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Jane on Ranger, New Zealand. Photo Ralf Buckley.
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Preface Xvii

Adventure means different things to different people. For the past 5 or 10 years the
term ‘adventure’, and images of adventure activities, have been used worldwide to
advertise holidays, equipment, clothing, lifestyles, property and more.

Adventure may also mean different things to different tourists. What fills one
person with fear fills another with boredom, and vice versa.

Adventure tourism products, however, form a relatively well-defined and rec-
ognizable sector of the tourism industry. Adventure tours are retail-level commercial
tour products which clients purchase specifically to take part in an outdoor activity
which is more exciting than contemplative, and where the outdoor environment is
enjoyed more as a setting for the activity than for its scenery, plants or animals.

These definitions are not clear-cut, and in practice many tour products focus on
nature and/or culture at the same time as adventure. This has been recognized
through terms such as ACE, adventure-culture-ecotourism (Fennell, 1999, 2001) and
NEAT, nature-eco-adventure-tourism (Buckley, 2000).

The adventure component of such tour products is recognizable by the activity
and sometimes also by the location. Diving and snorkelling, whitewater rafting and
kayaking, skiing and snowboarding, hiking and biking, climbing and moun-
taineering, sailing and seakayaking: all of these form the basis for adventure tours.
Visiting polar regions, deserts, jungles or mountaintops, or looking for large,
dangerous or unusual wildlife, also contains a strong element of adventure.

There are tens or hundreds of thousands of individual adventure tourism
products worldwide, and many millions of tourists buying them each year. And
adventure tours are rarely cheap, not least because they commonly require expensive
specialist equipment: from hiking boots to diving regulators, surfboards to yachts and
ice-strengthened expedition vessels.

So adventure tourism is big business. It is a major part of the tourism industry.
It is one of the main reasons people travel. To date, however, it has been little
studied. Tourism researchers have turned their attention quite extensively to people
who: visit friends and relatives; go to meetings and conventions; go to sporting
events, art galleries and even rave parties; lie on the beach in the sun; eat and drink
or visit shopping malls — but not much, apparently, to people who travel specifically
to have fun.

Adventure tourism is not, of course, entirely unstudied. There is quite an
extensive literature on the psychological aspects of various adventure activities, but
these studies are largely from an outdoor education or parks and recreation per-
spective, not from a commercial tourism perspective. There is barely any published
work, apparently, which describes and analyses the structure of adventure tourism
products. This is analogous, for example, to studying the psychology of drivers and
passengers before knowing what a car looks like, let alone how it works.

Ideally a book on adventure tourism would be able to synthesize an extensive
published literature on all aspects of adventure tourism products, before proceeding
to the finer social details of the people who purchase them. But this basic literature
simply does not seem to exist.

This book, therefore, makes a small start to remedy that defect, by providing
analyses of over 100 real, retail-level, individual adventure tour products featuring a
range of activities in various parts of the world. There are tens of thousand of such
products, changing daily. A book such as this can only hope to present a small
sample. It is a start. I shall count the work a success if it gives tourism students some
of the basic data they need to understand adventure tourism products and compare
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them with other types of tourism, and if it provokes other tourism researchers to
expand it to more places, more products and more parameters.

One caveat is in order. This is a book about commercial adventure tourism
products: retail products available for sale to anyone with the requisite skills,
interests and funds. It is not a book about individual adventures, intentional or
otherwise: either the author’s or anyone else’s. There are many such books, and some
of them are classics; but they are not texts on tourism.



Disclaimer

Adventure tour operations change continually, and certainly faster than any one
author can keep checking them. Information in the case studies and elsewhere in this
volume has been compiled from a variety of written and electronic documents, and
personal observations and experiences, which themselves date from different years
or even decades. Where possible, publicly available statistical information has been
updated during 2005 from tour operator websites and similar sources. These sources,
however, may be outdated or inaccurate and no guarantees are expressed or implied
regarding any such data.

Similarly, experiences reported are generally for a single occasion, which may or
may not be representative of the tour product studied, and which may potentially
reflect the personal interests of the author and other contributors as well as the char-
acteristics of the commercial package.

Inclusion of a tour operator, company or product in this volume does not nec-
essarily represent endorsement by the author(s), their employers and professional
institutions, or the publishers. We have endeavoured to present a range of individual
products from a variety of adventure tourism sectors, but this selection necessarily
reflects historical coincidences as well as deliberate choices. Some of the tours
described here, for example, were taken before the author first commenced academic
research in adventure tourism. They are relevant, but not necessarily representative.

This book is intended for researchers, lecturers and students engaged in the
academic analysis of adventure tourism. It is not intended as a tourist guidebook. As
we checked and re-checked information during 2005, we found that relevant
websites often changed several times within months; and different websites
apparently referring to the same tours often contained conflicting information. If,
after reading any of the case studies in this volume, you consider taking that tour
yourself, please obtain up-to-date information directly from the operator.
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Introduction

Aims and Scope

Adventure tourism has grown rapidly in recent years as outdoor recreation has
become increasingly commercialized (Buckley, 2000, 2004a; Travel Industry
Association of America, 2005). To date, however, the actual commercial products
offered by adventure tourism operators do not seem to have been subject to any
coherent and comprehensive review and analysis. This book is a first attempt at such
an approach.

Other sectors of the tourism industry have been analysed extensively. Many
volumes, for example, have been written about conventions and coastal resorts,
events and ecotourism. Many aspects of outdoor recreation have also received
detailed scrutiny, and much of that literature is relevant to the modern adventure
tourism industry.

The ways in which tour operators have packaged outdoor recreation activities as
commercial products, however, do not seem to have experienced equivalent
attention. The defining features of most adventure tourism products include the
geographic setting as well as the adventure activity.

Customer experience also depends on guides and service, so people are also
critical to the commercial success of adventure tourism. The role of adventure guides
has indeed received some attention in the academic literature, as outlined below, and
the experiences and attitudes of participants have been examined quite extensively.
These more psychological components of tour products, however, are largely
beyond the scope of the current contribution.

Defining Adventure Tourism

The distinctions between nature tourism, ecotourism, adventure tourism, adventure
travel, commercial expeditions, outdoor recreation and outdoor education are
blurred (Weaver, 1998; Fennell, 1999; Manning, 1999; Buckley, 2000; Newsome et al.,
2001). Here I shall use the term adventure tourism to mean guided commercial tours
where the principal attraction is an outdoor activity that relies on features of the
natural terrain, generally requires specialized sporting or similar equipment, and is
exciting for the tour clients. This definition does not require that the clients
themselves operate the equipment: they may simply be passengers, whether in a
dogsled, a whitewater raft or a tandem parachute harness.

© CAB International 2006. Adventure Tourism (R. Buckley)
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As with most aspects of tourism, this is an artificial definition in the sense that it
identifies one particular set of human behaviours from a broad multi-dimensional
continuum, with no prior evidence that it corresponds to any empirically identified
clumping within that continuum. Individual people have many different
expectations and experiences from outdoor activities, and excitement is only one of
these. The same tour can mean different things to different people. The distances
people travel and the times they spend in outdoor activities are continuously
variable. Levels of individual skill, self-sufficiency and equipment ownership, as
compared to commercial support, also vary continuously. There is no definitive dis-
tinction between adventure and non-adventure, between commercial tourism and
individual recreation, between remote and local sites, and so on. Such distinctions
may or may not be significant from the various perspectives of, for example, an
economic statistician, an outdoor equipment manufacturer, a tour operator and
equipment rental agency, a protected area management agency, a public liability
insurer or an individual person planning a holiday trip (Buckley, 2004a).

Whilst the boundaries of adventure tourism are not well defined, its core
activities are. An archetypal example, perhaps, would be a multi-day whitewater
rafting tour, where the tour operator provides all the equipment, the clients need no
prior skills and the principal attraction is running rapids rather than riverside
scenery. Climbing, abseiling, seakayaking and whitewater kayaking, skiing and
snowboarding, caving, ballooning, skydiving and parapenting, mountain biking,
diving and snorkelling, surfing and sailboarding, snowmobiling and off-road driving,
heliskiing and many similar activities may also form the basis for adventure tourism.

Difficult Distinctions
Travel threshold

There are three commonly drawn distinctions that are particularly difficult to apply
in the case of adventure tourism. The first is that for the purposes of economic
statistics, a leisure activity only qualifies as tourism if it includes an overnight stay
and/or travel away from the participant’s place of residence. In Australia, the
minimum threshold travel distance is set at 40 km, but this does not necessarily
apply worldwide. Many commercial adventure activities are single-day tours. Most
of their clients, however, are holidaymakers who are already far from home and so
qualify as tourists. In addition, many single-day adventure tours travel more than 40
km from the pick-up point in the nearest gateway town to the location of the day’s
activity itself. Hence it is reasonable to consider these one-day activities as tours,
which is indeed how they are marketed.

Recreation and tourism

The second difficult distinction is between adventure tourism, where a client pays a
tour operator to provide an adventure experience, and adventure recreation, where
individual participants carry out the same activity on their own. From a legal per-
spective, e.g. in regard to liability insurance or access and operating permits for a
particular site, this distinction is clear and very significant.

As noted earlier, however, in terms of practical logistics there is considerable
overlap. Private recreational groups, particularly non-profit groups such as schools,
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may be much larger than small commercial tours. A commercial tour may provide
all the equipment and specialized clothing that participants need, so they can show
up in street clothes with no prior skills. At the other extreme, the tour company may
provide only a guide, with participants expected to arrive with all their own
equipment and the skills to use it. So-called tagalong 4WD tours operate this way,
for example, and so also do some hiking tours and mountaineering expeditions.

The distinction between a group of skilled and well-equipped people led by a
paid guide, by a volunteer guide whose expenses are paid, by one of their own
number who is particularly experienced, or by a process of consensus, is a rather fine
one. And to complicate matters even further, a private group with a private leader
may contract an outfitter to provide equipment, guides and catering for a private
trip. Again, the distinction between a private group that charters a tour company to
guide and outfit them, and a similar group that makes a group booking on a
scheduled but otherwise identical tour, is also a fine one, especially where the tour
operator is the same in each case, and their tours are irregular and depart only if a
large enough group signs up by a specified pre-departure date. A dive tour company
that runs a large high-speed wave-piercing catamaran to the Great Barrier Reef every
day is a very different operation from one that takes a single small group of highly
experienced divers under the ice in the Arctic or Antarctic.

Fixed and mobile activities

A third significant distinction is between fixed-site and mobile activities. Again, the
dividing line is not clear. A ski resort, for example, has a fixed site, whereas a
backcountry ski tour is mobile. But heliskiing, for example, is a mobile activity with
a fixed base. Similarly, a dive boat on the Great Barrier Reef is mobile, but it relies on
a fixed wharf or marina to load passengers and supplies, and some boats journey
routinely to elaborate pontoon facilities moored permanently on the outer reef. Some
surf tours operate entirely from live-aboard boats; others operate from lodges or
resorts near particular surf breaks.

Skiing and snowboarding are certainly excitement-based outdoor leisure
activities that require specialist skills and equipment and rely on features of the
natural terrain: i.e. an adventure activity. Tourist expenditure at ski resorts makes up
a large component of Mallett’s (1998) estimate of the economic scale of adventure
tourism in North America, and the figure increases enormously if associated real
estate development is also included (Johnson et al., 2003). Corresponding attractions
for resort-residential development in subtropical areas, however, such as marinas
and golf courses (Warnken and Buckley, 1997), would not be considered as
adventure tourism, even if some of the boats based at the marinas do operate
adventure tours.

Social Contexts and Changes

As societies in developed Western nations become increasingly urbanized, greater
numbers of people have lifestyles that lack any outdoor component except during
leisure activities. Many of these people are relatively well-off but have little leisure
time: they are cash-rich, time-poor. They see wilderness environments and wildlife
through television programmes and travel magazines, perhaps without appreciating
just how much time, equipment and expertise is required to make a wildlife doc-
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umentary film. They also see athletes engaging in a variety of outdoor sports and
recreational activities, perhaps without appreciating that these are a select and
sponsored few who have made a career in the outdoor sport concerned.

These factors have created a cohort of people who have the desire, money and
basic fitness for outdoor recreation in remote areas, but not necessarily the time,
skills, equipment or experience. In addition, there are people who have prior
experience and skills, but do not have the time to organize their own expeditions, no
longer have their full former strength and skills, or simply prefer to pay for support
services rather than organizing their own trips. It is these groups that provide the
increasing market for commercial adventure tourism.

In the past, people interested in outdoor recreation would commonly buy their
own equipment and learn relevant skills gradually, either from friends or through
clubs. Both for social and financial reasons, therefore, this led them to focus on one
particular activity. As equipment has become more sophisticated and expensive, the
option of renting it as part of a commercial adventure tour product has become more
attractive financially. If people no longer need to buy their own equipment, however,
and if they can rely on guides for trip planning, leadership, safety and basic skills
training, then they no longer need to focus on a single outdoor recreation activity.

It therefore appears that outdoor recreation is now treated much more as a pur-
chasable short-time holiday experience than as a gradually acquired lifetime skill
with its own set of social rewards and responsibilities (Johnson and Edwards, 1994;
Buckley, 1998, 2000, 2004a; Kane and Zink, 2004).

Although commercial adventure recreation has absorbed a proportion of the
outdoor recreation market, individual outdoor recreation has continued to grow at
the same time. For most such activities, individual adventure recreation is probably
still many times larger than commercial adventure tourism, though there do not yet
seem to be any published quantitative analyses either of the number of people
involved, or patterns of expenditure. Of course, the same individual may take part
in the same activity sometimes as an individual, sometimes as part of a private group
and sometimes as part of a commercial tour.

Equipment, Clothing and Entertainment

Over the past few years, quite strong and mutually reinforcing business links have
arisen between adventure tour operators, equipment and clothing manufacturers,
and the entertainment industry (Buckley, 2003b). These business ties are essentially
mediated by fashion rather than any fundamental logistic links, so in the longer term
they may well prove ephemeral. Currently, however, they are strong enough to have
quite significant financial implications for the adventure tourism sector.

The way it works is similar for many different activities, but can be illustrated
well by the surfing subsector (Buckley, 2003b). There are similar patterns for other
types of adventure tourism. Snowboarding, for example, is used to sell winter street
clothing. Rock climbing provides adventure images used to advertise a wide range
of lifestyle consumer goods, from mobile phones to chewing tobacco. Manufacturers
of expensive recreational equipment, especially motorized equipment such as
snowmobiles, personal watercraft (jetskis), off-road and all-terrain vehicles (ATVs),
and sport utility vehicles rely heavily on adventure imagery to maintain sales.

Historically, the hunting and fishing industries have also promoted their own
clothing styles, and these are still used as status symbols amongst particular social
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groups. Hunting, for example, enjoys particular status amongst well-off Germans,
and fly-fishing amongst residents of the UK or the western USA. These styles,
however, have not penetrated mass urban streetwear markets to the same degree as
modern adventure-style clothing. Fashionable clothing based on riding gear may
also have enjoyed prominence in upper-class European societies at one time, and the
Australian Drizabone® coat, now used as a city raincoat, was developed for
mountain horsemen. Again, however, these did not become general streetwear. The
closest historical analogue to the modern link between streetwear and outdoor sport
clothing is, perhaps, the highly successful use of sports athletes such as professional
basketballers to market specialized sports shoes as mainstream urban streetwear.
This, however, lacks the commercial adventure tourism component that applies for
surfing and snowboarding, for example (Buckley, 2003b).

Overlaps with Other Subsectors

The commercial adventure tourism sector has grown rapidly but recently, and has
received rather little academic attention to date. There is a long history of literature,
from researchers and practitioners alike, in related areas such as outdoor recreation,
outdoor education, leisure studies and protected area visitor management. There are
a number of cross-links from these fields of study into the tourism literature.
Individual recreational visitors to national parks, for example, make significant con-
tributions to regional economies through their use of off-park tourist accom-
modation and services. Similarly, the psychological experiences of participants in
outdoor education and recreation programmes may be very similar to those in
commercial adventure tours.

The development, marketing, management, economics and general business
practices in the commercial adventure tourism sector itself, however, have received
very little attention in comparison to similar aspects of other tourism sectors. This
lack of attention is all the more remarkable since the adventure tourism sector seems
to be significantly larger and more widespread than specialist sectors such as
ecotourism (Weaver, 2001; Buckley, 2003a), farm tourism (Ollenburg, 2006) or even
volunteer tourism (Wearing, 2001).

The relation between adventure travel and ecotourism, in particular, has been taken
into account by organizations such as the Adventure Travel Trade Association (2005),
which for many years has run an annual World Congress on Adventure Travel and
Ecotourism. Organizations focusing on ecotourism, however, such as The International
Ecotourism Society (2005), have focused more on links with mainstream urban, rural
and nature tourism through environmental management and education practices than
on the links with outdoor and adventure tourism through product packaging.

Information on Adventure Tours

There is one previous text specifically on adventure tourism (Swarbrooke et al.,
2003), but it focuses more on the psychological experiences of young backpackers
than on the commercial adventure tourism sector more broadly. There is also one
text nominally on sport and adventure tourism (Hudson, 2002), but which in fact
focuses heavily on fixed-site sports. A new book due out contemporaneously with
the current volume (Easson, 2006) examines adventure and extreme sports, but only
from a philosophical and psychological perspective.
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There are a number of journal articles addressing issues such as participant
expectations and experiences, risks and injuries, but relatively few that describe
what products are available worldwide and how they work. Of course, individual
adventure tour companies describe their products in their own brochures and
websites, but such marketing materials cannot necessarily be relied upon as an
accurate description for academic analysis of actual practices. The same applies to
descriptions of adventure destinations and tour operators in specialist recreational
magazines for individual outdoor recreation sectors.

For the individual tourist searching for information on adventure tourism
products, there are currently several different options, depending on specialization,
prior skill and price range. The first option, generally common amongst time-rich,
cash-poor tourists, is to visit a well-known adventure tourism destination such as
Queenstown in New Zealand, Cairns in Australia or Victoria Falls in Zimbabwe, and
then select one or more adventure activities from those on offer at that destination.
This is a common practice, for example, in the backpacker market and applies par-
ticularly for short-duration, low-skill products such as half-day whitewater rafting
trips, tandem skydiving or hang gliding, softboard surfing or introductory diving.
Many travel agents sell package tours to such destinations that include one or more
short-duration adventure activities. For less heavily visited destinations, guides such
as the Lonely Planet® series provide information on activities as well as accom-
modation, often including contact details for individual commercial operators.

At a more specialist level and commonly a higher price range, there are
commercial tour operators that retail a range of adventure tourism products. These
are generally marketed through brochures, presentations and websites in the same
way as specialist natural history tour products. Indeed, some firms offer both nature
and adventure tourism products in the same brochures. Some of these companies
focus on a single country or a single activity, whereas others include several
activities and operate worldwide. Commonly, such operators also advertise in
specialist recreational magazines for the activity concerned, such as surfing, diving,
kayaking or skiing. That is, these products are aimed more at clients with strong
interests and skills in one particular activity than at those who simply want a dose
of excitement as part of a holiday package. Tour companies that advertise routinely
in such specialist magazines are also likely to seek editorial coverage, e.g. by
sponsoring places for travel writers or other journalists.

Base and Apex of the Adventure Sector

The bread-and-butter business base of the adventure sector is in so-called soft
adventure, where unskilled clients show up in street clothes and a tour operator
provides transport, equipment, specialized clothing, skilled guides and sufficient on-
the-spot training for participants to enjoy a safe and usually short set of thrills
(Buckley, 2004a). The broad-scale trend in adventure tourism is thus towards
reducing risk, remoteness and skill requirements so as to broaden market demand.

