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Please watch this moving video before reading the article below. https://youtu.be/BgFS5f_MUMg 

Survey: two-thirds of Great Barrier Reef tourists want to ‘see it 
before it’s gone’ 

The health of the Great Barrier Reef (GBR) is declining – a fact that has not been lost on the world’s media. 

The issue has made international headlines and attracted comment from public figures such as US President Barack Obama and 
British businessman Richard Branson. 

Some media outlets and tourism operators have sought to downplay the effects, presumably to try to mitigate the impact on 
tourism. The industry provides roughly 65,000 jobs and contributes more than A$5 billion a year to the Australian economy. 

But our research suggests that the ailing health of the GBR has in fact given tourists a new reason to visit, albeit one that doesn’t 
exactly promise a long-term future. 

When we surveyed hundreds of GBR tourists last year, 69% of them said they had opted to visit the reef “before it is gone” – and 
that was before the latest bleaching generated fresh international headlines about its plight. 

‘Last chance’ tourism 

“Last chance tourism” (LCT) is a phenomenon whereby tourists choose to visit a destination that is perceived to be in danger, 
with the express intention of seeing it before it’s gone. 

The media obviously play a large role in this phenomenon – the more threatened the public perceives a destination to be, the 
bigger the market for LCT. 

There’s a vicious cycle at play here: tourists travel to see a destination before it disappears, but in so doing they contribute to its 
demise, either directly through on-site pressures or, in the case of climate-threatened sites such as the GBR, through 
greenhouse gas emissions. These added pressures increase the vulnerability of the destination and in turn push up the demand 
for LCT still further. 

The GBR often features on lists of tourist destinations to see before they disappear, alongside places such as Glacier National 
Park, the Maldives and the Galapagos Islands. 

While the media have proclaimed the reef to be an LCT destination, it has not previously been empirically confirmed that tourists 
are indeed motivated to visit specifically because of its vulnerable status. 

https://theconversation.com/in-pictures-a-close-up-look-at-the-great-barrier-reefs-bleaching-57495
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/30/world/australia/bleaching-coral-death-great-barrier-reef.html?_r=0
https://theconversation.com/obama-protect-barrier-reef-from-climate-change-34278
https://www.virgin.com/richard-branson/practical-plan-protect-great-barrier-reef
http://www.cairnspost.com.au/business/tourism-officials-not-panicking-about-coral-bleaching-on-far-northern-reefs/news-story/8e9b010596329790ccc793ffec5fec12
http://hdl.handle.net/11017/2855
http://hdl.handle.net/11017/2855
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09669582.2016.1213849
https://www.nps.gov/glac/index.htm
https://www.nps.gov/glac/index.htm
https://www.lonelyplanet.com/maldives
https://theconversation.com/au/topics/galapagos-islands
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Surveying reef tourists 

We wanted to find out 
how many of the GBR’s 
holidaymakers “last 
chance” tourists are. To 
that end, we surveyed 
235 tourists visiting three 
major tourism hotspots, 
Port Douglas, Cairns 
and Airlie Beach, to 
identify their leading 
motivations for visiting. 

We gave them a 
suggested list of 15 
reasons, including “to 
see the reef before it is 
gone”; “to rest and 
relax”; “to discover new 
places and things”, and 
others. We then asked 
them to rate the 
importance of each 
reason on a five-point 

scale, from “not at all” to “extremely”. 

We found that 69% of tourists were either “very” or “extremely” motivated to see the reef before it was gone. This reason 
attracted the highest proportion of “extremely” responses (37.9%) of any of the 15 reasons. 

This reason was also ranked the fourth-highest by average score on the five-point scale. The top three motivations by average 
score were: “to discover new places and things”; “to rest and relax; and "to get away from the demands of everyday life”. 

Our results also confirmed that the media have played a large role in shaping tourists' perceptions of the GBR. The internet was 
the most used information source (68.9% of people) and television the third (54.4%), with word of mouth coming in second 
(57%). 

