 50 0
Deforestation Environmental/V, F, CA 13 Habitat loss 25 25 25

Environmental/S 14 Soil erosion 0 25 0
Plant/animal collection Environmental/V, F 15 Damage to fauna and vegetation 0 100 50

Trails Environmental/S 16 Soil compaction (trampling) 0 100 0
Environmental/V 17 Damage to vegetation 0 100 0

High-speed motorboats Environmental/CA, V, F 18
Damage or disturbance to marine fauna and

vegetation
100 0 100

Over-exploitation fishery
resources

Environmental/CA, F 19 Decrease in resources 100 0 50

Increased noise and/or light
pollution

Environmental/CA, F 20 Disturbance to fauna 75 50 25

Acculturation of receiving
communities

Socio-cultural 21 Loss of traditional identity 25 50 50

Tourism revenues Economic 22
Changes in the local economy (replacement of

traditional activities by services)
0 0 75

Economic 23 Privatization of beaches 0 0 50
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Figure 3. Percentage of participants that perceived each negative impact in the three national parks

studied (the rest of the participants did not perceive the impact). Numbered impacts explained in Table 5.

3.3.1. Montecristi National Park

In Montecristi National Park the current tourism pressure is low, largely due to the relative

isolation of the area, which means that the impact of tourism is not very noticeable. With a high

poverty rate, the regional economy is practically based on subsistence, so tourism therefore constitutes

a hope for the local inhabitants to improve their economy. However, the tourism that exists has not

been planned and there has been no control over construction (Figure 4) or the services offered [36].

The main impacts of tourism in Montecristi perceived by 100% of the workshop participants relate

to pollution, mainly of water, the uncontrolled accumulation of waste, due to its effects on natural

resources and public health in the region, and the over-exploitation of fishery resources (Table 5).

The water is polluted by solid waste as well as by chemicals from agriculture and fishing vessels.

The lack of water purification systems has worsened the situation for the local population, as drinking

water is scarce. Pollution is concentrated in seawater, which has an extremely negative effect on the

critical habitats, such as the mangrove forest and coastal areas, directly affecting the local fauna [35].

Due to the lack of waste collection sites, waste accumulates in unsuitable areas and produces a great

deal of contamination. The over-exploitation of fishery resources is also causing serious problems.

Captures usually involve hand-held nets, hooks, and traps, often using chemical substances such as

chlorine and gasoline. This negatively affects the surrounding habitat, as well as all of the species of

vegetation and animals in the area. In addition, many of the species captured are of vital importance to

the health and balance of the reef ecosystems [51]. Furthermore, the collection of bubíes (Sterna fuscata

and Anous stolidus) and sea turtle (Caretta, Chelonia mydas, Eretmochelys imbricada, Dermochelys coriacea)

eggs for consumption [52] and the collection and trade of ornamental marine species has increased

in recent years, due to growing tourism (Table 5). All of the participants also identified high-speed

motorboats as another source of impact (Table 5). Their propellers damage the Antillean manatee

(Trichechus manatus manatus), they also produce noise, and there is high risk of collisions as well.

In addition, poor management of water resources and deforestation have accelerated soil erosion

processes. The sediment carried by the water courses resulting from eroding slopes has substantially

increased. This sediment accumulates in coastal areas, thus preventing the development of marine flora

and fauna. It also changes the light conditions due to its turbidity, which affects different species of
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vegetation, such as the meadows of marine phanerogams (mainly Thalassia testudinum and Syringodium

filiforme), resulting in their disappearance.

 

 

Figure 4. The pictures show different national parks. (A) Construction without planning permission in

Montecristi National Park. (B) Uncontrolled access by tourists in Los Haitises National Park. (C) High

concentration of boats for tourism in Del Este National Park.
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For many of the local inhabitants at Montecristi, tourism provides hope for the local economy.

As indicated previously, both infrastructure and tourism are considered by all the workshop participants

to have positive impacts, given that they contribute to covering the needs of visitors and the enjoyment

and knowledge of the area’s natural values. However, due to the economic situation, many people see

the park as an obstacle to the total exploitation of its resources. This is worsened by the fact that very

few education and information campaigns about the national park have been carried out.

3.3.2. Los Haitises National Park

At Los Haitises National Park, all of the workshop participants considered the accumulation of

waste in unsuitable areas and the pollution in the Samaná Bay as high (Table 5). Constant episodes of

contamination are due to hydrocarbon spillages by the vessels, solid waste contamination, agricultural

chemical products, etc. The contamination of streams and rivers has a serious negative effect on the

fauna and flora that inhabit the area. All of this pollution accumulates in the waters of the bay and

the beaches, in addition to degrading critical habitats such as the mangroves. Nevertheless, the exact

degree of the pollution of surface and ground waters is unknown, mainly due to the absence of basic

infrastructure to collect and purify water and the breach of relevant legislation [32]. The generation

of waste and absence of collection services damages the landscape, contaminates the environment,

and affects the health of the local people, as highlighted by the answers in the questionnaires (Table 5).