At the same time that one end of the adventure tourism sector is expanding its
appeal to mainstream mass tourism, however, the other end is expanding into
smaller volume, higher cost products that require higher prior skills and involve
greater individual risk for clients, and operate in more remote and inhospitable
areas. If you have the necessary skills as well as money, commercial adventure tour
operators can now take you climbing on 8000 m peaks, kayaking Himalayan rivers
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in flood, diving under Antarctic ice, parachuting on to the North Pole or skiing
across Greenland. Experiences such as these, which were at the frontiers of human
endeavour only a few decades ago, now form a recognizable subsector of the tourism
industry. This might be abbreviated as SCARRA, Skilled Commercial Adventure
Recreation in Remote Areas (Buckley, 2004a) and represents the apex of the
commercial adventure tourism industry.

Note that even the most remote and risky adventure tour products are still over-
shadowed by adventure recreation exploits and one-off expeditions. The apex of
commercial adventure tourism is not the apex of adventure (Fig. 1.1).

Adventure tourism seems to be at the edge of the tourism industry structurally
as well as geographically (Buckley, 2004a). In particular, some commercial adventure
activities and destinations have evolved quite rapidly from extreme to soft
adventure, whereas others have not. This depends on the balance between the
driving pressures of market demand and the resistance of costs and technologies.
Worldwide, social and technological changes make it easier and cheaper to visit
remote parts of the globe, and reduce at least some of the risks.

Such expansion, of course, is not necessarily to the advantage of the individual
tourism businesses that pioneered the particular products concerned. It moves them
from a niche market where they have a strong competitive advantage or even a
monopoly, to a larger and broader market where there may be a substantial com-
petition on price. This price competition may exert downward pressures on safety,
guiding skills, equipment quality, etc. At the same time, shifting towards a larger but
softer adventure tourism market is likely to require changes in accommodation and
transport logistics, so as to support more people in greater comfort. Typically, this
needs considerably greater capital investment, which may take it beyond the
financial reach of pioneer operators.

Skill, Risk, Reward, Remoteness

The critical factors differentiating the low-volume apex from the high-volume base
of the adventure tourism sector are skill and remoteness. The requirement for prior
skills in the relevant activity distinguishes specialist adventure tours from the
broader nature, eco and adventure tourism (NEAT) sector, where tour operators
strive to make their products accessible to unskilled clients so as to maximize their
potential market size. The remoteness factor distinguishes such tours from skilled
outdoor adventure recreation in more developed areas, such as heavily used rock
climbing and scuba diving sites, or so-called park-and-play whitewater kayaking
rivers.

Associated with the skill requirements and remoteness is an increased level of
risk. This, however, is a consequence rather than a defining factor, and tour
operators take steps to minimize risks, to maintain their future reputation as well as
to minimize immediate liability. For skilled clients, adventure tours to remote areas
offer rewards that they cannot obtain at their own local recreational areas, but with
greater convenience and efficiency and lower risk than organizing a private
recreational trip. Risk is reduced through the tour operator’s local knowledge, guide
skills, logistic support and, commonly, arrangements for emergency medical
assistance and/or evacuation if needed.

As commercial tourism, small-scale skilled adventure tours to remote areas can
be distinguished from private adventure recreation, competitive adventure sports,
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etc., but the distinction can be rather fine. As noted earlier, for example, if a private
group uses a local commercial outfitter to provide equipment for a particular trip,
but provides its own leader, this would be considered as private recreation. If the
same group uses the same outfitter to make the same trip, but with a leader provided
by the outfitter, it would be considered as commercial tourism.

Evolution of Skilled Adventure Tours in Remote Areas

Historically, travel in the most remote areas and difficult terrain has nearly always
been pioneered by scientific or sponsored expeditions, with commercial tourism
lagging far behind. It is only recently that the opportunity to make a first ascent or
descent, a first traverse or crossing, or to be the first to carry out a particular
recreational activity at a new site, has been marketed as a component of commercial
tours. Organizations such as the Explorers Club (2005) in the USA and the World
Expeditionary Association (WEXAS, 2005) in the UK, focus on private rather than
commercial expeditions. It is only in the last decade or so that organizations such as
the Adventure Travel Trade Association (2005) have begun to cater equally for
adventure tour operators as well as individuals. Even now, in areas of the world
with local populations, transport and accommodation, tourism is commonly
pioneered by individual travellers, with commercial tours establishing much later
once the destination is well known (Fig. 1.1).

The way in which adventure tourism has developed thus differs between
regions. Broadly, four categories of remoteness can be distinguished:

® Rural areas and parks in developed countries, typically within a few days from a
roadhead and within range of rescue services; human habitation may be restricted
by land tenure or economic factors but not by terrain or climate.

® Inhabited areas in developing nations, with purchasable access to local transport,
shelter and food supplies.

® Sparsely inhabited areas with no regular mechanized access or local transport, no
communications infrastructure and traditional subsistence lifestyles only.

® Areas that are uninhabited because of extreme environments: oceans, poles, some
deserts, highest mountain peaks.

In developed nations, new high-skilled adventure tour products typically focus
on more and more challenging recreational activities, such as: whitewater kayaking
down previously unrun rivers; skiing or snowboarding down previously unrun
slopes; ascents of previously unclimbed routes on cliffs and mountains; explorations
of previously unvisited caves; or traverses of previously uncrossed terrain. The risk
level may be high or extreme, but rescue services are at least potentially available.

Activities such as these are nearly always attempted first by private individuals,
sometimes sponsored either for a one-off attempt or as part of professional teams.
These are followed typically by other private groups, often from recreational clubs
and associations. Once the volume of visitors provides a sufficient market, local
outfitters may establish to provide on-site equipment rental and/or guiding services.
Adventure tour operations can then use these outfitters, or their own gear and
guides, to offer commercial trips. Commonly these are sporadic at first, with
departure dates customized to individual groups of clients, and trips running only if
fully pre-booked. At this stage, prices typically remain somewhat negotiable,
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Fig. 1.1. The adventure activity pyramid: volume cf. difficulty.

calculated trip-by-trip depending on numbers. Only once such charters are well-
established will operators begin to schedule routine departures with fixed per-client
prices.

Inhabited areas in developing nations are visited routinely by local merchants
and other domestic travellers, and their first international tourists are often
backpackers relying entirely on local facilities: what might be described as the Lonely
Planet® market. These, however, are — almost by definition — not engaged in high-risk
high-skill recreational activities, first because such activities need logistic support,
and secondly because they often need access to locally little-used areas, just as in
developed nations. As in the latter, therefore, high-skill adventure activities are most
often pioneered by private recreational groups, with or without sponsorship.

The first commercial adventure tours in these areas usually are self-supported
expeditions, bringing all their own equipment. If these are successful, they may lead
to the establishment of local operational bases and hiring of local guides, who then
pioneer additional new trips. Sometimes, areas with an established industry in one
adventure tourism sector may simply expand to add new activities from existing
bases. Trekking and mountaineering outfitters and tour operators in Nepal, for
example, branched into whitewater rafting once early descents showed that this
activity was both feasible and commercially viable.

In areas occupied by indigenous societies with little link to the rest of the world,
almost any travel has a significant adventure element. Worldwide, there are few
such societies remaining. There are, however, all possible gradations between
complete tribalism and complete urbanization, and there are still many societies
where adventure recreation and its associated high-tech equipment are completely
unfamiliar. The development of an adventure tourism industry in such areas may be
inseparable from other aspects of so-called Westernization.

Most remote in perception and practical effect, if not in geographic distance, are
the extreme environments where human life cannot be sustained for long without
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technological means to supply oxygen, warmth or water. These include the so-called
forbidden landscapes of the Arctic and Antarctic (Splettstoesser et al., 2004) and high
montane environments above 6000 m, including the so-called dead zone. They also
include sections of the world’s hyper-arid deserts such as the Rub’al Khali or the
Taklamakan, away from oases that form traditional camel-crossing routes. Any
human venture into such areas is as a self-supported expedition, and any permanent
human base is completely dependent upon continuing resupplies from outside the
region. Independent travel is generally not possible since all visitors need expedition
support, whether through an official, scientific, sponsored, private or commercial
expedition.

Within these areas, the degree of skill and risk depend on the activity involved.
To visit the Arctic or Antarctic as a passenger on a cruise liner requires neither skill
nor fitness (Splettstoesser et al., 2004). To take part in a so-called expedition cruise,
with frequent landings by inflatable boats, requires only basic balance and mobility.
Multi-day seakayaking tours along the shores of Baffin or Ellesmere Island in the
Canadian Arctic are available to any reasonably fit person with some experience in
backcountry camping, though prior cold-weather seakayaking experience would
certainly be an advantage.

Diving at the edge of polar ice, climbing 8000 m peaks, cross-country skiing in
Greenland or the Arctic icecap (North Pole Expeditions, 2005a) or skydiving on to
the North Pole (North Pole Expeditions, 2005b) require considerable prior skill and
experience so as not to endanger either oneself or other members of the group.
Beyond this, trips such as unsupported seakayak journeys in the Antarctic, or ski-
mountaineering traverses of the sub-Antarctic South Georgia Island, are too difficult
even for experienced commercial clients, and have been achieved only by highly
skilled and experienced private groups.

Structure of Adventure Subsectors

Commercial tour products for different adventure activities feature different levels
of risks, remoteness and prior skill requirements. For each activity, there are some
products aimed at beginners, others at experts. Some adventure activities lend
themselves to the design of tour products where clients are essentially passengers,
whereas others require active participation. For activities that require active par-
ticipation, such as kayaking, diving, surfing, ice climbing, horse riding or mountain
biking, there are commercial tour products that offer training at basic or advanced
level, and there are commercial tour products that take skilled participants to remote
areas or icon sites and guide them once they get there.

There are other activities where prior skill is essential, such as heliskiing or
boarding, or mountaineering expeditions. Skills must be learned elsewhere before
joining a commercial tour. For expedition cruises, tandem parachuting, and many
rafting and wildlife watching tours, in contrast, the clients would have no
opportunity to exercise any relevant skills in any event, and take part purely as
passengers.

For most of the adventure activities covered in this volume, a range of tour
products are presented, with a corresponding range of prior skill requirements, risk
and remoteness.
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Adventure in Tourism and Recreation Texts

Adventure tourism has received relatively little attention in the academic literature,
and most of the focus has been on accidents or injuries. Adventure tourism is
mentioned in some texts on ecotourism, outdoor recreation and park management,
but not explored in much detail. Page and Dowling (2002, pp. 75-77) summarize
various definitions and subdivisions, citing Christiansen (1990), Fennell and Eagles
(1990), Dyers (1997), Beeh (1999), Fennell (1999), Bentley and Page (2001), Bentley et
al. (2001a, b, c), and the Canadian Tourism Commission (1995). They also include
typologies (pp. 13-14) of adventure tourism activities, drawn from Bentley and Page
(2001), and operators drawn from Bentley et al. (2000, 2001a, b, ¢). In addition, many
of the activities they list as ecotourism (Page and Dowling, 2002, pp. 99-102) might
equally be considered as adventure tourism.

Other texts on ecotourism such as Fennell (1999), Weaver (2001), Fennell and
Dowling (2003), Garrod and Wilson (2004) and Diamantis (2004) say little or nothing
about adventure tourism, and the same applies for texts on recreational tourism such
as Ryan (2003). The now classic text by Hammitt and Cole (1998) on wildland
recreation includes past surveys and future projections of the use of US Forest
Service lands for activities such as off-road driving, rock climbing, horse riding,
boating and diving (pp. 131-137), but with no distinction between private recreation
and commercial outfitters. The more recent text by Eagles and McCool (2002) on
tourism in protected areas does mention kayaking and diving briefly (pp. 218, 228),
but the index does not list climbing, rafting or horse riding.

Another recent North American text, the voluminous compendium by Hendee
and Dawson (2002) on wilderness management, makes rather brief mention of
commercial outfitting, guiding and stock and equipment rental (pp. 375-376). It
notes, for example, that there were 57 licensed outfitters in the Bob Marshall
Wilderness in 1986 and 78 in the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness (p. 376), and that up
to 50% of visitors in some areas are on horseback (p. 376). This is important for
wilderness management for several reasons. Most complaints to land managers are
about horses and packstock (p. 454); horse riders pay much less attention to minimal-
impact messages than other users do (p. 451); and horses generate substantial
ecological impacts (pp. 423-453).

There seem to be only two texts to date whose titles refer specifically to
adventure tourism: Hudson (2002) and Swarbrooke et al. (2003). The former,
however, is principally on sports tourism rather than on adventure. The latter
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focuses far more on human psychology than on tourism products, with material
covering characteristics of casino gamblers, urban adventure playgrounds, UK
clubbers and party tours, and postcards to home, for example. There is one further
forthcoming text (Easson, 2006) focusing on philosophy and psychology of extreme
sports.

Some of the most detailed and relevant information available to date is in an
edited volume by Wilks and Page (2003) on tourist health and safety, notably a
chapter by Page et al. (2003a) on adventure tourism. In addition, the chapter by Page
et al. (2003b) summarizes New Zealand accident statistics in whitewater rafting,
canoeing, caving and diving. Ewert and Jamieson (2003) examine characteristics of
adventure tours and tourists, covering issues such as skills at specific outdoor
activities, risk management and safety, remote areas and self-reliance, weather and
seasonality, cost and preparation and the critical role of skilled guides. They
reviewed participation rates in adventure tourism activities such as hiking, biking,
climbing, rafting and diving as recorded by surveys in 1993, 1995 and 1997; they also
note, for example, that of the 1114 people who had summited Mt Everest up to and
including 2001, 183 of these (16.5%) made the ascent in 2001.

In the same volume Bentley et al. (2003) indicate that 11% of visitors to New
Zealand in 1999 took part in an adventure tourism activity, with a total of 400
operators providing such products. They also tabulate injuries per million par-
ticipant hours (p. 94) for different activities. The highest rate is 7401 for cycle tours,
followed by 6636 for caving, 3164 for fishing and 3096 for riding quad bikes or ATVs.
Adventure activities more commonly thought of as risky, in contrast, actually had
far lower rates of injury per million participant hours: 718 for horse riding, 537 for
whitewater rafting, 483 for blackwater (cave) rafting, 125 for diving and only 14 for
kayaking.

Products

A few authors, certainly, have indeed described individual adventure tourism
products as a core component of their analyses. The now classic contribution by
Ewert (1989) reviewed ‘outdoor adventure pursuits’. Tabata (1992) described the
structure of diving tours. Shackley (1996a, b, 1998) described wildlife tours, camel
tours and stingray snorkelling tours, respectively. Johnson and Edwards (1994)
referred to the ‘commodification” of mountaineering, and Livet (1997) gave a similar
analysis for diving. Analyses of whaleshark tours by Davis et al. (1997), or crocodile
tours by Ryan (1998) and Ryan and Harvey (2000) describe the structure of the tours
as well as tourist behaviour, demographics or expenditure. Wilson and Tisdell (2001)
report on product aspects such as access, seasonality and price in their analyses of
sea turtle tourism. Scott and Laws (2004) examine Australian whalewatching tours
from a small-business perspective. More broadly, Cater and Cater (2000), and later
Jennings (2003), reviewed the marine tourism sector; Beedie and Hudson (2003)
described the emergence of adventure tourism in mountaineering; Sung et al. (2000)
classified American adventure tourists into six subgroups; and Cloutier (2003)
summarized the business aspects of adventure tourism more generally.

Even these authors, however, have rarely focused on the structure and com-
position of adventure tours as saleable products. As noted by More and Averill
(2003) in a somewhat broader context: ‘The most neglected part of recreation
research may be the actual composition of an activity’.
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Somewhat more attention has, in fact, been paid to the structure of outdoor
recreation activities at particular sites and places. This is a broader perspective than
individual products, and includes individual private recreation as well as
commercial tours, but it provides a useful context none the less.

Descriptions of mountain tourism are available for France (Giard, 1997;
Bourdeau et al., 2002); Switzerland (Wyder, 1987); India (Bisht, 1994; Kayastha, 1997);
Nepal (Zurick, 1992); Japan (Suzuki and Kawamura, 1994); New Zealand (Booth and
Cullen, 2001; Davidson, 2002); and sub-Antarctic islands (Hall, 1993). Skiing in
Sweden is described by Fredman and Heberlein (2003). Diving and dive sites have
been described in Hawaii (Tabata, 1989); the Caribbean (Hawkins and Roberts, 1992,
1993, 1994; Hawkins et al., 1999; Williams and Polunin, 2000); in Egypt (Prior et al.,
1995); in Spain (Mundet and Ribera, 2001); in Australia (Davis and Tisdell, 1995,
1996, 1998; Davis et al., 1997) and elsewhere.

Whalewatching has been examined in western Canada (Duffus and Dearden,
1993; Duffus, 1996); in the St Lawrence River in eastern Canada (Blane and Jaakson,
1994); in New Zealand (Constantine, 1999; Curtin, 2003); in Ireland (Berrow, 2003);
and in Scotland (MacLellan, 1999; Parsons et al., 2003; Woods-Ballard et al., 2003).
Descriptions of wildlife tourism include, for example, Sournia (1996) in West and
Central Africa; Sekhar (2003) for tigers in India; and a very thorough analysis by
Lamprey and Reid (2004) for the Maasai Mara region in East Africa. Geographically
oriented descriptions also include Goeft and Alder (2000) for mountain biking in
south-western Western Australia, and Berno et al. (1996) for a range of adventure
tourism activities in Queenstown, New Zealand.

The overall size, scale and trends in adventure tourism have attracted attention
both for economic reasons and for land management. Hof and Kaiser (1983), Cordell
and Bergstrom (1991), Watson et al. (1995) and Cole (1996), for example, were all
interested in analysing and/or forecasting trends in outdoor recreation with
particular reference to public lands in the USA. Chavez (1996a, b) and Schuett (1997)
focused specifically on mountain biking, and Bowker (2001) on off-road driving,
again in the USA. More recently, Cape (2003) examined the global market for
recreational diving, and Chen et al. (2003) reviewed forecasting methods with
specific reference to seasonality. There are many more publications that also quote
the broad scale of different activities in different regions, either in demographic or
economic terms, but principally as a precursor or context to other types of analysis.
These are reviewed later in this chapter.

Impacts
Ecological impacts

The impacts of adventure tourism on the natural and human environment have been
analysed much more extensively for some areas and activities than for others. There
are recent reviews of environmental impacts caused by hiking and backcountry
camping (Cole, 2004; Marion and Leung, 2004), by horse riding (Newsome et al.,
2004a), by off-road driving (Buckley, 2004d) and by recreational boating (Mosisch and
Arthington, 2004; Warnken and Byrnes, 2004). Likewise, there are reviews of impacts
on vegetation and soils (Cole, 2004), on birds (Buckley, 2004b) and on other wildlife
(Beale and Monaghan, 2004; Buckley, 2004c). As one example, the impacts of tourists
on various species of penguin have been examined by Giese (1996) and Fowler (1999).
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The impacts of skiing, particularly alpine skiing and ski resorts, have also been
examined in some detail. General reviews are provided by Buckley et al. (2000) and
Hadley and Wilson (2004). In particular, the impacts of ski resorts have been
examined for soil fauna and Orthoptera (the grasshopper family) in Austria (Meyer,
1993; Illich and Haslett, 1994); for ptarmigan in Scotland (Watson and Moss, 2004);
for mountain pygmy possums in Australia (Mansergh and Scotts, 1989; Broome,
2001); and for various environmental impacts in New Zealand (Fahey et al., 1999).
Snowmobile impacts have been considered by Neumann and Merriam (1972), Pesant
(1987) and Vail and Heldt (2004). The impacts of mountain biking have been
examined by Weaver and Dale (1978), Goeft and Alder (2000), Symmonds et al.
(2000), Thurston and Reader (2001) and Cessford (2002); those of horse riding by
Weaver and Dale (1978), Summer (1980, 1986), Whinam et al. (1994), Newsome et al.
(2002, 2004a); and those of rock climbing by Camp and Knight (1998) and Farris
(1998).