Airlie Beach, a great spot for some last-chance tourism. Damien Dempsey/Wikimedia Commons, CC BY  

Our findings suggest that the GBR’s tribulations could offer a short-term tourism boost, as visitors flock to see this threatened 
natural wonder. But, in the long term, the increased tourism might exacerbate the pressure on this already vulnerable region – 
potentially even hastening the collapse of this ecosystem and the tourism industry that relies on its health. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File%3AAirlie_Beach%2C_Queensland_-_02.jpg
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


 

PSA-043-“see it before its gone”-GBR  

Join us to save coral reefs 

                  Vic Ferguson 

The World Federation for Coral Reef Conservation      281.971.7703       P.O. Box 311117     Houston Texas     77231 

ANY/ALL ARTICLES AND/OR RESEARCH REPRINTED BY WFCRC ARE FOR EDUCATIONAL PURPOSES ONLY AND FOR “FAIR USE” AND ARE FROM A PUBLIC DOMAIN AND IMPLIES “NO COPYRIGHT 
INFRINGEMNT INTENDED”. ANY USE OF THESE MATERIALS AND/OR RESEARH SHOULD BE DONE SO WITOUT LIBILITY TO WFCRC. WFCRC SHALL DEFEND, INDEMNIFY, PROJECT AND HOLD 
HARMLESS GRANTOR, GRANTOR'S HEIRS, SUCCESSORS, ASSIGNS, TRANSFEREES, EMPLOYEES, AGENTS, LESSEES, CONTRACTORS, SUBCONTRACTORS,  AS WELL AS TRUSTEES, 
BENEFICIARIES, RELATIVES, PARTNERS, OFFICERS, DIRECTORS AND RELATED OR AFFILIATE D ENTITIES FROM ANY AND ALL LIENS, CLAIMS, DEMANDS, COSTS (INCLUDING BUT NOT 
LIMITED TO ATTORNEYS' FEES, ACCOUNTANT'S FEES, ENGINEER'S FEES, CONSULTANT'S FEES AND EXPERT'S FEES), EXPENSES, DAMAGES, LOSS ES AND CAUSES OF ACTION FOR 
DAMAGES BECAUSE OF INJURY TO PERSONS (INCLUDING DEATH) AND INJURY OR DAMAGE TO OR LOSS OF ANY PROPERTY OR IMPROVEMENTS ARISING FROM OR CAUSED BY THE 
ACTS, USAGE OR OMISSIONS OF REPRINTED MATERIALS PRINTED HERE IN..  

This paradox is deepened further when we consider that many of the tourists in our survey who said they were visiting the reef to 
“see it before it is gone” nevertheless had low levels of concern about their own impacts on the region. 

Where to from here? 

We undertook our survey in 2015, before this year’s bleaching event, described as the most severe in the GBR’s history. 

This raises another question: is there a threshold beyond which the GBR is seen as “too far gone” to visit? If so, might future 
more frequent or severe bleaching episodes take us past that threshold? 

As the most important source of information for tourists visiting the GBR, the media in particular need to acknowledge their own 
important role in informing the public. Media outlets need to portray the reef’s current status as accurately as possible. The 
media’s power and influence also afford them a great opportunity to help advocate for the GBR’s protection. 

Educating tourists about the threats facing the GBR is an important way forward, particularly as our research identified major 
gaps in tourists' understanding of the specific threats facing the GBR and the impacts of their own behaviour. Many survey 
respondents, for instance, expressed low levels of concern about agricultural runoff, despite this being one of the biggest threats 
facing the GBR. 

Of course, tourism is just one element in a complex web of issues that affect the GBR and needs to be part of a wider 
consideration of the reef’s future. 

The only thing that is certain is that more needs to be done to ensure this critical ecosystem can survive, so that tourists who 
think this is the last chance to see it can hopefully be proved wrong.:  

https://theconversation.com/survey-two-thirds-of-great-barrier-reef-tourists-want-to-see-it-before-its-gone-62103   

 

Liberty Cast 
The World Federation for Coral Reef Conservation 
Intern 
P.O. Box 311117 
Houston, Texas 77231 
liberty.cast@wfcrc.org  
www.wfcrc.org  
281.971.7703 (office) 
+447929334034 (cell) 

The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing”….Edmund Burke 

 

 

https://theconversation.com/au/topics/2016-coral-bleaching-event
https://theconversation.com/great-barrier-reef-bleaching-stats-are-bad-enough-without-media-misreporting-58283
https://theconversation.com/the-8-2-billion-water-bill-to-clean-up-the-barrier-reef-by-2025-and-where-to-start-62685
https://theconversation.com/the-8-2-billion-water-bill-to-clean-up-the-barrier-reef-by-2025-and-where-to-start-62685
https://theconversation.com/survey-two-thirds-of-great-barrier-reef-tourists-want-to-see-it-before-its-gone-62103