The increase in tourism pressure in recent years has made the problem worse, as it requires the

construction of accommodation and leisure facilities, ignoring the need for basic systems, such as water

and electricity supply, and sewage and waste treatment plants. Los Haitises has a complex but not

well constructed network of trails. Their compulsory use is aimed at preventing uncontrolled access to

other areas of the park, and thus limits the impact from trampling and disposal of waste. Despite this,

uncontrolled access to the park is frequent, as perceived by all of the participants (Figure 4, Table 5),

and in addition, many visitors take plants and seeds unlawfully, which has a highly aggressive impact

on the vegetation (Table 5).

As previously stated, the perception by the workshop participants of the impact of tourism in Los

Haitises from a socio-cultural perspective is positive, given that it is seen as a way of generating income,

cultural exchange between visitors and local people, and the possibility of furthering knowledge of the

park’s natural resources. However, 50% of the participants were concerned about loss of local identity

and values (Table 5). It is interesting to observe that the inhabitants of the local communities of Los

Haitises are completely in favor of the declaration of a protected area. They acknowledge the need to

protect the park in order to attract more visitors, which constitutes the main source of revenue in the

region. The fact that the park occupies an enormous extension of land, as well as the lack of studies,

has resulted in poor management of the protected area.

3.3.3. Del Este National Park

The tourism pressure at Del Este National Park is concentrated in specific areas, such as Saona

Island and Bayahibe. Bayahibe, formerly a fishing village, has been transformed into an area largely

dependent on ferrying tourists along the coast to Saona Island. All if the workshop participants

highlighted that the concentration of boats transporting tourists is so high that the beaches cannot be

used for leisure purposes (Figure 4, Table 5). The beaches had daily traffic of over 100 boats (between 10

and 30 passengers each). In addition, motorboats are another form of impact that generates pollution

due to the loss of fuel. Tides move the pollution from one area of the park to another, and therefore

worsen the problem. The gathering of animal and vegetable species as souvenirs or their sale on the

black market, the use of high-speed motorboats, and forms of fishing such as trawling and the use

of pots and harpoons are prohibited. Nevertheless, they still take place unlawfully, which is seen as

an impact by 50% of the workshop participants (Table 5). Overfishing and hunting have depleted

populations of fish, lobster (Palinurus elephas), lambí (Strombus gigas), mollusks, and white-crowned

doves (Columba leucocephala), which are in danger of extinction.
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The workshop participants perceive the impact produced by tourism, but only consider the

conservation of Del Este National Park as necessary if it continues to attract visitors. As mentioned

previously, the positive effects of tourism are identified as the economic benefits and the spreading by

tourism of the area’s natural assets. However, the benefits obtained from tourism have not resulted

in improvements in the protected area and the construction of infrastructure to attract visitors has

promoted the privatization of beaches and generated pollution of different kinds—acoustic, waste, etc.

Accordingly, the main negative effects perceived are accumulation of waste in uncontrolled dumps

(perceived by 100% of participants), effects on landscape by unsuitable infrastructure (50–100%), high

concentration of motorboats on the beaches (100%), replacement of traditional activities by services

(75%), and water contamination (100%, Table 5). Tourism pressure and economic interests in the area

are high, especially on the coast, prevailing over the need to preserve its resources. Results confirm

that hotels and tourist infrastructure continue to be built within the confines of the national park.

The large hotel complexes negatively alter the landscape and generate sewage pollution due to the

lack of treatment plants (Table 5). The majority of hotel complexes are located on the coast and have

privatized the beaches adjoining their infrastructures, closing them for exclusive use by their clients and

preventing access to the local people, which is seen as an impact by 50% of the workshop participants

(Table 5). In addition, no measures have been taken to minimize the impact generated by tourism

activities, as shown in the results of the workshops, as there is no legislation regulating large complexes

within this national park [44]. The organization of tours and the sites visited are inadequate and poorly

prepared for the massive influx of visitors, often exceeding their maximum capacity and producing

serious negative effects on the surrounding environment.

4. Discussion

This study has found that none of the participants were able to define the borders of the national

parks or their different zones. It is important to provide this information on the parks to the local

communities and national parks workers, which could be the main beneficiaries. The three national

parks studied, especially Los Haitises, occupy large extensions of land. One fundamental issue in

efficiently managing the parks is dividing them into sub-areas: core, transition, and buffer areas.