Impacts of diving, snorkelling, and watching whales and other marine ver-
tebrates have been examined in some detail: indeed, a complete review is beyond the
scope of this contribution. Impacts of diving on coral reefs in Florida and the
Caribbean have been described by Hawkins and Roberts (1992, 1993, 1999), Dixon et
al. (1993), Talge (1993), Marion and Rogers (1994), Hawkins et al. (1999), Williams and
Polunin (2000), Tratalos and Austin (2001) and Townsend (2003). In Europe, Petreas
(2003) reported the environmental impacts of diving in Greece. In the Red Sea there
are reports from Riegl and Velimirov (1991), Hawkins and Roberts (1994), Jameson et
al. (1999) and Zakai and Chadwick-Furman (2002). Further south, Schleyer and
Tomalin (2000) and Walters and Samways (2001) have studied the impacts of diving
in South Africa. Salm (1986) reviewed impacts in the Indian Ocean, and Allison (1996)
in the Maldives. Examples from Australia include Davis and Tisdell (1995), Harriott
et al. (1997), Rouphael and Inglis (2001) and Newsome et al. (2004b). Musa (2003)
studied impacts at Sipadan in Indonesia, and Howard (1999) in Vanuatu.

Most of these authors report breakage of branching corals, principally by inex-
perienced divers. Contacts with coral are also commonly made by skilled pho-
tographers steadying themselves for close-up shots. Fewer contacts are made by
experienced divers, and also by divers who have received briefing on minimal-
impact behaviours (Medio et al., 1997). Impacts can also occur from divers
resuspending sediment (Rogers, 1983, 1990; Neil, 1990), or by direct trampling on
reef flats (Liddle and Kay, 1987; Kay and Liddle, 1989; Hawkins and Roberts, 1992,
1993; Woodland and Hooper, 1977). By far the majority of diving impact studies are
in warm-water coral reef ecosystems, but Garrabou (1998) also studied impacts on
bryozoans, and Schaeffer et al. (1999) on kelp forest.

Impacts of tourism on marine mammals have also been studied quite extensively
(Higham and Lusseau, 2004). Species studied include: harp seals in Canada (Kovacs
and Innes, 1990); manatees in Florida (Nowacek et al., 2004); bottlenose dolphins
(Janik and Thompson, 1996; Constantine, 2000; Scarpaci et al., 2000; Nowacek et al.,
2001); Hector’s dolphins (Bejder et al., 1999; Nichols et al., 2001); beluga (Blane and
Jaakson, 1994); grey whales at Cape Cod (Watkins, 1986); humpback whales in
Hervey Bay, Australia (Corkeron, 1995); and sperm whales in New Zealand (Gordon
et al., 1992). Behavioural changes include: avoiding swimmers and/or boats; changes
to surfacing patterns; and different vocalization patterns. Impacts on other marine
vertebrates such as whalesharks, rays and turtles have also been examined, though
less extensively.
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Social impacts and conflicts

The human impacts of adventure tourism can usefully be considered in three
categories: impacts on non-tourist residents and communities; impacts on other
tourists, commonly phrased as conflicts of various types; and impacts on the tour
participants themselves, and their guides. Impacts on resident host communities are
usefully divided into social and economic categories.

There are a number of reported instances where tourism was expected to
contribute to local residents, especially in developing nations, but has either failed to
do so or has done so inequitably. Examples include wildlife tourism in the Maasai
Mara (Thompson and Homewood, 2002); Zambia (Mvula, 2001); Uganda (Archabald
and Naughton-Treves, 2001; Adams and Infield, 2003); and India (Sekhar, 2003).
There are also examples where tourism has successfully contributed to local com-
munities (Buckley, 2003a).

Conflicts associated with adventure tourism have been the subject of quite
detailed study in some instances. Some general reviews and introductions include:
Jacob and Schreyer (1980), Devall and Harry (1981), Gramann and Burdge (1981),
Ruddell and Gramann (1994), Gibbons and Ruddell (1995), Hendricks (1995),
Watson (1995), Mace et al. (1999), Schneider (2000) and Vaske et al. (2004).

Conflicts have also been examined between devotees of different types of
adventure tourism recreation. Many of these are between motorized and non-
motorized users in the same area, or between those with and without livestock.
There are also finer-scale conflicts associated with fashion, age, gender and
experience, for example between skiers and snowboarders, or different styles of
climbing. In some cases, especially where sites are crowded, there is antagonism
between those present for private recreation, and those there for commercial tours or
instruction. Jakus and Shaw (1997), for example, found that 13% of climbers at one
site wanted professional climbing instruction banned at that site. There have also
been conflicts between recreational surfers and surf schools, and between
independent surfers and commercial surf resorts and charters claiming exclusive
access to particular areas.

Contflicts between skiers and snowmobiles in the backcountry have been
identified, and in some cases analysed, by Knopp and Tyger (1973), Jackson and
Wong (1982), Hultkrantz and Mortazavi (1999), Vaske et al. (2000), Vail and Heldt
(2004) and Vitterso et al. (2004). Conflicts between skiers and snowboarders are
reported by Williams et al. (1994), Vaske et al. (2000, 2004), Thapa and Graefe (2003)
and Needham and Rollins (2005). My own observations suggest that this particular
antipathy has now largely disappeared, perhaps thanks to the ‘new school” skiers
who ski more like snowboarders than traditional skiers.

Many national parks and wilderness areas, especially in North America, have
reported conflicts between hikers and riders or livestock packers (e.g. Watson et al.,
1994; Blahna et al., 1995) and especially between hikers and mountain bikers (Jacoby,
1990; Watson et al., 1991; Chavez et al., 1993; Hopkin and Moore, 1995; Ramthun,
1995; Chavez, 1996a, b, 1999; Schuett, 1997; Carothers et al., 2001; Mosedale, 2002).

User conflicts are not restricted to terrestrial activities. They are also reported
between marine divers and anglers (Lynch et al., 2004), anglers and river boaters
(Driver and Bassett, 1975), and between paddlers and motorboaters (Shelby, 1980;
Adelman et al., 1982; Donnelly et al., 1986). Conflicts between different types of users
are so commonplace in North America that large sections of a national recreation
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management conference in 1999 were devoted to this issue. Commonly, such
conflicts are asymmetrical: the motorized users declare themselves quite prepared to
‘share’, apparently unaware of the impacts they have on non-motorized users
seeking silence, solitude and safety.

Economic impacts

The economic impacts of various forms of adventure tourism have been examined at
different scales, from single sites to worldwide, using various approaches. The
overall economic scale of adventure tourism in the USA, for example, was estimated
at more than US$200 billion per annum over a decade ago (Mallett, 1998). This
estimate included ski resorts and motorized recreational equipment.

More recently Page et al. (2005) reported that the domestic adventure industry in
Scotland has an annual turnover of UKP1.6 billion (US$2.9 billion), with the
outbound sector an additional UKP1.9 billion (US$3.4 billion) per annum. In
Australia the scale of the nature, eco and adventure tourism sector was estimated at
around 25-33% of the entire tourism industry, AUD15 billion, a decade ago
(Buckley, 1998). This included purely contemplative nature tourism, however, with
no adventure component.

The annual turnover of the Caribbean diving industry has been estimated at
US$1.2 billion (Green and Donnelly, 2003), with the suggestion that this represents
57% of the industry worldwide. If so, the global scale of recreational diving revenue
would be around US$2.3 billion per annum. International markets for recreational
diving have also been examined by Cope (2003). The global scale of the whale-
watching industry has been estimated at around US$1 billion per annum (Hoyt,
2000; Rodger and Moore, 2004).

Data, assumptions and calculations underlying these figures are often poorly
defined, so they are approximations at best. They do, however, suggest that
adventure tourism is indeed a significant component of the tourism industry. Since
nearly all adventure tourism takes place well outside urban areas, it has considerable
potential to contribute to rural and regional economies.

At a more localized level, there are estimates of the economic scale of: climbing
in Scotland (Hanley et al., 2001, 2003; Hanley, 2002) and the USA (Grijalva et al.,
2002); mountain biking at Moab, Utah (Fix and Loomis, 1997); snorkelling in Florida
(Park et al., 2002); and whitewater rafting on certain southern US rivers (Bowker et
al., 1996; English and Bowker, 1996) and eastern Australian rivers (Buultjens and
Davis, 2001). The economic scale of the whalewatching industry (including other
marine vertebrates) has been estimated for various sites and species in Canada
(Duffus and Dearden, 1993), Australia (Davis and Tisdell, 1996, 1998), Scotland
(Parsons et al., 2003; Woods-Ballard et al., 2003) and elsewhere (Hoyt, 2000; Rodger
and Moore, 2004).

The economic scale of tourism based on wildlife and parks has been estimated
for particular species and areas in, for example, Zambia (Mvula, 2001), Namibia
(Barnes et al., 1999), the Congo (Wilkie and Carpenter, 1999a, b) and Indonesia
(Walpole and Goodwin, 2001). The distribution of this tourist revenue, particularly
to local residents, has been examined for: mountain travel in Nepal (Hoffman, 2001);
gorilla watching in Uganda (Archabald and Naughton-Treves, 2001; Adams and
Infield, 2003); and various southern African parks and game reserves, for example.

Economic estimates can be highly sensitive to the details of the methods used
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(Shaw and Jakus, 1996; English and Bowker, 1996b; Barnes et al., 1999; Wielgus et al.,
2003). Economic approaches have also been used to examine how either landholders
or participants in various adventure activities at crowded sites might respond to
different potential management measures (Barnes and Jager, 1996; Davis and Tisdell,
1996; Hanley et al., 2001, 2003; Hanley, 2002; Siderelis and Attarian, 2004).

Risks and Accidents

Risks and accidents have been investigated more rigorously than most aspects of
adventure tourism and recreation: perhaps partly because of insurance and lawsuits,
and partly because medical science may be more meticulous than its social coun-
terparts. As noted by Page et al. (2005), ‘much of the influential research on
adventure highlights risk as the key element, but interestingly, the conceptual bases
have been developed not by tourism researchers but by those working in outdoor
recreation’. General considerations of tourist health and safety are available in books
such as Clift et al. (1997) and Wilks and Page (2003). Page et al. (2005), though writing
specifically about Scotland, also provide a review of adventure activities and
accident statistics, drawing on previous work in New Zealand by Bentley et al.
(2001a, b, c). The most risky activities, judging from such statistics, are horse riding,
quad bikes and snow sports. The most detailed investigations, however, seem to be
in mountaineering, skiing and snowboarding, and diving.

Williamson (1999), for example, reviewed accidents for mountaineering in North
America, and Malcolm (2001) reported fatalities for mountaineering in Mt Cook
National Park in New Zealand. Hackett and Rennie (1976) examined the incidence
of altitude sickness and Musa et al. (2004) found that 89% of visitors to Sagarmartha
National Park (Mt Everest) get either altitude sickness, respiratory ailments or
intestinal infections. Snow sports injuries have attracted attention for over three
decades, with early work by Garrick and Kurland (1971) and Requa et al. (1977).
More recently there have been analyses by Aitkens (1990), Prall et al. (1995), Johnson
et al. (1997), Deibert et al. (1998), Goulet et al. (1999), Tarazi et al. (1999), Machold et al.
(2000, 2002), Macnab et al. (2002), Ronning et al. (2000, 2001), Yamakawa et al. (2001),
Federiuk et al. (2002), Levy et al. (2002), Matsumoto et al. (2002) and Hagel et al.
(2004), for example. These report not only basic statistics, but details such as dif-
ferences between skiers and snowboarders in the frequencies of injuries to different
parts of the body; the effect of helmets and wrist guards; and the effects of skill and
experience.

Diving injuries have also been examined closely, perhaps partly because of the
requirements for specialist medical examinations as one component of diving certi-
fication systems. According to Trevett et al. (2001), for example, in 1999 one in every
178 divers at Scapa Flow in the Orkney Islands, north of Scotland, experienced a ‘sig-
nificant” accident, and in 2001 the proportion was 1 in 102. These are high rates.
Wilks and Davis (2000) reported diving mortality rates as 1 per 430,000 dives in
Queensland, 1 per 120,000 dives in Australia as a whole, 1 per 100,000 dives in the
USA and 6.5 per 100,000 dives in Japan. Earlier data on diving safety and accidents
in Australia were provided by Edmonds and Walker (1989) and Wilks (1992, 1993,
1999). Byrd and Hamilton (1997) reported statistics for cave diving deaths in Florida,
and Gorman (1994) and Taylor et al. (2003) reviewed diving injuries more generally.
There is much more limited information for other adventure sports, such as surfing
(Nathanson et al., 2002), whitewater rafting and kayaking (Schoen and Stano, 2002).
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Participant Perceptions and Psychology
Thrills, fear and risk

As noted by Cater (2005), participants in commercial adventure tours commonly
want to experience thrills and even fear, but do not want to be subject to actual risk.
As also noted by Page et al. (2005) for research on actual physical and medical risk,
much of the research on participant perception of risk has been carried out in relation
to outdoor recreation rather than tourism. Clearly, there are strong parallels, par-
ticularly for the more skilled and experienced commercial clients, though perhaps
less so for unskilled tourists taking part in a one-day adventure activity as part of a
more general tour.

The outdoor recreation literature is replete with terms such as risk recreation and
sensation seeking (McIntyre, 1992). There are general discussions of psychology and
participation, such as Cheron and Ritchie (1982), Ewert and Hollenhurst (1989, 1997),
Crawford et al. (1991), Slanger and Rudestam (1997), Jack and Ronan (1998),
Mclntyre and Roggenbuck (1998), Holyfield (1999), Schrader and Wann (1999) and
Fluker and Turner (2000). Climbing and mountaineering seem to have received
particular attention, including Bratton et al. (1979), Ewert (1985, 1994), Breivik (1996),
Jakus and Shaw (1996), Feher et al. (1998), Delle Fave et al. (2003) and Pomfret (2005),
for example.

Attitudes and experiences

The psychology of individual participants in adventure activities seems to have been
studied in more detail than any other aspect of adventure recreation. This general
field includes motivations and attitudes, experience and emotions, learning and sat-
isfaction (e.g. Driver and Knopf, 1976; Geva and Goldman, 1991), and a wide range
of factors that may influence any of these. There are particular subsets of research on
behavioural norms and compliance. Much of the research has been associated with
mountain environments and North American wilderness areas, from Lucas (1964)
and Mitchell (1983) to Hendee and Dawson (2002).

The attitudes of climbers to fixed bolts have been studied by Schuster et al. (2001)
and Borrie and Harding (2002) and the perceptions of hikers by Martin and Priest
(1986), Borrie and Roggenbuck (2001), Chhetri et al. (2004), Manning (2004), Manning
and Freimund (2004) and Manning et al. (2004), for example. Skiers and snowboarders
have received attention from, e.g. Gilbert and Hudson (2000), Heino (2000) and
Anderson (2000), though from rather different perspectives. Farmer (1992) examined
surfing subcultures; Hollenhorst ef al. (1995) analysed the attitudes of mountain bikers;
Knopf et al. (1983), Hall and McArthur (1991) and Brookes (2001) studied whitewater
rafters; Lipscombe (1999) studied skydivers; and Schidnzel and McIntosh (2000)
investigated the emotions experienced by visitors to a New Zealand penguin colony.

Gyimothy and Mykletun (2004) described the behaviour of a bunch of
Norwegian schoolteachers on two snowmobiling holidays in Svalbard, though just
why this should merit attention is not well explained. Equally unusual is recent
research reported by Loeffler (2004) on ‘photo-elicitation” — i.e. show me your
holiday photos and tell me about them. Some of these social science analyses do
indeed contain interesting insights: for example, that of Anderson (1999) on gender
in snowboarding. Others report what would, perhaps, already be well-known to



Adventure Recreation Research 19

adventure tour guides and participants, if not to tourism academics: examples
include Beedie and Hudson (2003) and Pomfret (2005).

Behavioural norms

Behavioural norms for various aspects of outdoor recreation and adventure tourism
have received particular attention: what they are, how they develop, how to measure
them and how to change them. Recent reviews include Manning et al. (2002, 2004)
and Manning and Freimund (2004). The main focus has been on crowding, often
expressed as number of encounters with other people. Examples include Vaske et al.
(1986) for backcountry hikers; Shelby (1981) and Wellman et al. (1982) for river
runners and canoeists; Manning et al. (1996) for tour boats in Alaska’s Glacier Bay;
Jakus and Shaw (1997) for rock climbing; Inglis et al. (1999) for snorkellers on
Australia’s Great Barrier Reef; and Needham et al. (2004) and Needham and Rollins
(2005) for summer use of ski areas. Additional discussions are available in
Roggenbuck et al. (1991), Basman et al. (1996), Shelby et al. (1996), Donnelly et al.
(2000), Heywood and Murdock (2002), Vaske and Donnelly (2002), Manning et al.
(2002, 2004) and More and Averill (2003), for example.

One behavioural norm of particular interest to both land managers and tour
guides is compliance with codes of conduct. This issue has been examined in most
detail for the whalewatching industry. Some countries have legally enforceable reg-
ulations to govern commercial whalewatching, and others rely on codes of conduct,
which are generally similar in substance but not enforceable. Whalewatching codes
have been reviewed, compared and analysed by Gjerdalen and Williams (2000),
Carlson (2001) and Garrod and Fennell (2004). Carlson (2001) compiled 58 different
codes, and Garrod and Fennell (2004) analysed their content. They found that many
codes do not refer at all to the more substantive and controversial issues.

Scarpaci and Dayanthi (2003) examined actual compliance with a legislated code
of conduct by operators of swim-with-dolphin tours in Port Philip Bay, Victoria,
Australia. This code formed part of the permit conditions for these operators, but
even so, many failed to comply. One-third of the approaches to dolphin pods
breached the conditions; one-third of the swims were illegal because they were
longer than the maximum allowable time and two-thirds because they were closer
than the minimum allowable distance. These breaches occurred even though the
operator knew the observers were on board. This certainly suggests that without
enforcement, even legislated codes have little effect.

Guides

Most of the research literature on the psychology of adventure tourism and recreation
has focused on the participants. A few researchers, however, have examined the per-
spective of the guides. The service aspects of adventure tours have been recognized
and examined for many years, e.g. by Lopez (1980) and more recently by Arnould and
Price (1993) for river trips, and O’Neill et al. (2002) for diving tours. Only recently,
however, has the psychology of the guides been considered. Parker and Avant (2000)
found that whilst mountain climbing guides saw their role as educational,
backcountry horse packers saw themselves simply as providing a service. Beedie
(2003) described mountain guiding in terms of choreography; and most recently
Sharpe (2005) has applied the term ‘emotional labour’ to river guiding.
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On-site Audits and Activity Sector

There are too few published descriptions of adventure tourism products to carry out
an analysis from secondary data. The bulk of this book, therefore, contains a set of
case studies from over 100 individual adventure tourism products that I have
experienced in person. Some of these are similar products from the same company
in different places, and some are similar products from different companies in the
same places. In such cases I have presented several individual tour products in a
single case study to avoid repetition.

It is one of the characteristic features of adventure tourism, as with individual
outdoor recreation, that a certain degree of individual skill and experience in the
activity concerned is a prerequisite for purchasing and participating in many
products — particularly those that might be labelled as more ‘extreme’. You generally
don’t need prior skills to go bungee jumping, tandem parachuting, seakayaking or
whitewater rafting, but you certainly do in order to go diving, mountaineering,
surfing or whitewater kayaking.

As a result, my own case study observations only cover adventure activities in
which I myself have sufficient skill and experience to take part in commercial tours.
For other activities, chapters have been contributed by colleagues with greater
expertise in the activities concerned: horse riding by Claudia Ollenburg, mountain
biking by Julie Schaefers, mountaineering by Rob Hales and ice climbing by Jerry
Johnson and Ian Godwin. All are highly expert in their respective fields. In addition,
the chapter on the self-styled adventure capital of the world was contributed by Carl
Cater, who has made this a particular subject of study.

There are other activities that are offered as adventure tourism products but that
are not featured in this book, either because they have been examined in more detail
elsewhere, or because neither I nor my colleagues have relevant experience. The
former category includes, for example, resort skiing and snowboarding, described
by Hudson et al. (2002), or whalewatching and other forms of marine tourism
described by Cater and Cater (forthcoming). The latter includes caving, blackwater
rafting and zorbing, for example. There are also adventure recreation activities that
are relatively recent in origin and do not yet feature significantly as commercial
tourism products. Kiteboarding is a good example.

In addition to the case studies as above, I have included one or two where we
have no first-hand observations, but that are of sufficient interest to merit inclusion
none the less, as examples of what the adventure tourism industry is offering. Cross-
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country skiing to the North Pole is one such instance. For some of the case studies
presented, I have only indirect experience, by taking part in the same activity at the
same place independently, and later learning of commercial tour providers offering
packaged products that are not dissimilar. Such cases are identified in the text.

Advantages and Limitations of Case Studies

The focus of this volume is on the actual practice of adventure tourism at the ground
level, the operational detail of individual adventure tourism products in different
sectors. These case studies are then used as a basis for cross-case analysis so as to
comment on broad issues facing the sector as a whole, and comparative differences
between different adventure activities. A number of broad trends in the adventure
tourism sector have been identified previously (e.g. Buckley, 2002a, b, 2003b, 2004a;
Swarbrooke et al., 2003). The case-study approach used here can shed additional
light on some of these issues, but rather less for others.

As noted earlier, for example, it has been suggested that growth in commercial
adventure tourism is due at least in part to large-scale social factors such as:
increased urbanization; links to the clothing and entertainment industries; and a
broad trend for many people to treat outdoor recreation more as a purchasable
holiday experience than a lifetime skill and vocation (Buckley, 1998, 2003b, 2004a). In
addition, this last trend has led to growth in low-skill adventure tourism products
aimed at mass markets, at the same time as the expansion of so-called extreme or
expeditionary tours marketed to those who do have skill and expertise in a particular
recreational activity (Buckley, 2004a).

Many of the case studies presented in this book do indeed appear to exemplify
these patterns. The inclusion of particular case studies, however, has necessarily
been rather opportunistic, so the information presented here cannot be interpreted
as a representative, random or stratified sample of the global adventure tourism
sector. More methodical sampling has indeed been used on occasion in individual
nations, such as that carried out in Australia by Buckley (2000) or in the USA by the
Outdoor Industry Association (2005).

Similarly, because the focus is on the practical management of individual tour
products, the case studies described in this book cannot answer broader questions
such as the contribution of adventure tourism to regional economies, the demo-
graphics of adventure tour participants, or the personal experiences of individual
tour participants and associated lifestyle implications. Such issues are indeed sig-
nificant and have been addressed elsewhere, as summarized in the previous chapter.
Generally, however, they need either far more case studies than are currently
available, or a different analytical approach from that adopted here.

Despite these deficiencies, which in many ways parallel those identified for a
previous compilation of 170 case studies in ecotourism (Buckley, 2003a), the present
volume does appear to be the most extensive academic analysis of the adventure
tourism sector yet conducted. Twenty-five of the tourism products reviewed here
have been examined previously from an environmental perspective (Buckley,
2003a). These cases are presented here from an adventure-oriented product per-
spective. The other 90 products outlined here do not appear to have been analysed
previously. We trust that the information in this volume will prove valuable for
tourism studies more generally, and will catalyse further research in the adventure
tourism sector specifically.
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Parameters and Products

The aim of this book is to analyse the commercial adventure tourism industry. The
emphasis is on actual adventure tourism products sold to commercial clients by
reputable operators. The case studies present a range of such products in a stan-
dardized manner, with a range of routine statistics and descriptive information, and
a commentary on various aspects of the client experience. These case studies then
provide the basis for cross-case analysis both within and between different activities
or subsectors.

To obtain descriptive data on individual adventure tour products that can be
used with confidence in subsequent cross-case analysis requires on-the-spot audits
by observers with relevant comparative experience. For most adventure tourism
products, this means that the observer must take part in the tour or activity
concerned and examine aspects such as access, logistics, equipment, safety
procedures, management practices and the behaviour of staff and clients.

Auditors thus require not only the time and funding to take part, but also
relevant skills for the adventure activity concerned. The same constraints apply, of
course, to analyses of outdoor recreation and education, which may explain why
those literatures are somewhat self-contained. In practical terms, it is relatively
straightforward to study single-day, low-cost, low-skill ‘soft” adventure tours, but
much more difficult to study multi-day, high-cost, high-skill “hard” adventure tours.
This applies particularly to those that take place in remote areas (Buckley, 2004a).

Access and Sponsorship

There are tens of thousands of adventure tourism products worldwide, and it is
impossible for any one researcher to investigate any more than a tiny sample.
Indeed, since many adventure tourism products are only available to individuals
skilled in particular outdoor recreational activities, it is difficult for any one
researcher to examine the full breadth of activities offered, let alone a representative
worldwide selection from each.

In compiling this volume I have drawn on personal experience of over 100
commercial adventure tourism products over a period of several decades. For many
of these I took part completely incognito as a paying client. For others I took part as
an unpaid member of staff, e.g. as an extra safety kayaker on whitewater raft trips;
or in some supernumerary capacity as an independent researcher; or occasionally, as
a sponsored participant, as for a journalist or industry familiarization tour. There are
also one or two instances where I did not take part in a commercial trip, but
examined the area and activities independently. Case studies in this last category
contain only general information on commercial tour operations in these areas,
rather than personal experience with a particular tour.

Limitations on funding can be overcome to a degree through sponsorship, but
this is not always available, usually only partial, and rarely covers air travel to the
tour’s starting point. Most importantly, tour operators who provide sponsored
places may expect a favourable report, in the same way as they would do from a
journalist or magazine writer. To overcome this difficulty, the parameters of any
sponsorship must be agreed clearly at the outset. For the more expensive and
upmarket adventure tourism products, sponsorship is probably the only realistic
option for any individual academic to make comparative studies. A number of the
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case study audits reported in this volume were carried out with at least partial
sponsorship.

The procedure adopted in these cases was the same as for audits reported by
Buckley (2003a) in the ecotourism sector, as follows:

1. The first approach was always made by the researcher, requesting sponsorship,
rather than by the company offering it.

2. Approaches were made only to established and reputable operators.

3. Before any approach was made, opinions were sought from competing operators
in the same sector, from commercial clients who had experience both with the
operator concerned and with competing operators, and/or from professionals and
researchers in related areas who could comment on the company concerned.

4. Requests for sponsorship specified at the outset:

a. that the information was for academic research, not the popular press;

b. that the case study report would be brief and phrased in technical rather than
marketing language;

c. that inclusion of any particular case study in the research text was not guaranteed;
d. that description and analysis of any individual case study would be the same irre-
spective of whether sponsorship was provided; and

e. that the amount of sponsorship that could be offered was left to the discretion of
the company concerned;

f. at the same time, this initial approach also made clear that the ability to include the
more expensive tour products in the book at all was constrained by cost and hence
sponsorship; and

g. that the researcher requesting sponsorship had an established record of reliable
publication in related fields.

In practice, only a few operators were approached for sponsorship and all of them
did in fact offer it, except for one very small specialist company with high prices and
very small client numbers, where the effective cost of sponsoring a place might well
have had a significant impact on total annual revenue.

In addition to the time and cost involved in on-the-spot audits of individual
adventure tour products, and the complexities of sponsorship, case study audits
suffer from two further deficiencies. The first is that any one researcher can only
audit a limited number of products, particularly for multi-day tours in remote areas.
If different people audit different products, however, there is no guarantee of com-
parative consistency. Ideally, perhaps, one would use a team of adventure tourism
researchers worldwide, with a certain subset of products being audited by more than
one researcher to ensure consistent treatment. Adventure tourism research,
however, has not progressed to this degree. For this volume, therefore, almost all the
case studies reported have been audited in person by the principal author, or by
individual chapter authors for the climbing, horse riding and mountain biking
chapters. Other tour products are mentioned as appropriate, but distinguished
clearly from those that have been audited.

A second deficiency is that each audit is effectively a single snapshot of the
particular tour product concerned, whereas that tour is probably offered repeatedly
and may not always run in quite the same way. External factors such as wind and
weather, snow or surf conditions, the behaviour of wildlife or local communities, or
political changes in the country concerned, as well as internal factors such as the per-
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sonalities of guides and clients, can make a major difference to the tour experience.
The greater a researcher’s comparative experience, perhaps, the greater the ability to
allow for such factors, but such compensation mechanisms are still very imperfect.

Limitations on Scope
Commercial tour products

This appears to be the first book to attempt the analysis of the adventure tourism
sector from this product perspective. It may therefore be useful to summarize some
of the things that this book does not do. It is not a description of individual
adventure and achievement. The heroic exploits of great explorers such as Scott,
Speke or Shackleton, or modern mountaineers such as Boukhreev, Lowe or Simpson
are in another realm of difficulty and danger relative to the more pedestrian pursuits
described here.

It is not a book about independent outdoor recreation. There are many guide
books, such as the Lonely Planet® series, that list adventure activities available in
various geographic areas. Such guides frequently feature outdoor recreation
suppliers at the sites they describe, including local tours and guides as well as
equipment rentals. This information is intended, however, principally for people
who are visiting these areas as free and independent travellers, not those who arrive
as part of an international package tour to carry out a particular outdoor activity.

There are many specialist magazines that describe sites and opportunities
worldwide, some mundane and others extreme, for individual outdoor sports and
recreational activities. Such magazines often feature commercial adventure tours as
well as independent private trips. There are also detailed guidebooks for particular
activities in particular places, such as 4WD tours in Australia or hiking routes in a
particular national park. This book does not attempt to substitute for any of these.

Nor is it a text on outdoor recreation planning, outdoor recreation management,
outdoor education, outdoor programme planning or wilderness visitor
management. There is an extensive body of literature in each of these fields,
including a number of recent textbooks. None of this literature, however, focuses
specifically on the structure of commercial adventure tourism products.

Finally, this is not a text on individual psychology, experience or emotion,
whether of guides or clients, instructors or students. Again, there seems to be quite
an extensive literature on these aspects.

Selected subsectors

There are a number of commercial outdoor sports that could clearly qualify as
adventure tourism and are commonly included in adventure tourism statistics, but
that are not covered in this volume simply because they are already well known. The
prime example is the downhill ski industry, which has been subject to extensive
economic analysis and is arguably driven more by real estate sales than actual skiing,
as the value of residential housing and commercial retail precincts at ski areas now
greatly exceeds ski lift ticket sales. In this book, therefore, only backcountry skiing
and snowboarding are considered, whether heliskiing and boarding, or cross-
country touring.

There are other adventure tourism activities that are not included simply
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because we have not yet compiled a sufficient number of case studies. There are
some activities, such as caving, where I have taken part in a limited number of
commercial tours, but do not have the skills or experience for a comparative analysis.

There are some, such as sailboarding and hang-gliding, where I have low-key
private recreational or competitive experience over several decades, but little or no
experience in commercial tours. For example, I took part in some of the events in the
first world sailboarding championship in the late 1970s, and the Australian national
hang-gliding championship a couple of years later; but I have not taken part in any
commercial sailboarding or hang-gliding tours.

There are outdoor sports such as kiteboarding that have grown greatly in
popularity over recent years, that have an international following and their own
specialist magazines, and where I have learned a little myself, but that do not yet
seem to have developed a commercial tour industry.

Naturally, no insult is intended to the devotees of any adventure activity that has
been omitted, and I should be very pleased to hear from researchers with relevant
skills to write new chapters for the next edition. I can be contacted at the International
Centre for Ecotourism Research, r.buckley@ griffith.edu.au. I look forward to a second
volume or a second edition of this book, with a significantly expanded set of authors
who can cover a more comprehensive set of adventure tourism activities and case
studies.

Anglophone operators

In particular, all the case studies presented here are from companies that com-
municate with their clients in English, even if they operate in countries where
English is not the first language. Yet many of the world’s adventure tourists are from
countries such as Italy, Germany, France and Japan. They have their own adventure
tour companies and their own guides and whilst some may subcontract the same
local operators as their Anglophone counterparts, others may not. Whether they
structure their adventure tourism products in the same way or face the same issues,
we do not know. This applies even more strongly for countries such as China, where
adventure tourism is a relatively new but rapidly growing concept.

Academic Disciplines, Methods and Data

Academics argue with each other a lot. Sometimes it’s fruitful, sometimes not. When
the subject matter crosses the boundaries of academic disciplines, the debate can
often be at cross purposes. It may therefore be useful to address the issue of academic
context, at least briefly.

The purpose of this volume is to contribute to reliable data and understanding
of commercial adventure tourism products. This falls under the general rubric of
tourism studies. To the extent that the differences between regions are examined, it
may also be of interest to tourism geographers.

For each product examined, issues such as price, land tenure, environmental
management, safety and marketing are considered briefly, but only as components
of the product. Some cross-case comparisons are considered, but this volume does
not purport to contribute to theoretical advancement in tourism economics,
management, marketing or law.

The case studies presented were chosen to cover a reasonably broad range of
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activities and countries, but they are not necessarily a random or representative
sample, and the number of cases from each adventure activity sector is small. Whilst
the data presented for each individual product can provide some general indications
of variation between subsectors, they are not intended to provide a basis for sta-
tistical analysis of differences between activities or regions.

Thus we can conclude, for example, that certain types of tours are usually more
expensive than others, measured per person per day; but we cannot calculate
meaningful significance probabilities. Indeed, for many types of tours, all we can say
is that their price ranges overlap.

Prices and costs, incidentally, are shown throughout in three-letter currency
codes for all local currencies, with $ symbols used only for conversions to US$ (at
2005 rates).

Similar considerations apply, e.g. for group size, client-to-guide ratios and trip
lengths. For parameters that are described only in qualitative terms, such com-
parisons are even less rigorous.

As noted earlier, observations of a particular tour product may well depend on
the specific departure date, weather, guide and client group. No two tours are
identical. This does not make those particular observations inaccurate or unreliable: it
means merely that they may not be representative.

There seems to be some kind of controversy within the social sciences as to the
different roles and values of qualitative vs quantitative data, external observations vs
social immersion, hypothesis testing vs narrative accounts, and no doubt many more
besides. To a natural scientist, these debates seem to miss the point. All observations of
any type differ in reliability and representativeness, and different types of data can be
used to answer different questions.

A single observation of a viable seed in mud on a tourist’s boot or tent peg, for
example, may be 100% accurate and reliable as far as it goes, but it only shows that
the plant species could potentially be dispersed by tourists. To determine how likely
it is that a particular plant species in a particular place is actually dispersed there by
tourists takes vastly more information. A single observation of poor safety
procedures or environmental management by an adventure tour operator shows
only that such problems sometimes occur, not that they are routine. That specific
observation, however, is no less accurate or reliable because it may not be repre-
sentative.

There also appears to be some debate, perhaps more semantic than substantive,
over what constitutes a ‘case study’, and how case studies should be used in
research. A very clear review was provided recently by Beeton (2005). In this volume
the phrase is used in its lay or non-technical sense to mean simply an example, an
instance of the topic under discussion, which can be described in order to contribute
data to the debate.

To compare case studies, each one needs to present similar information, and I
have therefore used the same headings for each (Table 3.1). This, however, could
easily become repetitive and boring. In an attempt to minimize this risk, I have used
some of the case studies, generally the earlier ones in each chapter, to present some
general issues related to the adventure activities concerned. In addition, I have
inserted occasional anecdotal comments here and there as a small reminder that
adventure tour guides, adventure tour clients and adventure tourism researchers all
have their accidents and foibles. After all, a dust-dry text is of little use if people
don’t read it.
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Table 3.1. Format of case study descriptions.

Subheading Issues examined

Place Where does the tour itself take place?

Company Who operates the tour?

Activity What is the major adventure activity involved?

Equipment What does the operator provide and what must clients bring?
Accommodation Where do clients stay overnight during the tour, for multi-day trips?
Statistics Group size, client/guide ratio, duration, price range and structure
Access Land and sea access, permits and fees

Community Local involvement and conflicts

Experience Client comfort, excitement and satisfaction

Environment Environmental management and education

Safety Risk level and safety procedures

Marketing Accuracy of claims in marketing materials

Experience, Audits and Case Studies

Information about adventure tourism, as presented in this volume, is derived from
several different sources. Published literature is reviewed in the previous chapter.
Marketing materials from companies, destinations and associations have been
examined where relevant. Most importantly, however, the bulk of this book is
derived from personal experience by the principal and contributing authors.

This experience is summarized in Table 3.2, which lists: the main activity
subsectors in the adventure tourism industry; the degree to which the author(s) are
familiar with each; the number of commercial tour products audited in person; and
the number of case studies presented.

Table 3.2. Adventure activities and case studies.

Author’s recreational Commercial product Case studies
Activity experience’ audits® presented here®
Abseiling * * -
Aircraft (aerobatic) * - -
Ballooning * * 1
Blackwater rafting - - -
Bungee jumping o o -
Caving * * -
Cross-country skiing o x 35
Diving — - 9
Downhill ski/snowboard - ok -
Expedition cruises * * 3
Gliding * - -
Hang-gliding o - -
Heliski/boarding ok ok 6
Hiking — * 6
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Table 3.2. Continued.

Activity

Author’s recreational
experience’

Commercial product
audits®

Case studies
presented here3

Horse riding

Ice climbing
Jetboating
Kiteboarding
Mountain biking
Mountaineering
Off-road 4WD
Parapente/paragliding
Quad biking/ATV
River expeditions
Rock climbing
Sailboarding

Sailing

Seakayaking
Skydiving/parachuting®
Snowshoeing
Surfing
Whalewatching
Whitewater kayaking
Whitewater rafting
Wildlife watching®
Zorbing

1
Ky kkk

**

*k

W w

I oo W |

(& (]

o oo |

Notes: . = limited, e.g. 1-5 trips or days; .. = moderate, e.g. 5-50; ... = extensive, e.g. 50-1000. 'For rock
climbing, horse riding, ice climbing, mountain biking and mountaineering, the symbols after the commas
are for the individual chapter authors, and those before the commas are for the principal author. 2For horse
riding, mountain biking, mountaineering and ice climbing, these symbols refer to the individual chapter
authors. 3Some case studies include more than one individual product. 4Large animals in remote locations
only. SIncluding one case study not audited by any of the authors. Tandem only.