Valuable ecological resources are preserved in core areas, which are surrounded by buffer areas and

transition areas characterized by increasing intensity of human use. This could make the different

uses of soil compatible depending on the area [53,54], and could enable the co-existence of different

activities, such as conservation, education, leisure, tourism, management, and research, as well as

different combinations thereof.

Nevertheless, the majority of the participants were able to identify the main natural and cultural

values of the national parks, whose preservation was the objective justifying their designation as

a protected area, while only participants from Los Haitises National Park had a clear opinion about the

declaration of protected areas. Public awareness about marine and coastal protected ecosystems, as well

as the benefits they provide to society and threats to their existence, is currently low in the Dominican

Republic, and an effort to improve public awareness, both through the educational system and more

broadly, is needed [1]. It should also be highlighted that as part of their conclusions, the participants

were thankful for the workshops, as they “provided us with further knowledge on the parks and their

resources”. Environmental knowledge is an important variable that affects the level of environmental

engagement [55]. In addition, they appreciated the possibility of expressing their opinion on park

management, a right that despite being included in current legislation, is not exercised in practice. The

importance given by all participants to the promotion of more conservation and information regarding

the parks should be highlighted. This shows that social awareness and the lobbying pressure that

could be generated to change the situation currently faced by the parks is very high. It is essential to

involve the local communities in protected area plans and programs to improve the sustainable use of

the environment. Recent studies in marine protected areas [56] indicate that knowledge of the local

environmental resources facilitates locals’ participation in community-based ecotourism management.
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Organized community groups are one of the most essential elements for community-based coastal

management, although these initiatives must be seen as long term efforts [57].

The national parks studied showed different degrees of tourism pressure and different levels of

intensity in the use of the area by tourists. Montecristi, a protected area with low economic activity

and low tourism development, is the only national park where residents have high expectations

for future tourism development, and therefore have more favorable perceptions towards tourism.

Lower to moderate levels of tourism development appeared beneficial, but as tourism development

increased, perceptions of residents took a downward trend [58]. Long et al. [59] posited that attitudes

toward tourism may become more negative when there are higher levels of tourism, as observed in

Del Este National Park. Certain tourist activities focused in specific locations within the parks should

be highlighted, as they may easily lead to over-exploitation. The situation is worsened by the fact that

the basic infrastructure is deficient, without sewerage or water purification systems. As mentioned

by Dixon et al. [60], environmental pressures depend on factors such as the number of tourists, the

activities they undertake, and the presence or absence of infrastructure, such as wastewater treatment

plants. An increase in tourism in these territories without such services for the inhabitants would

worsen the quality of water even more, and therefore the quality of life of the inhabitants [61].

It is relevant to point out that the main negative impacts perceived by all the participants are

located on the coastal areas (coastal water contamination, waste in beaches, damage or disturbance

to marine fauna and vegetation by contamination and high-speed motorboats, over-exploitation of

fishery resources, etc.), despite being protected areas. As Eastwood et al. [25] assert, in tourism booms

undeveloped and rural coastal areas are often negatively affected by stressors such as discharge of

sewage directly into rivers or coastal waters and accumulation of trash and waste in natural ecosystems.

Some of these problems could be resolved with a well-defined policy of management and preservation

of the land and marine environments [62]. The management of fishery resources and the repopulation of

overexploited areas is therefore particularly important [63], as well as the restoration and rehabilitation

of natural resources in the coastal zones. Therefore, one of the greatest challenges facing coastal

managers is how to integrate tourism development within the ambit of coastal management, and thus

increase the likelihood of long-term sustainability of the coast as a whole [64]. Preventing degradation

of the coastal zone requires control over access (to control demand), effective planning that pays due

attention to the values of ecological services, and rigorous environmental legislation that is properly

enforced [65].

As mentioned before, there were some negative tourism impacts, such as water contamination,

waste in unsuitable areas, and lack of sewage treatment, which were perceived by all participants in the

three national parks. These results are in agreement with previous findings [66–69], which showed the

same community perceptions regarding tourism development in national parks. There were, however,

differences in the perception of other negative impacts between the three parks. This highlights

the importance of understanding the local context in designing management plans and regulations.