There are some activities where the authors do have relevant experience but that
have not been covered by product audits. The case studies do not match the audits
directly: first, because some products audited have not been presented; and secondly
because some case studies include several commercial products (Table 3.3).
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Table 3.3. Adventure tourism case studies audited.

Case study No. of

Country Place Tour operator’ presented  audits?
River journeys
China Lancang Jiang Shangri-La River Expeditions 1
China Yangbi River Earth Science Expeditions 1
Tibet Qamdo Gorge, Mekong SSEA and ESE (jointly) 1
Nepal Karnali, Sun Khosi, Trisuli, David Allardice’s Ultimate Descents 4
Marsyangdi River
Brazil Jatapu River Fabio Bueno Neto and Carlos 1
Colares (jointly)
Australia Drysdale River Raleigh International, USNOLS 2
USA Grand Canyon Expeditions Inc., OARS 2
Whitewater kayaking
Chile Rios Futaleufu, Fuy Expediciones Chile 2
Argentina Rio Manso Expediciones Chile 1
Costa Rica Reventazon, Pacuare, Endless River Adventures 1
Pejibaye, Sarapiqui
Zimbabwe Upper Zambezi Shearwater, others 1
New Zealand Karamea River Ultimate Descents NZ 1
Australia Franklin River World Expeditions 1
USA Cataract Canyon Various 1
USA Lochsa River Various 2
USA Payette North Fork Various 1
USA White Salmon River Various 1
USA Westwater Canyon Various 3
Whitewater rafting
Ecuador Rios Toachi, Blanco Yacu Amu Rafting 1
Uganda White Nile Adrift 1
Zimbabwe Zambezi River Shearwater Adventures 1
New Zealand Kawarau River Queenstown Rafting, others 2
New Zealand Rangitata River Rangitata Rafts 1
New Zealand Shotover River Queenstown Rafting, others 2
New Zealand Buller River Ultimate Descents NZ, Buller 2
River Rafting
Australia Nymboida River World Expeditions, others 3
Australia Gwydir River Wildwater Adventures, others 1
Australia Tully River R’n’R, Raging Thunder 2
USA Green River Various 1
USA San Juan River Wild Rivers Expeditions 1
USA Flathead River Glacier Raft Co., others 1
Seakayaking
Australia Hinchinbrook Island Southern Sea Ventures (SSV) 1
New Zealand Abel Tasman Ocean River, Natural High 2
Alaska Admiralty Island Kayak Express 1
Alaska Prince William Sound USNOLS 1
Canada Baffin Island Blackfeather Inc 1
USA San Juan Islands Sea Quest Kayaks 1
Norway Svalbard SSV and Aurora Expeditions 1
Samoa Upolu Coastline Ecotour Samoa 1
Thailand Phang Nga Bay John Gray’s Sea Canoe 1
Diving
Australia Lizard Island Lizard Island Lodge 1
Australia Osprey Reef Taka Dive 1
Australia Port Douglas Reefs Quicksilver Cruises 1
Australia Ningaloo Reef Ningaloo Blue, King Dive 2
Maldives Paradise Island Delphis 1



Case Study Approach 30

Table 3.3. Continued.

Case study No. of

Country Place Tour operator! presented  audits?
Zanzibar Mnemba Island CCAfrica 1
South Africa Rocktail Bay Wilderness Safaris 1
Papua New Walindi Bay Walindi Plantation Resort 1
Guinea
Expedition cruises
Antarctic Antarctic Peninsula Explorer Shipping 1
Norway Spitzbergen Aurora Expeditions 1
Papua New Sepik River MTS Discoverer, MV Sepik Spirit 2
Guinea
Surfing
Australia East and South Coast Various 1
South Africa Jeffreys Bay Various 1
Western Samoa  Savaii Savaii Surfaris 1
Western Samoa  Upolu Salani Surf Resort 1
Maldives Dhonveli Atoll Adventures 1
Indonesia Mentawai Islands Mentawai Sanctuary 1
Heliski and snowboard
New Zealand Harris Mts The Helicopter Line 1
New Zealand Arrowsmith Mts Methven Heliski 1
Canada Whistler Tyax Heliski 1
Canada Monashees Canadian Mountain Holidays 1
Canada Galena Canadian Mountain Holidays 1
Canada Blue River Mike Wiegele Helicopter Skiing 1
India Manali Himachal Helicopter Skiing 1
Cross-country skiing
Australia Mt Kosciuszko Paddy Pallins Ltd 1
USA Yellowstone National Park Various 1
USA Banff National Park Various -
Off-road safaris
Australia Simpson Desert Various 1
Australia Gibson, Great Victoria Various 2
Kenya Chalbi Desert Various 1
China Gobi Desert China Academy of Sciences 1
China Taklamakan Desert Various 1
Namibia Namib Desert Various 1
Namibia Skeleton Coast Various 1
Chile Atacama Desert Various 1
Hiking and bushwalking
Australia Purnululu National Park Willis’s Walkabouts 1
Ecuador Podocarpus National Park  Surtrek 1
Kenya Mt Kenya Various 1
Nepal Jomson/Annapurna World Expeditions 1
Alaska, USA Denali National Park Various 1
USA Salmon-Huckleberry Various 1
USA Mt Adams Various 1
Canada Yoho National Park Various 1
New Zealand Routeburn Track Ultimate Hikes 1
Wildlife
Tanzania Northern Circuit Conservation Corporation Africa 5
Tanzania Southern Circuit Conservation Corporation Africa 3
South Africa Sabi Sands Lodges CCA, Sabi Sabi, Chitwa Chitwa 5
South Africa Phinda, Greater St Lucia Conservation Corporation Africa 1
South Africa Ndumu Wilderness Safaris 1



Case Study Approach 31

Table 3.3. Continued.

Case study No. of

Country Place Tour operator! presented  audits?
Botswana Jack’s Camp Uncharted Africa/Wilderness * 1
Safaris
Russia Kamchatka, Grizzly Bears  Explore Kamchatka * 1
USA Alaska, Grizzly Bears Various - 1
Canada Churchill, Polar Bears Natural Habitat Adventures * 1
Nepal Bardia, Tigers Tiger Tops Karnali * 1
Uganda Bwindi, Gorillas African Wildlife Safaris * 1
China Chengdu, Panda Various - 1

Notes: 'Operators joined by ‘and’ run the same trip jointly; operators separated by a comma run similar
trips separately. 2The case studies presented have been selected to illustrate the range of adventure
tourism products. Others have also been audited but not presented, as indicated in this table. The fact that
a particular audited product is not presented as a case study does not imply any criticism of that product
or its operator. Some of the cases have been presented elsewhere. In other cases my visit did not audit
specific tour products. And some of the products audited are very similar to those that are presented as
case studies.
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Ralf Buckley, Fitzroy River, Australia. Photo Scott Sumner.
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Sector Structure

Whitewater raft and kayak tour companies range in size from a single person with a
single raft, to worldwide operations such as Mountain Travel Sobek (2005), owned
by the Microsoft Corporation. The majority of these operators, however, are small
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) that own their own rafts and kayaks, operate
on a restricted and localized set of rivers that they know well, hire whitewater guides
trip-by-trip as required, and get most of their clients either through multi-activity
outdoor tourism retailers such as World Expeditions (2005b), or by basing
themselves in well-known adventure tourism destinations where they can rely on
walk-ins.

Whitewater rapids and rivers are classified on an international scale of I-V in
degree of difficulty, with Class V subdivided in recent years into V.i, V.ii and V.iii as
equipment and techniques continue to improve, and rapids previously considered
unrunnable are now being run. Most commercial whitewater rafting tours operate
on rivers rated at Class II-1II for family trips including children, or Class III-IV for
thrill-seeking clients who expect to be flipped into the river at some point. Some
commercial rafting trips do run rivers with Class V rapids, but there is a degree of
latitude in what is interpreted as Class V. Swimming in serious Class V whitewater
involves a considerable and immediate risk to life.

A small number of companies specialize in Class V whitewater. An example is
provided by Expediciones Chile, operating on the Futaleufu and neighbouring rivers
in Patagonian Chile. Whilst the company has now expanded to include fly-fishing
and rafting, it started as an experts-only kayak camp, where internationally
renowned professional kayak guides would lead skilled kayaking clients down
sections of the river ranging from Class IV+ to Class V.iii, depending on ability
(Buckley, 2003a; Expediciones Chile, 2005). A similar company, Endless River
Adventures (Buckley, 2003a; Endless River Adventures, 2005) operates in Costa Rica
and Ecuador, but using local accommodation instead of a purpose-built camp.
Whilst both these companies offer challenging whitewater, neither offers first
descents. The same applies for companies such as Adrift Adventure (2005) in
Uganda and Ultimate Descents in Nepal (2005) and New Zealand (2005). The latter,
however, now also operates in Bhutan, and their first Bhutan trip a few years ago
was offered commercially as a first descent.

Many companies add to their repertoire of rivers at intervals by exploring new
options, and one or two companies also offer first descents of significant rivers in
remote areas. For whitewater rafters and kayakers, the first descent of a major river
is a significant international event, in the same way that the first ascent of a
previously unclimbed peak is significant in mountaineering circles. Tradition-
ally, the first person to run each individual rapid gets the right to name it, in the
same way that rock climbers name individual routes (though usually less
imaginatively).

Since most first descents are made by experienced private recreational groups,
or by professional teams sponsored by major kayak manufacturers, the cachet of a
first descent adds significantly to the appeal and value of a whitewater trip for many
commercial clients. From an operational perspective, however, a first descent is very
different from a routine river-running tour. The river is unknown, the logistics are
untested, and the tour is a one-off. Hence the participants, even though they are
paying customers, need to have sufficient whitewater and backcountry skills to take
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part safely and make a net contribution to the expedition, rather than behaving as
paying passengers. They also need to be sufficiently good-humoured and flexible to
blend well into a group and to adjust to whatever unexpected circumstances may
arise.

A few companies specialize almost entirely in first descents. A prime example is
Earth Science Expeditions (ESE) (2005) and its subsidiary Shangri-La River
Expeditions (2005), run from the USA but specializing in first descents on the big
rivers of the Himalayas, in northwest China and southeast Tibet (Buckley, 2003a;
Earth Science Expeditions, 2005). Broadly, ESE’s owners identify, plan and obtain
permission for new first descents, and provide equipment and full logistic support,
and then sell a limited number of expedition places to skilled kayakers and rafters.
The rivers run by Earth Science Expeditions are selected for their size, geographic
location and global significance rather than degree of difficulty, but some of them are
in fact extremely challenging.

There are world-famous gorges (such as Tiger Leap Gorge on the Yangtze and
the Great Bend of the Tsangpo — or indeed the Grand Canyon of the Stikine or Devil’s
Canyon on the Susitna in Canada) that have been run or attempted by expert private
expeditions, in some cases involving loss of life, but that would currently be
considered far too dangerous for a commercial trip. On the other hand, to be
marketable to experienced whitewater aficionados, even a first descent needs a
degree of challenge, and besides, first descents are only available on rivers too
difficult for local watercraft.

In 2003, for example, Earth Science Expeditions offered a first descent by raft of
a section of the Salween, one of the major rivers of the Himalayas, and first descents
by kayak only of a series of smaller but more difficult Class V rivers in China’s
Gonga Shan area. In 2004, the company attempted a first descent of the Class V+
Qamdo Gorge of the Mekong River in Tibet, reported in this volume.

Do first descents such as these lead to expansions in commercial adventure
tourism? In many cases, yes; but not automatically. Successful operations such as
Expediciones Chile and Endless River Adventures show that there are skilled
recreational kayakers who are prepared to pay for guides and for logistics in
unfamiliar areas: the cash-rich, time-poor section of the adventure tourism market
(Buckley, 2002a). Similarly, the commercial success of companies such as Adrift
Adventure and Ultimate Descents shows that there is a significant market of
unskilled adventure tourists prepared to pay for fully guided Class IV-V whitewater
trips in relatively remote areas.

The difference between these operations, and the first descents offered by Earth
Science Expeditions, is principally one of cost, timing and reliability. First descents
command a price premium that generally cannot be maintained in a routine
adventure tourism product. In addition, first-descent clients will commonly accept
greater uncertainty and less efficient logistics than clients on a routine whitewater
trip. For most whitewater rivers, therefore, even challenging rivers in remote areas,
it is a combination of political and market factors that determine whether a new first
descent will lead to a routine tour offering.

Whitewater adventure tours differ so much in duration, difficulty and watercraft
that the case studies presented here are divided into three separate chapters. The first
whitewater chapter examines case studies where the emphasis is on a multi-day
journey down a remote river, typically using both rafts and kayaks. Some of these
case studies describe first descents, others routine trips. Some are Class V or harder,
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others mere riffles, but all involve barriers that must be negotiated actively. That is,
they are not float trips where the focus is on scenery and wildlife.

The second chapter covers case studies where the focus is on kayaking, and the
tour operators aim to provide equipment, logistic support, local knowledge and
expert guiding for experienced whitewater kayakers. Some of these companies cater
for kayakers only; some offer separate raft or kayak trips; and some offer suitably
skilled kayakers the opportunity to paddle their own boats alongside guided rafts,
as commercial clients, with their equipment carried on the rafts and all off-river
activities carried out jointly with the rafting clients.

The third focuses on short-duration, high-adrenalin raft trips aimed at unskilled
clients. Many of the clients are backpackers, and such trips often form an iconic
component of the product mix at adventure tourism destinations. The day’s
activities are highly scheduled and standardized. Clients receive only minimal
instruction, focusing on paddling commands and safety. These companies generally
do not offer a kayak option, and the only way to kayak with a rafting group is as an
informal safety boater.

Yangbi River, China: Earth Science Expeditions
Place

The Yangbi River is a major tributary of the Mekong River, known in China as the
Lancang Jiang. The Yangbi flows from the mountains north of Dali in Yunnan
Province, southwestern China, through a relatively inaccessible area inhabited
principally by the people of Bai and Yi ethnic origin rather than the majority Han
Chinese. It enters the Mekong from its eastern side, in a section of the Mekong
currently subject to massive dam construction for hydroelectric power development.
The upper catchment near Dali has been subject to large-scale industrial logging.
Except for one medium-scale mine, the lower gorges are apparently occupied only
by villagers who practice a local subsistence farming lifestyle. At least, this was the
situation when we visited in the mid-1990s.

Operator

Earth Science Expeditions (ESE) is a small US-based company that specializes in
river-based exploratory trips and expeditions in remote areas of China and Tibet. Its
directors combine expertise in exploration geology and prospecting with expertise in
remote-area travel, river running and commercial tourism. Their primary focus is on
first descents of large remote rivers draining the major catchments of the Himalayas.
Many of these rivers run through areas occupied by minority peoples, and in some
cases disputed territories. In these areas, maps and aerial photographs are still
treated as military intelligence, and there is little or no up-to-date scientific
information on the geology or ecology, at least in the international English-language
scientific literature.

These expeditions have been run effectively as commercial tours, advertised in
whitewater circles and open to anyone with relevant interests. The first descent of
the Yangbi River was ESE’s first such adventure tour, and entailed very considerable
organizational effort and expense by the company’s directors, not least because the
period whilst the trip was being planned was interrupted by the Tiananmen Square
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massacre in China, which severed diplomatic relations between China and the USA
for several years. Following the successful first descent of the Yangbi, ESE and its
subsidiary Shangri-La River Expeditions have carried out a number of similar trips
and explorations.

I have taken part in three of these: the 1994 Yangbi trip described here (Buckley,
1995); a 1997 trip on a section of the Lancang Jiang (Mekong) in Yunnan, China
(Earth Science Expeditions, 2005); and a 2004 trip in the Qamdo Gorge in the Tibetan
section of the Mekong, described in the next case study.

Activity

ESE’s trips are expeditions in the senses that each is a one-off exercise involving
complex logistics; they operate in remote and relatively inaccessible parts of the
globe; they involve first descents of rivers that have not been run previously; all
expedition members contribute to the costs as participants, rather than being
separated into paying clients and paid staff; and the organization is set up as a non-
profit corporation. The trips are tours in the senses that they take people who have
paid for the privilege to parts of the world they would not otherwise visit; and whilst
some of the expedition members may be engaged in scientific research, others are
there simply to experience nature, culture and adventure.

The Yangbi River Expedition had three main purposes. It was a geological
exploration, carried out as a scientific project in conjunction with the Chinese
Academy of Sciences. It was a commercial tour, an opportunity for participants to
make a first descent of a major and previously unrun river in a remote part of the
world. And it was an attempt to demonstrate to Chinese provincial government
officials that adventure tourism could be a commercially valuable activity, with
better long-term economic prospects than logging and pulp mills.

The trip required considerable investment by ESE in establishing a working rela-
tionship with the Chinese Academy of Sciences, and the group was accompanied by
an interpreter from the Academy. There was no road access to the river between the
put-in and take-out points, and for most of the stretch the Yangbi flows through a
deep steep-sided gorge. The only maps of the area available outside China were over
50 years old and showed very little detail. The Chinese Government refused to allow
access to its own maps, which were treated as military intelligence.

Hence ESE knew very little about the river, except for its overall drop in
elevation between put-in and take-out. The descent was therefore made in early
spring, when river levels are lowest, so that the group could camp on exposed gravel
bars. The days are short at this time of year, and we had to use all available daylight
to travel down river. We therefore started breaking camp in the dark every morning
so as to be on the river shortly after dawn.

Equipment

As with ESE’s other first descents in China, the group used a combination of kayaks
and catarafts. The catarafts carry the food, camping and cooking equipment so that
the kayakers can paddle their boats empty for maximum manoeuvrability. The
kayakers paddle ahead and check whether each rapid is runnable or needs to be
scouted and perhaps portaged, and signal back to the rafts. Catarafts, which are
essentially twin inflatable pontoons held together with a rowing and equipment
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frame, cannot carry as many passengers as a conventional floored oval raft of similar
dimensions, but are much more manoeuvrable.

Participants brought their own camping equipment, and the kayakers brought
their own kayaks and all associated gear. ESE does keep some whitewater kayaks in
China, available for use by its kayakers, but most expedition members bring their
own boats specifically for the trip, taking them home again afterwards. The
dismantled rafts, rigging, oars and accessories are stored in China between trips,
along with tents, cooking gear and other camping equipment. For the Yangbi trip,
the participants brought their own camping equipment, but ESE now has tents and
sleeping bags available for loan if required. ESE provides river gear for rafters, but
kayakers bring their own personal gear such as helmets, lifejackets, sprayskirts and
paddles.

Accommodation

All accommodation on the river itself was in tents, camped on gravel bars,
riverbanks or wherever else was possible. On the road trips between the river and
the gateway city of Kunming, accommodation was in local hotels or guesthouses, as
available. Each cataraft had two large plastic cooler boxes that were continually
splashed or partially immersed in the river, and at that time of the year the air was
also cool, so it was possible to bring fresh vegetables as well as dry and packaged
foods.

Statistics

The Yangbi descent is not run as a routine tour, and indeed, since the ESE descent,
the river has been largely dammed and heavily polluted and has, apparently, never
been run again. There are therefore no up-to-date statistics on price, duration and
group size. For the 1994 descent we had three kayakers, including the expedition
leader; two catarafts; and eight participants in total. Including travel, the entire trip
took about 3 weeks, of which 10 days were spent on the river itself. The total cost was
several thousand US dollars per participant, plus international airfares. A significant
proportion of this represented a permit and in-country logistics fee paid to the
Chinese Academy of Science, as outlined below.

Access

Access was by air to Kunming and by road to the river via Dali. Much of this road is
now a large modern highway, but at the time it was a narrow dirt road used by
livestock, horse-drawn and motorized carts and other contrivances, and aging trucks
and buses, all driven furiously with little regard to life or limb. The road was heavily
potholed and its verges were littered with the remains of road accidents. Our put-in
and take-out points were at road bridges and there was no other road access to the
river.

There is apparently no routine process to obtain river-running permits in China.
Currently, it requires negotiation with local and provincial authorities. Various
individuals and organizations, with differing degrees of influence and credibility,
have set themselves up as permit brokers. At the time of the Yangbi Expedition,
however, ESE was able to deal directly with the Yunnan provincial branch of the
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Chinese Academy of Science, which is a national government organization. They
charged a significant fee, amounting to about US$1000 per participant, but this was
still far less expensive than other permit options, and significantly less than fees
charged by provincial government authorities for later ESE expeditions.

Nominally, these fees are not permit fees as such, but payments for in-country
logistic costs such as local transport and accommodation. It is not difficult to
ascertain these individual cost components, however, and it certainly appears that
they add up to considerably less than the total fees paid. The remainder effectively
constitutes a payment for permission to run the river, levied by persons who have
the power to deny or enforce such permission. Whether or not this should be
described as a permit fee is perhaps a question of semantics or political perception.

Community

Local residents along the Yangbi River were largely Bai and Yi peoples, rather than
Han Chinese. Each has its own traditional building styles, recognizable in villages
beside the river. The houses are well-made, from hand-hewn rock and timber.
Livelihood is largely by subsistence farming, with houses built from locally quarried
stone and locally logged timber. In calm sections of the river, locals cross using
bamboo rafts. There are mines near the riverbank and locals have the habit, dis-
concerting to passing river runners, of fishing with dynamite.

We were visited by villagers at a number of our riverbank campsites and were
able to communicate since several of the rafters spoke Chinese. At one village there
was one young girl who was learning English at her school 30 km away, walking
there and back each week to study.

At two sites the villagers were hunting birds and small mammals with shotguns,
and at least one of these guns was a muzzle-loader using the hard spherical fruit of
a local plant as shot. When they saw we had empty glass jars and bottles that we
were carrying out for disposal they were very keen to take them from us, and gave
us local pickles in return. In the calmer stretches of the river, they crossed using long
bamboo rafts propelled by a kind of wooden hoe, where the blade is mounted per-
pendicular to the shaft rather than parallel to it as for a conventional oar or paddle.

Since the ESE group was continually proceeding downstream, our encounters
with local communities were necessarily brief, but cordial within the limits of com-
munication. We had a limited opportunity for conversation when one group visited
our evening campfire, and on our one lay-over day at the junction of the Yangbi and
Mekong, we climbed up to a small village set high on the steep valley slopes.

Experience

This was ESE’s first river trip in China and, for essentially political reasons, took
many years of planning and preparation. It was therefore somewhat disconcerting,
not to say disappointing, to discover that during this period of planning a pulp mill
had been constructed on the Yangbi, immediately upstream of our proposed put-in
point, and the river was severely polluted with its effluents. Indeed, when we first
saw the river we debated seriously whether we would have to abort the entire river
trip. Fortunately, we went ahead and were indeed able to make the first descent of
the Yangbi.

Most of the group had already travelled previously in China, but there were new



River Journeys 39

experiences none the less. Some of these were positive, such as finding probable
tracks of a red panda on an isolated beach. Others were negative, such as finding a
red panda skin hanging on a post. From a whitewater perspective, a first descent of
an effectively unmapped river is always a memorable experience, particularly for the
lead kayaker or ‘probe’.

Environment

The directors of Earth Science Expeditions are experienced river runners, and one is
a long-term former ranger from Grand Canyon National Park in the USA, so they are
very familiar with minimal-impact environmental practices whilst on the river and
in camp.

The environmental impacts of a raft trip, however, are insignificant in
comparison with those of a pulp mill, or even those of local villagers and agriculture.
On all of ESE’s first descents in China, glass containers, which elsewhere would be
considered recyclable garbage, were in demand for immediate reuse by local
residents. All the villages in the areas concerned use fuel wood for cooking, and there
is abundant dead driftwood on the riverine gravel bars which are reworked and
flooded during the wet season every year, so campfires provide the best minimal-
impact option for expedition cooking. Self-contained pump-out toilets, such as used
on the Grand Canyon, would be pointless in China where human waste is collected
for agricultural fertilizer. Accordingly, the group used pit toilets. All litter, however,
including cigarette butts and similar small items, was collected and carried out.

The Yangbi area receives so few visitors that there are no artefacts or other items
manufactured for sale to tourists, and hence no concern over possible secondary
impacts on endangered species which might be used in such artefacts.

One of the major aims of the trip was to demonstrate the commercial viability of
river tourism as an economical alternative to industrial logging, paper production
and large-scale dams. Whilst tourism has indeed played an economic and political
role in conservation in some parts of the world, and this effort is now continuing in
China through initiatives such as The Nature Conservancy’s Great Rivers Project, it
was not successful in the case of the Yangbi. When we returned to the river in mid-
2004 it was so severely dammed and polluted that no runnable whitewater remained.

Safety

For a first descent of an unknown river in a remote area, safety issues are con-
siderably broader than for a routine tour on a well-known river. At its broadest level,
safety depends on overall trip planning, including the best available knowledge of
terrain, gradient, geology and seasonal rainfall patterns. Taken together these
provide some prediction of the likely shape and severity of the rapids, the frequency
of potential campsites, and the probable distance travelled per day. Information on
air and water temperature is also needed to determine what clothing and camping
equipment may be required.

Opportunities for access to the river and for emergency evacuation, if any, also
need to be planned in advance. For this part of China, reliable maps are unobtainable
and in any event are at such a small scale that they give only a broad indication of
topography. Aerial photographs are treated as military intelligence, and likewise
unavailable. International satellite imagery is very expensive and does not show
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individual rapids in enough detail to be much use. Local villages may be sparse and
residents may speak only local dialects. They may or may not be friendly to river
runners arriving unexpectedly. They may or may not be able to describe
downstream river conditions in terms meaningful to rafters and kayakers.

In such circumstances a river expedition must proceed with caution. Rapids that
elsewhere would tempt kayakers to hours of play can only be run once. Rapids that
elsewhere might be run by the most difficult route are instead run using easier lines.
Rapids where all routes are difficult but not impossible may instead be portaged. All
this is necessary to conserve equipment and energy for those rapids that are difficult
but must be run none the less.

For first descents such as these, Earth Science Expeditions uses catarafts to carry
gear and hardshell kayaks to scout ahead. The kayaking participants must be skilled
paddlers. Their task is to run the river ahead of the rafts, signalling routes on easily
runnable sections, and signalling a stop above more difficult rapids. With this
advance warning, the rafts can pull safely to the riverbank when necessary, and wait
for the much more manoeuvrable kayaks to scout a route through the next rapid.

For rapids that are long or have blind sections, kayakers can descend section by
section and relay signals back to the rafters. If rapids cannot safely be ‘boat-scouted’
in this way, kayakers and rafters may have to scout the rapids from the shore. Once
a rapid is scouted and the rafts start their run, the kayakers provide safety support
in case any of the rafts capsize or anyone is thrown out. If this does happen, a
kayaker will try to paddle to the swimmer as quickly as possible, and ferry them to
safety. In a large, wide or violent rapid this is not always possible, but often kayaks
can drag swimmers away from the more dangerous features of the rapid.

Safety kayakers are used routinely by many commercial whitewater rafting tour
companies. The difference for a first descent is that neither the kayakers nor the rafters
know what is coming downstream, so the kayakers must treat every new rapid as
potentially unrunnable until proven otherwise, and the rafts must be alert and always
ready to stop at a kayaker’s signal.

Access points to the river are limited for most first descents in remote areas, and
expeditions can carry only limited food. The ability to cover distance each day can
hence become critical. If the kayakers halt the rafts unnecessarily, too much time is
lost. The skill, judgement and teamwork of the rafters and kayakers are vital for
overall safety.

Safety practices on the river itself included measures such as maintaining visual
contact from boat to boat; scouting rapids in advance in the case of any uncertainty;
taking safe and conservative lines through rapids where possible, rather than the
lines one might take if it were a well-known river; wearing lifejackets at all times
except in camp; keeping throw-ropes ready on rafts as well as kayaks; setting up
back-ups and rescue plans for major rapids; and positioning the kayaks so they
could rescue rafters or each other if need be. All these measures were followed
during the ESE Yangbi trip. The most risky parts of the expedition, almost certainly,
were the road journeys to and from the river, where accidents were clearly frequent
and safety was beyond our control.

Marketing

Marketing for a specialist one-off but relatively expensive trip such as this, especially
by a newly formed company as ESE was then, presents particular difficulties. A
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company that already has a large repertoire of well-known routine tours and a
heavily visited website can advertise a specialist one-off trip quite easily, relying on
their existing customer base. Indeed, they may send direct mail or e-mail invitations
to past clients who they think might be interested.

For a newly formed enterprise, however, there is no existing corporate customer
base, and the trip leaders have to rely principally on personal contacts. If they can
obtain sponsorship from any organization which publishes its own magazine or
newsletter, that organization may also be prepared to provide publicity. Commercial
advertising is generally not feasible, because the cost has to be spread across too few
participants.

For a trip such as this, where costs have to be shared between all participants and
most participants need to be skilled, there is a further difficulty: those with the
necessary skills rarely have the necessary funds and vice versa. Many such proposed
trips, in fact, do not succeed in attracting a sufficient number of skilled and paying
participants to cover costs, and do not take place. It is a tribute to ESE’s skills in
marketing, as well as politics, planning and logistics that this trip took place at all,
especially after a 7-year lead time.

Qamdo Gorge of the Mekong, Tibet: Shangri-La River Expeditions
Place

The Mekong River, thirteenth longest in the world, rises in Tibet and flows through
Yunnan Province in Western China, into southeast Asia. As it leaves the Tibetan
plateau, the river cuts down through a giant gorge several kilometres deep and over
100 km in length. Other great Asian rivers such as the Brahmaputra, the Salween and
the Yangtze cut similar and parallel gorges.

Although still over 2000 km from the ocean, the Mekong is a large-volume river
as it flows south from Qamdo in southern Tibet. Indeed, even at its lowest seasonal
flow at the end of winter, it is still similar in size to the Grand Canyon of the
Colorado at normal dam-release water levels. At high flow, the Qamdo Gorge
probably carries as much water as monsoon flows in western Himalayan rivers such
as the Sun Khosi in Nepal.

The section of the Mekong River immediately below Qamdo is relatively open,
and there is a dirt road alongside and several local bridges. Once the river enters
the main gorge, however, there is only an extremely narrow, precarious
and intermittent track along cliffs and screes high above the river, and tiny
isolated villages making a subsistence living at the junctions of side streams.
The tracks are built up with stones from far below, so that in some places
it is like walking along the top of a 10 m wall. In other places the tracks are
carved out of vertical or overhanging cliffs. At one cliff there are some very
large and solid ancient wooden pillars set beside the track, bored through
with hand-cut rectangular holes. Presumably these are the remains of an ancient
gate.

The villages, especially the smallest ones furthest into the gorges, appear to
subsist almost entirely on the traditional Tibetan tsampa, barley meal ground
between hand-hewn granite grindstones in mills driven by wooden paddle wheels.
The barley is grown on small terraced fields irrigated by ramshackle but effective
aqueducts from the side streams. Rainfall is very low, and houses are built with earth
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and stone walls, and earth and timber roofs. All structural timber, whether hollowed
trunks for aqueducts or beams for houses, must be brought down from mountain
forests thousands of metres higher in elevation. Despite this isolation, which must be
extreme in winter, in 2004 at least one of the larger villages had a solar-powered
video player! The river is cold and silty and the air is extremely dry.

Operator

Shangri-La River Expeditions is a subsidiary of Earth Science Expeditions, a US-
based company that has run a number of first descents on Chinese rivers, combining
adventure tourism with scientific exploration. The Shangri-La subsidiary had
previously run a first descent of the upper reaches of the Mekong on the Tibet
plateau (Shangri-La River Expeditions, 2005). In April 2004, the company combined
forces with a Japanese rafting group from the Exploration Club of the Tokyo
University of Agriculture, and a Chinese group from Szechuan Scientific
Explorations, to attempt a first descent of the Qamdo Gorge. Pete Winn, owner of
Shangri-La River Expeditions, was the overall leader of this attempt. Szechuan
Scientific Explorations is a commercial organization that arranged permits and
logistics in China.

Activity

The aim of the expedition was to make a first descent of the Mekong River from
Qamdo through the gorge to the border between Tibet and Yunnan, a distance of 240
km. To cover this distance in the time available, most of the day was necessarily
spent either on the water, scouting rapids or making and breaking camp. Since this
section contains numerous Class IV and V rapids, all equipment had to be packed
carefully and tied very thoroughly to the rafts, which took additional time. There
were no detailed maps or large-scale aerial photographs, so navigation was a
constant concern. There was no opportunity to replenish supplies whilst on the river
and the rafts carried only enough food for the planned duration of the descent.
Managing food consumption and checking the rate of progress downstream were
therefore also important activities.

Equipment

The group had three 5-6 m catarafts and four hardshell whitewater kayaks.
Camping equipment and food were carried on the rafts so that the kayaks could
paddle unladen. The catarafts were equipped with rowing frames and oar rigs for
power and manoeuvrability in big water. Each carried one rower and up to three
other expedition members. Two of the rafts were provided by Shangri-La River
Expeditions, and one by the Japanese team.

My own kayak was sponsored by Current Craft Perception® in New Zealand.
Some expedition participants brought their own camping equipment, others used
gear supplied by Shangri-La. Chinese, Japanese and American participants brought
separate food and cooking equipment, but soon combined them. Three expedition
members brought handheld global positioning system (GPS) equipment. Three also
brought commercial broadcast-quality video recorders, one from each national
group. A separate Chinese TV video team also followed the expedition’s progress
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from the banks where possible. However, they had no access into the main gorge.
One member of the expedition brought a satellite telephone. This worked only inter-
mittently, but proved very valuable later in the trip.

Accommodation

The trip commenced in Chengdu in Yunnan Province and ended in Kunming. Travel
to Qamdo was by truck and minibus. Accommodation during this section was in
local hotels. On the river, accommodation was in tents on the riverbanks. In the
upper sections of the river there were large sandbars, which provided good
campsites, but as we came into the gorge, campsites were extremely few, small and
cramped. At two sites we put our tents inside small room-sized rectangular stone
walls built on the only available ledges of flat ground. At one site these were
apparently disused and unroofed. At the other they had rudimentary brush roofs
and were likely used to overwinter livestock.

Statistics

The trip took a month in total, including travel within China. According to the plan,
the group would have spent 18 days on the river. In practice, after 9 days on the river
it was forced to abandon the descent and haul all its equipment out over a 5000 m
snowbound pass, taking 6 days. This was an expeditionary first descent, and there
was no clear distinction between guides and clients as in more routine commercial
tours. Expedition members differed in their whitewater experience, expeditionary
and outdoor experience, and experience in China. Similarly, different members of
the expedition took part under different financial arrangements. Essentially, the
international participants paid for the journeys, and probably also for a significant
Chinese profit. It was an expensive trip.

Access

Access to the Qamdo Gorge is complicated and difficult, both physically and legally.
There is an airport about 80 km away from Qamdo, but it is often closed at short
notice because of poor weather and is not considered reliable. Accordingly,
expedition members flew to Chengdu and drove for several days to reach Qamdo.
Downstream from Qamdo there is a riverside road for the first 60 km or so, then an
increasingly narrow, precarious and intermittent track, and then nothing. About
two-thirds of the way through the gorge there is a road bridge high above the river,
but no road access to the river itself. Within the gorge section the only access is on
foot, up side streams and over mountain ranges and passes at 5000 m elevation and
higher.

To carry out this expedition, and indeed to enter this area of Tibet at all, we had
to obtain permits from various government agencies including the Provincial
Government of Tibet and the local government of the Qamdo area. Permit
arrangements were handled by Szechuan Scientific Explorations on behalf of
Shangri-La River Expeditions. Even so, some conflict between permitting
authorities, never fully explained, detained us for 3 days at Qamdo before we were
permitted to launch. Whitewater rafting and kayaking in China, especially first
descents, always seem to involve endless difficulties with permits.
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Community

Our dealings with local communities in this expedition can be considered at several
levels. We had dealings with Chinese government officials for permits. These were
formal and ceremonial. For example, we were required to take part in a televised
launch ceremony involving commoditized Tibetan customs, somewhat ironic as
Qamdo is an old Tibetan monastery town that is now overrun by frontier-style
Chinese economic development.

We had various interactions with the Chinese members of the expedition itself
and those who had associated themselves with it. Clearly, we presented a pro-
motional and moneymaking opportunity that some of our associates were keen to
capitalize on. The dynamics between different Chinese members of our expedition
were sometimes quite confusing for the Westerners.

The clash of traditional Tibetan and modern Han Chinese customs and cultures
was also very apparent. Once we left the last road and came to isolated villages
accessible only on foot or perhaps donkey, we encountered small traditional Tibetan
communities with very little outside contact. Since our intended Tibetan guide had
been unable to join us, however, our communications with these villagers were only
through our Chinese expedition members, who by that time were substantially
stressed. Communication was therefore not as relaxed as one might have wished for
an effective cultural interaction.

Experience

The expedition did not succeed in running the full 360 km length of the Qamdo
Gorge. About 135 km below Qamdo the rapids became too difficult for the rafts to
run safely and the gorge became too steep and sheer-walled for portages to be
possible. The kayakers considered continuing unsupported, but had neither
equipment nor permission to do so. To have carried on regardless would have
endangered not only their own safety, but the opportunities for future whitewater
descents in China. The expedition therefore dismantled all of its equipment, and
with the assistance of local villagers and a number of small donkeys, carried it out
over the nearest pass, 5000 m in elevation and snowbound, taking 6 days. This walk
was very interesting, but not why we were there.

Environment

Environmental management whilst on the river was similar to that by Earth Science
Expeditions elsewhere, as described for the Yangbi River case study. The riverbanks
in the city of Qamdo are heavily polluted with human excrement and the impacts of
a small raft trip are entirely negligible in comparison. Several of the Japanese and
Chinese members of the group were smokers. Each of the Japanese carried an empty
film canister to store used cigarette butts. The Chinese initially threw their butts to
the ground or the river, but later noted the Japanese practices and indeed mentioned
them in written reports on the expedition in the Chinese press.

As with the Yangbi River Expedition a decade earlier, one of the aims of this trip
was to demonstrate the potential economic significance of river tourism, in the hope
that it could prove valuable as part of a conservation initiative. The Nature
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Conservancy (2005), a large US-based international NGO, currently has a major con-
servation initiative in this region, known as the Great Rivers Project. Its objectives are
similar but larger scale, better resourced and better connected than ours. Hopefully
it will be successful.