In Montecristi National Park, participants were particularly concerned about over-exploitation of

fisheries resources, since much of the local economy is based on fishing. Another negative impact that

also concerned all participants in Montecristi was the disturbance and damage caused to the Antillean

manatee by high-speed motorboats, despite being protected by law. Furthermore, some negative

impacts appear to be linked to tourism intensity, as they have only been perceived in parks with

medium or high tourism development. In Los Haitises National Park (medium tourism development),

the participants perceived the negative impacts produced by trails (soil compaction by trampling and

damage to vegetation), as well as the impact of the unlawful collection of plants and seeds by tourists.

However, these impacts were not perceived in Montecristi, which has less tourist visitors. In Del Este

National Park (high tourism development), most participants perceived the negative impacts produced

by the construction of tourism infrastructure, since there is great tourism infrastructure building up in

the park, something that does not happen in Los Haitises or Montecristi. In addition, Del Este was the
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only park where participants perceived the negative impacts on economic receptors, mainly related to

the replacement of traditional activities (fishing, agriculture, and cattle raising) by tourism services.

Another relevant aspect is that the three national parks are located in areas where poverty is

severe [15]. The existing problems have arisen because the local communities in the parks were not

taken into consideration, nor were economic alternatives proposed for their development when the

parks were established. Local inhabitants are, therefore, attracted more by the prospects of a better

short term economy based on tourism than by the sustainable use and management of the natural

resources, even though this would result in improved conditions in the long term. Nevertheless,

most of the residents of these protected coastal areas still live in poverty, despite the income of tourism,

as highlighted by the participants of Del Este, the national park with more tourist development.

In addition, this income is not being used to improve conditions at the local level, which contributes to

an increase in the impact and degradation of the area. A further aspect to be considered is that tourism

is rapidly increasing in these coastal protected areas, but without any planning or control. Therefore,

it is essential for the government to pass relevant laws for effective infrastructure and construction

control. Specific investments are needed for important environmental infrastructure, such as wastewater

treatment and solid waste management facilities. In this way, some of the main negative impacts

detected by all participants could be solved, such as lack of drinking water, sewage pollution,

and accumulation of waste in unsuitable areas. The tourism of the future could be a cooperative

enterprise in which a consortium of active players (local communities, industry managers, government,

and visitors) share in responsibilities and rewards [70]. In this way, cooperative management must

commit to the sustainable development of tourism resources, so that their operations can lead to

the generation of jobs for local communities and the conservation of natural and cultural resources.

Increased community involvement in management and economic support from government has

provided economic improvement for communities and sustainable use of resources in some protected

areas [56,71–74].

More detailed studies are required on each national park, especially to determine the best ecological

boundaries and to establish a land-use-zoning system. Furthermore, it is necessary to implement the

use of management plans for Del Este, Montecristi, and Los Haitises National Parks. These plans

constitute the basic instruments for correct management of all protected areas and should contain

recommendations, preventive, corrective, and compensatory measures that contribute to minimizing

the impacts of tourism identified in this study. It is necessary that a wide range of fields, such as

environmental and social sciences, coastal zone management, policy analysis, education, legislation

and economics, are considered when managing tourism in protected coastal areas, as well as involving

local communities.

5. Conclusions

The results of this study support the concept of a carrying capacity or threshold for tourism

development [58,59]. Local communities in Montecristi and Los Haitises National Parks, with low and

moderate levels of tourism development, respectively, have favorable perceptions towards tourism.

However, in Del Este National Park, which has increased tourism development, perceptions of the

community have worsened. However, the findings also indicate that local communities perceive

degradation of these coastal protected areas due to impacts caused by tourist infrastructure and tourist

activities, regardless of tourism development. Other issues emerging as a result of these findings are

that these local communities are neither getting involved in the decision-making processes regarding

these coastal protected areas, nor are they receiving favorable economic benefits from tourism. Based on

these results, several strategies can be suggested that may have implications for protected coastal zone

management and tourism development. First, local capacity building needs to be improved through

education and training. These needs include the human and institutional capacity necessary to monitor

and evaluate environmental problems, enforce regulations, and to operate and maintain environmental

infrastructure in the protected areas. Second, development of controlled ecotourism can be diversified
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based on the natural and cultural characteristics of each coastal national park. To avoid concentration

of tourism in one particular area, as currently happens in Saona Island and Bayahibe (Del Este National

Park), there is a need to promote tourism to other locations as well. Third, interaction, communication,

and coordination between decision makers and local communities should be improved. Therefore,

local training on the principles of co-management and local communication campaigns about the

national parks values and regulations should be implemented in collaboration with the national parks

management committees. Fourth, conservation and protection of natural and cultural resources should

improve, as well as the treatment of solid waste and wastewater. Finally, financial support and creation

of jobs for local communities should be established and benefits from tourism should be used for

rational distribution of development and conservation costs of these coastal protected areas.
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