Safety

Safety procedures on the river were generally similar to those of ESE elsewhere. The
kayaks paddle ahead of the rafts, scouting the river. Where they encounter easily run
rapids, they proceed downstream and then signal the safest route to the rafts. For
more difficult rapids, the kayaks first signal the rafts to halt at the riverbank, and
investigate the rapids more carefully before deciding how to proceed. For the most
difficult rapids, both kayakers and rowers halt upstream and scout the rapids from
the bank before attempting to run them. Whilst rafts are running a rapid, the kayaks
position themselves so as to rescue anyone who falls overboard.

One difference from earlier ESE trips was the lack of a common language. All but
the most basic communications between the Chinese-, Japanese- and English-
speaking members had to be relayed and interpreted. The Chinese members were
inexperienced and it took several days before they learnt to pack their raft properly.
Neither the Chinese nor the Japanese group had oarsmen with the same skills and
experience as the American raft. The expedition leader overcame these difficulties to
some degree by mixing group members between rafts to improve communications
and by training oarsmen on the river, but such measures could only go so far.

Overall, the politics of assembling such a multinational expedition in order to
obtain permission to attempt the descent led to shortcomings in the skills and
experience of the expedition members. This meant that we had to portage rapids
which a more experienced group might have run; that we fell behind schedule
because of portages and because we were slow to break camp; and that the more
experienced members, including the kayakers, had to devote considerable effort to
assisting the group in tasks such as packing and portaging rafts, rather than being
free to scout rapids.

A more detailed discussion is available on the expedition website (Shangri-La
River Expedition, 2005). Congratulations are due especially to the expedition leader
for maintaining coherence and making difficult decisions, and to the Japanese
contingent for unflagging energy and efficiency. Nobody was injured despite some
potentially dangerous situations.

Marketing

As noted for the Yangbi River Expedition case study, assembling a trip such as this
is not easy. For this trip it was further complicated by several factors. First, the
Japanese crew wanted to run the same section, and the groups had to be combined.
And secondly, the Chinese organization that brokered the permit not only wanted to
be included, but also charged a very high price that restricted the number of
potential participants.
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Chuya and Katun Rivers, Russia: Team Gorky
Place

The Katun River flows north from the Altai Mountains in southern Siberia, joining
the River Ob near the town of Barnaul. The headwaters of the Katun, and its
tributaries such as the Chuya and Argut, are close to the international borders
between Russia, China and Mongolia, in the Altai region at the western end of
Central Asia’s Sayan mountain range. Parts of the Altai are listed as a World
Heritage Area.

The Katun is one of Russia’s better-known and more popular rafting rivers. The
Jenisei River, which flows north from the Sayan Mountains further east, is also used
for rafting. These rivers are also popular for fishing. There are numerous sandy
beaches along the central and lower stretches of the Katun River, and these are
popular summer holiday destinations for Russian self-drive domestic tourists and
school groups, who camp in grassy areas along raised river terraces.

Peak runoff is in June, but varies considerably from year to year. The rivers have
a high silt load that colours the waters accordingly: the Chuya to a milky grey-brown
and the Katun to a translucent green. The river valleys are high and steep-sided, with
sparsely vegetated eroding slopes and sharp and heavily dissected ridge lines. The
principal vegetation types include open conifer woodlands, birch groves, juniper
heaths on the slopes, mixed herbaceous meadows on the river terraces, and dense but
narrow stands of shrubs along side streams. There are wild strawberries, raspberries,
gooseberries and other fruit and mushrooms. The area is famous for its honey.

There are rock art sites with ancient petroglyphs, which appear to depict ibex
with their very characteristic large curled horns. Hunters still visit the region in
winter. Unlike most of Siberia, the Katun is known for being largely free of
mosquitoes. Presumably this is because the landscape is generally dry, steep and
free-draining with no marshes, and the rivers are cold and fast-flowing. This feature
certainly adds greatly to its attractiveness as a holiday destination. At the time of my
visit there were immense clouds of small black flies over the river itself. These did
not bite, but they did fly into one’s eyes in large numbers, causing some difficulties
whilst running rapids. There were also ticks, which can carry a Siberian encephalitis
that is particularly virulent.

Operator

Team Gorky is a well-respected and long-established outdoor tour operator that
offers a range of land- and river-based trips throughout Siberia and elsewhere in
Russia and overseas. The majority of its clients are Russian, but it also acts as the
local provider for international tour companies such as Mountain Travel — Sobek. It
has been operating for several decades, with permanent headquarters in Nizhny
Novgorod and a summer base in Barnaul.

A number of other Russian firms offer rafting trips on the Katun River, but most
of these seem to be low-key 1-day float trips on the lower Katun, below the
whitewater sections described here. There are one or two other Russian operators
who offer trips on the upper Katun and its tributaries, including the Class V+ Argut,
but to judge from their respective websites, Team Gorky appears to be the most pro-
fessional and well-established operator in the area. There is also at least one Russian
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operator based in the USA that offers rafting trips on the Chuya and Katun with the
same itineraries as team Gorky, but at three times the price. International tour
retailers that offer Team Gorky’s trip under their own name also charge several times
Team Gorky’s own prices.

Team Gorky’s name, incidentally, comes from the town of Nizhny Novgorod,
which was at one time known as Gorky. The company is led and co-owned by
Andrey Kapitanov, a very skilled and experienced rafter and kayaker who is still the
chief guide and leads trips continuously during the summer season. Of course, since
trips run simultaneously on different rivers, the company also employs additional
lead guides. The rafting season in this area is from May to September, so most of
Team Gorky’s river guides and staff have other employment during winter.

Activity

Both the Chuya and the Katun are relatively fast shallow rivers with many small
rapids and riffles interspersed between the major rapids, and numerous pourovers
and other hazards. Except in a few slower stretches towards the end of the trip, the
rafters and kayakers must be alert and active throughout the entire trip. At this time
of year, the days are long, with light from around 5 am until 9 pm. Whilst one or two
of the clients were up early, the majority waited until the guides, who got up at 7 am,
had breakfast ready at about 8:30 am. Dismantling the camp and packing the boats
was a leisurely procedure, and often we were not on the water until 11 am.

On the Chuya there is a road alongside the river and all gear was transported
from camp to camp in a truck so that the boats could be paddled empty. This is a sig-
nificant consideration since the more difficult rapids are on the Chuya rather than
the Katun. On the Katun, there is no road near the river until close to the take-out
point, but the river is wide enough, and the rapids sufficiently straightforward, for
the group to be accompanied by an oar-rigged baggage raft which carried communal
camp equipment.

On most days the group stopped around 2 pm for an extended lunch break and
then continued in the afternoon for another couple of hours on the river. Dinners
were generally quite late, typically 9 or 9:30 pm, and on several nights many of the
clients carried on the party until the early hours of the morning.

At two of the campsites the guides constructed a banya, a sauna-style steam tent.
A couple of dozen football-sized rounded river rocks are piled into a hollow heap. A
large fire is built beneath and around them and is kept stoked for several hours until
the rocks are extremely hot. The embers are raked away, the ashes blown out from
between the rocks, and the remains of the charred area covered with damp sand. A
double-skinned tent is erected over the rock pile and its edges sealed to the ground
with more sand. Guides and clients then take it turns to get into the tent in groups
of six or eight, pour water on to the rocks and whip themselves with leaf-covered
bunches of birch twigs. When the steam becomes too scalding one can squeeze out
of the tent and leap into the river. On each occasion, the men went first, taking a
couple of hours in all for everyone to have several turns in the tent, and then the
women took over and followed suit. Apparently this is traditional.

On one occasion, we camped for two consecutive nights at the same site on the
Katun River, and spent the day hiking up a small peak nearby which provided a
panoramic view up and downstream. Overall, there was a good balance between
active paddling and leisurely camping and riverside activities.
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Equipment

Team Gorky provided all the rafting and camping equipment, including sleeping
bags. Clients provided only their own clothing, both for on- and off-river use. Whilst
the Team Gorky (2005) website says only that one needs two sets of clothing, in
practice many of the clients brought their own wetsuits or waterproof river jackets.
Many of the clients were repeat customers and knew what to expect. In my own case,
I used a kayak borrowed from Team Gorky, but brought all my own kayaking
equipment and clothing. The water temperature was about 15°C.

All the equipment provided by Team Gorky was of good quality and in good
condition. The camping gear was of Russian manufacture, the kayaks imported.
Except for the oar-rigged baggage raft on the Katun section, the rafts were rigged as
paddle rafts with six clients and one guide each. There were four such rafts, plus
three kayaks and one privately owned two-person cataraft.

These small two-person catarafts, which seem to be quite common in Russia, are
very different from the large oar-rigged catarafts used by Earth Science Expeditions
in China and Tibet. They are small and narrow, with each of the inflatable pontoons
little larger than an old-style whitewater kayak. One paddler kneels astride each
pontoon, with their knees held in padded loops and their feet wedged against one of
the aluminium cross-bars. They paddle using long-shafted single-bladed paddles,
one paddling right-handed and one left-handed. These catarafts are fast and
manoeuvrable, and can surf waves in the same way as a hardshell kayak. If they flip,
they can be righted by standing on one pontoon, hooking the paddle tee-piece into a
baggage strap on the other, and leaning outward. On the Katun, we saw a number
of private trips using these craft.

Accommodation

Accommodation on the rivers is in two-person tents. There were enough tents that
clients travelling on their own could take a tent for themselves if they wished. On the
first night, after a 12-h bus journey from Barnaul, the clients arrive at the Chuya River
to find their tents already set up by the guides. On subsequent days, they are
responsible for pitching and striking their own tents. The tents are of a straightforward
design, but proved capable of handling high winds and heavy rains on several
occasions.

At each camp the guides also set up several large tarpaulins for shelter in the centre
of the camp, including one set up over a row of collapsible tables where food was laid
out. All cooking was done by the guides, who also did all the washing up and all the
work associated with the main camp and with loading and unloading boats, unless
clients volunteered to help. Every morning, for example, two of the guides, using two
frying pans each, would cook over 100 pancakes for breakfast. There were fresh fruit,
fresh vegetables and fresh meat every day, including a sheep purchased from a farmer
at one point. A number of clients had brought beer, wine and spirits, which added to
the general conviviality. On the final night of the trip, after the group had driven back
to Barnaul, accommodation was provided in a basic but adequate Soviet-era hotel.

Statistics

The Chuya—-Katun river trip takes a total of 10 days, including a day at each end
spent travelling from Barnaul to the river and back. Of this, 3 days are spent on the
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Chuya and five on the Katun, including the one rest day. The rafts take six clients
and one guide each, and there were also two safety kayakers in addition to myself.
The overall client-to-guide ratio was about 3:1. The trip costs €700 ex Barnaul,
including all food and local transport and the final night’s hotel accommodation.
This corresponds to a little under US$90 per person per day, which is comparable to
costs for corresponding high-volume trips in Nepal and well below the rates for
specialist low-volume or one-off trips in Chile or China.

Access

Access to the put-in point on the Chuya River is by an all-day road journey in a Team
Gorky bus from Barnaul. The bus stops for lunch at a village market famous for
various local foods such as honey, various pickled vegetables and other delicacies.
The rafts, kayaks and camping equipment are driven to the river a day earlier by
truck. Barnaul is accessible by air from Moscow. For international travellers arriving
from the east, it is somewhat inconvenient to fly across the whole of Russia to
Moscow and then back to Barnaul, but it appears that there are no long-haul flights
into Barnaul, or even nearby Novosibirsk, from eastern gateways such as
Vladivostok. Moscow has two major airport complexes, and ground transfers
between them apparently take several hours. For flights to Barnaul that leave from
Domodedovo airport, Team Gorky apparently provides a local courier to assist with
connections (Team Gorky, 2005). This does not apply for those transiting through
Sheremetyevo, who must make their own way between the international and
domestic airports.

In the Chuya River valley there is a road running parallel to the river, and
various points at which a carefully manoeuvred truck can get down to riverbank
campsites, as outlined earlier. On the section of the Katun River below the
confluence of the Chuya, there is no road access for three river days downstream.
Below that, there are numerous access points, used by riverbank campers as well as
rafters. It seems that some sections, and perhaps all of the section rafted by Team
Gorky on this trip, flow through land managed by a forestry agency, which charges
an access and/or camping fee for rafters. These fees were paid directly by Team
Gorky and were included in the package price.

Community

The Chuya and upper Katun catchments support low-density agriculture, with free-
range cattle grazing predominant. In the villages, every house has a large yard, and
every square metre is planted with potatoes and other vegetables. There are
dilapidated remains of large farm buildings from the Soviet collective-farm era, but
these are no longer operational. The riverbank terraces produce a rich meadow, and
at the Katun take-out point this was being mowed by a tractor, presumably for
winter hay. It appears that with the disintegration of the collective farms, the area
has reverted to a small-scale mixed farming economy.

It seems that tourism is also making a growing contribution. There are a number
of recently constructed tourist bungalows along the river banks, for example, and
organized tented camps as well as individual people camping with their own tents
and cars. Tourist minibuses, often with rafts on the roofs, are a common sight on the
main access road. There is a roadside spring, which has become a tourist attraction,
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and a large line of permanent kiosks selling a range of craft items and other
souvenirs. Few if any of the items for sale, incidentally, seem to be manufactured
locally: they are bought in purely for sale to tourists, principally domestic tourists.
Even the food market referred to earlier attracts tourists as well as locals.

As one of the pioneers of rafting on the Katun River and its tributaries, Team
Gorky and its clients have presumably made a significant strategic contribution to
the growth of this tourist economy, even though its quantitative significance is
currently small relative to the flow of self-drive domestic tourists. In day-to-day
terms, the group had little interaction with local residents, except when we stopped
to buy a sheep. Most of the Team Gorky guides are from Nizhny Novgorod rather
than the local area, and Barnaul is a large city where adventure tourism is not a sig-
nificant component of the economy.

Experience

The river gorges through the Altai Mountains are extremely scenic, particularly when
the sun is shining. At the time of this trip, in late July, a large number of herbaceous
meadow plants were in flower, adding to the effect. The area is still agricultural, and
some of the riverbank campsites are rather heavily contaminated with cow by-
products, but this is a minor consideration. Of particular significance, this area seems to
be relatively free of mosquitoes, which makes camping a far more relaxing experience
than would otherwise be the case. There were swarms of black flies, but these did not
bite. Ticks were present but infrequent. They are of particular concern in this area since
they can transmit the particularly virulent Siberian form of Russian spring-summer
encephalitis virus, which has a high fatality rate and no known treatment.

Team Gorky proved to be a highly professional organization with well-
organized logistics and very confident, hard-working and friendly guides. There
was only one raft flip and everyone was quickly rescued. The day spent hiking gave
us a chance to see a little of the surrounding terrain, and the banyas were certainly a
bonus.

Environment

Campsites along the Chuya and Katun Rivers are used by private rafting groups and
other tour operators as well as Team Gorky, and those accessible by road are also
used by private self-drive domestic tourists. From an aesthetic perspective, some of
these campsites are quite heavily impacted by large amounts of litter, broken bottles
and numerous unburied human waste deposits. At an ecosystem level these factors
are probably negligible relative to roads, mines, logging and livestock, but they do
detract from the experience. Of course, since Team Gorky does not control these sites
and is generally not in communication with other users, there is little it can do to
improve the situation overall. In addition, most of the river beaches are presumably
washed through by annual floods, though of course these only redeposit litter
further downstream.

Team Gorky’s own environmental management practices are better than local
norms, but would not be considered as best practice at a world scale. All group litter,
principally food packaging, is collected at each campsite and burnt on the morning
of departure. Combustion, however, is not always complete. Burnt cans are thrown
into the river rather than being carried out. No attempt was made to collect and burn
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rubbish left by previous campsite users. There did not seem to be any environmental
or minimal-impact briefing for clients. Many of the clients and guides were heavy
smokers and threw their cigarette butts to the ground rather than putting them in the
garbage bags. In addition, where clients were drinking in their own tents they
sometimes left empty bottles at the tent sites. At each campsite the staff dug a hole
to bury food scraps, and inorganic waste was sometimes also thrown into this hole.

Safety

All rafting equipment was in good condition, the raft guides were skilled, and all
clients were issued with lifejackets and helmets. There were two safety kayakers in
addition to myself. Before taking to the river on the first morning’s rafting, the trip
leader gave a safety briefing. Since this was in Russian, I cannot comment on detailed
content. There were demonstrations on how to get back into a raft, but not of how to
orient oneself if swimming, or how to act in a rope-assisted or kayak-assisted rescue.
In practice, there was one major raft flip, and everyone was quickly rescued with
kayaks standing by.

Attitudes to safety off-river were not entirely consistent. On the day we spent
hiking up a nearby peak, the guides were concerned to keep us together, even
though the route was clearly marked and visible, and the weather good, so risks
were small. Perhaps the greatest risk, combining high probability and high severity,
was of falling into the extremely hot stones in the centre of the banya tent whilst
moving in and out. Nothing, however, was said or done to minimize this risk,
presumably because all Russians are expected to be familiar with such issues.

One risk that was not mentioned at all on the trip, but that potentially could be
quite significant, is that of encephalitis transmitted by tick bites. The area concerned
lies within the range of RSSEV, Russian spring—summer encephalitis virus, which
can be transmitted by ticks and also by unpasteurized dairy products. The Siberian
form of RSSEV is apparently more serious than the Far Eastern form. Indeed, this
particular part of Siberia appears to be one of the world’s highest-risk areas for
severe tick-born encephalitis. Greatest risks are experienced by people walking away
from the river, especially in relatively dense moist vegetation alongside streams. I
was, in fact, bitten by such a tick whilst collecting raspberries, and later blood tests
specific to RSSEV proved positive. Fortunately, I proved to be somewhat resistant,
probably because of innumerable previous tick bites. None of this, however, is
mentioned in Team Gorky’s (2005) website, perhaps because risks from RSSEV are
already well-known to Russian clients.

Despite this unexpected issue, Team Gorky’s Chuya-Katun trip ranks world-
class in scenery, rapids, guiding and value.

Marketing

Most of Team Gorky’s clients fall into one of two categories: domestic Russian clients
booking individually; and international clients, principally from the USA, booking in
groups through overseas tour operators. Team Gorky seemed to be relatively well
known within Russia, particularly in the Nizhny Novgorod area where it is based.
Most international clients probably do not know anything at all about Team Gorky
itself until they arrive. Rather, they book a Katun rafting trip through a tour operator
in their own country.
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From Team Gorky’s perspective, therefore, the critical marketing issue is to
maintain active links with such companies and continue to provide satisfaction for
client groups. It would seem it does so successfully since US-based companies such
as Mountain Travel — Sobek and Steve Currey Expeditions apparently both use Team
Gorky routinely. The company does have its own English-language website, which
is easily found by searching for raft tours on the Katun, but it seems that relatively
few international clients contact the company without some form of intermediate
link.

Sun Khosi, Karnali, Trisuli, Marsyangdi, Nepal: David Allardice’s
Ultimate Descents

Place

Though politically unstable of late (2005), Nepal has a long history as a relatively
low-cost destination for backpacker tourism and mountain trekking. During the last
two decades it has also become well known for whitewater rafting. Commercial raft
tour operators have offered multi-day raft trips on rivers such as the Sun Khosi,
Karnali, Kali Gandaki and Trisuli, and less frequently on rivers such as the
Marsyangdi and the Bhote Khosi (Knowles and Allardice, 1992). The volume of
water in these rivers varies greatly from season to season. Immediately after the
monsoon rains, flows in the larger rivers such as the Sun Khosi and Karnali are
typically around 3000 cubic metres per second, which is about five times the normal
dam-controlled flow in the Colorado Grand Canyon.

Operator

At least 30 different companies in Kathmandu offer whitewater rafting tours. Only
some of these, however, actually own and operate their own rafts; the others simply
sell seats on commission. The best-known whitewater raft and kayak company in
Nepal was established in the 1980s by a New Zealander, David Allardice, co-author
of the definitive guide to Nepal’s whitewater (Knowles and Allardice, 1992). I took
part in several of their high-water commercial raft descents some years ago, as an
additional kayaker. I also paddled the Marsyangdi with one of their safety kayakers,
but not with a raft group.

In 2002, however, one of their Nepalese associates apparently carried out a
hostile takeover of the company, causing a significant interruption until Allardice
was able to establish a new operation. The original company’s website now contains
a mixture of descriptive material from prior to the takeover and new material
describing the company as if it had been established by the takeover owner. It also
contains materials attempting to denigrate Allardice’s new company, in a way that
would not be considered acceptable in a developed country. I am not familiar with
any of the details of the takeover and cannot comment on the operations of the
Nepal-owned company.

My experience with the company was whilst it was under Allardice’s
management, and my observations may or may not apply currently. Under
Allardice’s management this was a world-class operation, and no doubt this still
applies for Allardice’s current company. It seems unlikely that the local takeover
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company can match these standards, but I have not audited their operations to check
this directly.

Allardice’s company is now trading internationally under its original name of
Ultimate Descents, and runs river trips in a variety of Himalayan nations. In Nepal
the takeover company is called Ultimate Descents Nepal, and Allardice trades as The
Last Resort (2005) to distinguish his company from the current operation using the
original name. The Last Resort is the name of a lodge he has built on the Bhote Khosi,
as a base for whitewater and other adventure activities.

Activity

Descents of the Karnali and Sun Khosi are multi-day trips that start in the foothills
of the Himalayas and end in the flatlands of the Terai, Nepal’s low-altitude southern
fringe. The majority of the trip is spent either on the river in the rafts, or making and
breaking camp on riverbank sandbars. Each of the trips in which I took part was the
first descent of the season after the end of the monsoon rains, when the water level
was first beginning to fall and expose the sandbars. As a result, campsites were com-
paratively infrequent, and each day’s rafting was designed accordingly. The
remainder of the riverbank, especially in the Karnali, is relatively steep, rocky and
heavily forested.

Each trip included 1 lay-over day, an insurance against any unforeseen dif-
ficulties. On these days we camped 2 nights at the same site, and had the opportunity
to hike up side creeks and explore the forest. The upper sections of the Karnali,
traversed in the early days of the trip, are relatively steep, narrow and fast-flowing
with major rapids where the rafters and safety kayakers must remain alert. In the
lower stretches, however, the river is wider, less steep and slower-flowing, and
rapids are small and infrequent. In these sections, some of the rafting clients took the
opportunity to borrow kayaks and practice paddling, whilst the safety boaters took
their places on the rafts. On the Sun Khosi, however, even the lower sections of the
river have major rapids.

The Karnali trip, in far western Nepal, started with a 3-day hike from the nearest
roadhead to the put-in point on the Karnali River. The rafting clients carried their
own personal gear, and porters carried the rafts, kayaks and communal cooking and
camping equipment. This provides a very interesting opportunity to visit some of
the hill villages in a relatively remote part of the country, not visited by trekkers. This
area is currently (December, 2005) off-limits to tourists because of civil unrest.

The take-out point on the lower Karnali is close to Bardia National Park, which
provides opportunities to search for tiger and rhinoceros on elephant-back. A
number of clients took the opportunity to visit Bardia before returning to
Kathmandu.

The Sun Khosi, Marsyangdi and Trisuli are much closer to Kathmandu. The
Trisuli is a much shorter trip with fewer and smaller rapids. Much of the river,
including the one overnight campsite, is accessible by road, so there is no need to
carry camping equipment in the rafts unless the trip leader decides to camp on the
side of the river away from the road. This is apparently advisable during the peak
rafting season, for safety and serenity. When I took part in this trip, however, there
were only a few groups on the river, and we camped undisturbed on the roadside
riverbank.
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Equipment

Even though these rivers are wide enough for oar rafts, in practice paddle rafts are
used, because most of the clients prefer active participation. In addition, for the
Karnali descent there is less equipment to carry in for paddle rafts than for oar rafts,
which would also require rowing frames. One of the main features distinguishing
different raft tour operators in Nepal is the age and condition of their rafts.
Allardice’s rafts were all relatively new and in good condition, but some of the other
rafts on the rivers were extremely old and patched. It is commonplace in many
developing countries for smaller local operators to buy their equipment second-hand
when larger operators, sometimes owned by expatriates, replace their own
equipment.

Allardice’s trips are fully equipped and catered, and accessible to backpackers
and other tourists who turn up in Kathmandu with no whitewater equipment or
experience. This includes tents, cooking and camping equipment, as well as rafting
safety gear. Nepal is, of course, known for the high peaks of the Himalayas, but the
major rivers used for rafting are in deep valleys at much lower altitude, and both
water and weather are quite warm. In addition to rafting equipment, the operator
provides dry bags for personal gear and waterproof plastic barrels for cameras.
Clients bring their own sleeping mats and bags or can hire them cheaply in
Kathmandu.

Accommodation

All accommodation during the river trips was in tents on riverbank campsites. Tents
were also used during the 3-day walk-in for the Karnali descent. Clients were
collected from their accommodation in Kathmandu before the trip, but this accom-
modation was not included in the tour. A wide range of accommodation is available
in Kathmandu. For clients who elected to stay on at Bardia National Park after the
Karnali descent, there were several accommodation options, including the Tiger
Tops Jungle Lodge. Rafting operators can make these arrangements, but they are not
included in the river trip itself. Allardice now also offers accommodation in his river
lodge, The Last Resort, but only for trips on the Bhote Khosi.

Statistics

The Trisuli tour was a 2-day trip with a single overnight. Sun Khosi trips took 8-9
days. Karnali tours took a total of 10 days, excluding any additional time spent at
Bardia National Park, but including the days spent driving to the roadhead and
hiking to the river. The rafts used carried six or seven clients and one guide, and each
trip would generally have several rafts, with the exact number depending on the
season. Each trip also included one or more safety kayakers. Prices are currently
around US$85 for the Trisuli, US$400 for the Sun Khosi and US$650 for the Karnali
when last listed. This corresponds to around US$50 per person per day.

Access

Access to and from the Trisuli and Sun Khosi is by road from Kathmandu, in the tour
operator’s buses. For the Karnali, access is by road to the nearest roadhead and on foot
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to the river as outlined above. The return to Kathmandu is either by road with the rafts
and equipment, or by air from a nearby town. For the last few years, access to western
Nepal, including the Karnali, has been problematic for internal political reasons. This
may currently apply to Nepal as a whole, despite official assurances that tourists are
not at risk.

Experience

High-water rafting on high-volume rivers such as these is always an exciting
experience, particularly in more sparsely inhabited valleys such as Karnali. There are
some giant, though technically straightforward, rapids. At high water, few of these
have stable waves which a kayak can surf, but those which do are memorable
indeed. There was one such wave on the Karnali where one of our safety kayakers,
an internationally famous whitewater boater, was flung from the peak to the trough
of the wave with such force that his paddle snapped and he had to get back to the
bank using only one blade and the stump of the shaft, Canadian-style. Evenings on
the riverbank campsites, in contrast, were very mellow, with guides and clients
sprawled around the campfire until late.

Community

Tourism is — or was — a major component of the Nepal economy, and most
components of Nepal’s tourism industry are run and staffed largely or entirely by
Nepalese. As in most countries, the people concerned do not necessarily work in the
same area as they were born. Allardice’s staff included both Nepalese and inter-
national raft guides and office personnel. Suppliers and support staff were all local.
On the Karnali descent, the group camped near local villages. The tour groups were
self-sufficient, but clients had opportunities to meet local children and other
residents. The company contributed to a local school on the Karnali River.

Environment

In comparison to subsistence agriculture, rafting has relatively low impacts.
Allardice’s company contributed to the Nepal River Conservation Trust, and
generally adopted environmental management standards in line with best practice
in the commercial rafting industry (Buckley, 1999), but there were one or two defi-
ciencies. Pit toilets were dug at each campsite by the clients in rotation. These were
generally too shallow and tended to collapse. In addition, both clients and guides left
numerous cigarette butts and other small items of litter around campsites, and
guides made no attempt or request to clean them up. Indeed, even though I did so
myself each morning, only one or two of the other clients assisted, and these were
generally the non-smokers. When I mentioned this to expatriate staff in Kathmandu
headquarters after the trip, however, they summoned the guides and gave them firm
instructions to remedy this situation in future.

Safety

Allardice’s company has a good safety record. It uses well-maintained equipment,
supplies adequate safety gear for its clients and sends safety kayakers with all its
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major multi-day raft trips. Allardice’s raft guides are internationally experienced and
trained in first aid, CPR and swiftwater rescue. Lifejackets and safety gear are
replaced regularly. Clients are also advised to bring hats, sunscreen and lip balm
because of the extended period of exposure to high-altitude sun.

Even so, some safety issues did arise. On our lay-over day on the Karnali, when
most clients were hiking up a side creek, the clients remaining at camp decided to try
their skills at kayaking. They borrowed all the kayaks at once, and paddled out into
a large eddy near camp. One of them capsized and bailed out. He was able to swim
safely to shore, but the boat drifted downstream. Since all the kayaks were in use
there was a significant delay before safety kayakers could pursue the empty boat
downstream. The guides then had to drag the boat several kilometres back upstream
along the riverbank through dense forest.

Marketing

Allardice’s new company is still marketed internationally as Ultimate Descents.
Within Nepal it seems to be marketed through The Last Resort (2005). As noted
earlier, the former company name is now in use by a local operation, but since
Allardice evidently owns the US web address, the local operation uses an
abbreviation. At one time, Allardice operated in Nepal under the name Ultimate
Rivers, but this name no longer seems to be in use.

I am not familiar with the circumstances under which Allardice’s Nepali
associates carried out the hostile takeover. It is clear from the historical record,
however, that David Allardice was one of the major whitewater pioneers in Nepal,
and has devoted much of his life to this rafting business. Irrespective of politics, per-
sonalities and legalities, it must be extremely galling to find his efforts and success
effectively hijacked, and it is impressive that he has managed to build a new business
so quickly and tenaciously. The attacks featured on the company’s website are likely
to backfire, as is commonplace with most negative marketing of this type, and as
long as Nepal’s political situation allows Allardice to continue operating and to
attract sufficient clients, I trust that his new company will prosper.

Drysdale River, Australia: Raleigh International and NOLS
Place

The Drysdale River is one of several substantial but little-known rivers that flow
across the Kimberley region of north-western Australia. One of these, the Ord, is
dammed to provide water for agricultural irrigation. The others are free-flowing and
highly seasonal: barely flowing in the dry season, and torrential during the wet
season.

The headwaters of the Drysdale are in a low plateau at the southern margin of
the Kimberley region, and the upper stretches wind through swamps of pandanus
trees. Further downstream the river drops over a giant horseshoe-shaped waterfall,
Solea Falls. Below the Falls the topography is varied. In some sections the river
crosses broad plains where it can spread to many hundreds of metres in width
during flood flows; elsewhere it is confined in narrow, vertically walled rock gorges,
so flood flows rise many tens of metres. The river reaches the ocean on the northern
coastline, near the small Aboriginal township of Kalumburu. Part of the surrounding
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landscape is protected in a national park, and the remainder lies within large,
privately owned grazing properties.

Operator

The first known descent of the Drysdale River was made in 1988 by an international
team from an organization then known as Operation Raleigh, and later renamed as
Raleigh International (2005). This group ran the entire length through to the ocean.
Raleigh International (2005) describes itself as a ‘youth development charity’. It was
set up essentially to provide adventure opportunities for people of school-leaving
and university age (17-25), through a wide range of expeditions in different
countries across the globe. Like its predecessor, Operation Drake, it had strong ties
to the British Army and its counterparts in other nations, including Australia.
Raleigh International now incorporates two subsidiaries, known respectively as
Raleigh Adventures and Raleigh Explorers.

The second and subsequent descents of the Drysdale River have been made by
the US-based National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS, 2005), which has run
semester courses in Australia since 1996. NOLS is described in more detail in
Chapter 7. It is an outdoor education provider with a strong focus on backcountry
travel skills, including the practicalities of navigation, camping, climbing, kayaking,
etc.; leadership and group management; and minimal-impact techniques. The
semester courses in Australia include 5 weeks canoeing on the Drysdale River, 3
weeks hiking in the adjacent Carson escarpment and 1 week visiting the Bardi
Aboriginal community. I took part in the Drysdale River section of the first NOLS
course in the Kimberley.

Neither NOLS nor Raleigh International would consider themselves as
adventure tourism providers, but both offer the opportunity to take part in
adventurous activities in remote settings, for a price. They may indeed teach
backcountry travel and leadership skills, but so also do some avowed adventure tour
operators.

Activity

The NOLS and Raleigh descents were different in detail but similar in the overall
activities: paddling downriver, navigating through multiple channels in some areas,
portaging around rapids and camping on the riverbanks. In each case there was little
opportunity to explore off river until near the end of the trip. The Raleigh trip
camped for several days by the estuarine stretch of the river, and was able to explore
caves and rock art in that area. The NOLS group camped for several days on
Drysdale River Station below Solea Falls and explored a nearby scarp, also with rock
art. The NOLS group had two food resupplies. The Raleigh group had one food drop
and also caught fish and shot feral animals for food. The NOLS trip involved
extensive practical instruction for students. On the Raleigh trip, the leader did
consult participants on critical issues, but then made military-style decisions.

Equipment

The two groups used different equipment. The Raleigh descent was made using two-
person Metzeler® inflatable canoes, carrying food in plastic barrels and personal gear
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in backpacks. Each canoe was equipped with a specially constructed lightweight
folding stretcher to help in carrying the barrels during portages. The inflatable
canoes are of tough construction and could be paddled safely through shallow rocky
stretches, of which there were many, and most rapids, of which there were few.

The NOLS courses use two-person collapsible canoes with aluminium frames
and a rubberized fabric skin. These are far less resistant to wear and impact than the
inflatables. The frameworks are easily bent even by minor collisions, and the skins
constantly became worn through where they were in contact with the longitudinal
stringers, as the boats were often run over rocks and gravel. This may indeed have
helped to teach the NOLS students to paddle carefully so as to protect their boats,
but it also slowed down progress considerably, as the canoes had to be manhandled
or passed hand-to-hand rather than paddled through even the smallest rapids.
Indeed, at many points the group had to move rocks to create a deep enough channel
for the canoes to pass through without grounding, or cut pandanus trees to clear an
easy route. Each evening the boats were turned over, dried and repaired as well as
possible using duct tape and glue.

In the Raleigh trip, each participant brought their own camping gear, but all
cooking was done in a group using campfires and camp ovens. The NOLS
instructional system is highly standardized and relies on four-person ‘tent groups’
who share a tent and cook together using fuel stoves. NOLS also issue its students
with standardized lists of equipment, which can be bought or in some cases rented
from NOLS if students do not have their own gear.

Accommodation

Once on the river, both groups camped by the riverbanks each night. NOLS used
tents as above. The Raleigh group left it to individual choice whether or not to bring
or use a tent. Most used only a mosquito net. The Raleigh group was given quarters
in a large canvas tent at the Darwin army barracks before and after the trip.
Operation Raleigh logistics for northern Australia were run in cooperation with the
army. The NOLS group proceeded directly from the canoeing phase to a
backpacking phase, using the same tents.

Statistics

The Raleigh expedition took 9 weeks to traverse the Drysdale River from source to
sea. The NOLS courses spend 5 weeks on the river, but do not run its entire length.
The Raleigh group consisted of about 20 people in all, of whom six were considered
as staff in the terminology of Raleigh International (2005), and the remainder as
‘Venturers’ — i.e. participants aged 17-25 and paying to join the expedition. All of
these, however, were personally selected by Operation Raleigh Australia for this
particular expedition, which was treated as more difficult than the other Australian
projects. Several of them had considerable relevant experience. Whilst the nominal
client-to-guide or student-to-staff ratio was about 2:1, none of the participants was
entirely inexperienced. The NOLS course included three leaders on the river section,
plus myself. There were about 20 students.

The logistics and finances of Operation Raleigh were designed so that all
‘Venturers’ paid the same amount regardless of the specific expedition or project in
which they finally took part. According to Operation Raleigh this contribution
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covered only part of the pro rata costs of the overall programme, with the reminder
being met by corporate sponsorships and in-kind assistance from the army.
Participants were also permitted, and widely encouraged, to raise their own con-
tributions from local sponsors. This was intended to provide equitable access irre-
spective of their parents’ financial means. There is thus no figure for a
market-comparable price for the Raleigh trip.

The current cost of the NOLS Semester in Australia is US$9660 for a 70-day
course in 2006, or US$11,235 for a 75-day course, plus a US$600 equipment deposit
in each case (NOLS, 2005). This is not partitioned between the different components,
but calculated pro rata per day spent on each activity; the Drysdale River canoeing
section would represent a little over half of this, about US$140 per person per day.

Access

The Drysdale River is accessible by vehicle at relatively few points. Cattle station
roads provide access near the headwaters and again below Solea Falls. The estuary
is accessible from the ocean, but the nearest port is a long distance away. Operation
Raleigh used a military transport plane to take the participants to their put-in point,
and to deliver a food drop 2 weeks downstream. I joined the group by taking the
mail plane to the Drysdale River Station airstrip. At the estuary we were airlifted out
in a large helicopter, sponsored by an oil exploration company, to its local operations
base on an offshore island. From there we flew to Darwin in a charter flight.

NOLS courses also start from a road access point in the upper reaches of the
river. They use the Drysdale River Station access as their take-out point. I joined the
NOLS group by helicopter at the junction of a tributary part way downstream.
Access through Drysdale River National Park requires a permit from the state
government parks agency, and access through cattle stations requires prior
arrangements with the station owners or managers. These arrangements were made
by the trip leaders in each case, with no direct involvement by paying participants.

Community

There are two main communities along the Drysdale River: the cattle stations, and
Aboriginal residents at Kalumburu and surrounding areas. The former are
straightforward for these trips to deal with, as long as leaders and participants are
polite, leave any gates as they find them, leave no litter and bring an occasional thank
you, such as a case or two of beer. Dealings with the latter are potentially more
complex, because there are multiple levels of interactions.

The Drysdale River area is particularly rich in Aboriginal rock art, in three
different major styles. Some of these date back many thousands of years. These sites
have current cultural importance for present-day inhabitants, as well as their artistic,
archaeological and historic significance. Besides rock art sites there are other
culturally important sites that may not be immediately apparent except to traditional
owners. Indeed, arguably the entire landscape is a mosaic or tapestry of cultural sig-
nificance, well known to its traditional owners even if they now live largely in the
township of Kalumburu. Finally, there was a Christian mission station at Kalumburu
that introduced an additional layer of complexity in interaction with local people.

The Raleigh expedition passed through this country with little interaction with
cattle stations and even less with Aboriginal residents, though it did note a number



60 Chapter 4

of rich rock art sites. The first NOLS course on the Drysdale experienced a major
internal controversy because its leaders had intended to teach rock climbing
techniques after the canoeing section, and had sent two additional leaders ahead to
identify an appropriate site; but the only site suitable from a climbing perspective
was also heavily endowed with rock art. The American NOLS staff were
unconcerned about this, as they are apparently used to climbing at Anasazi sites in
the southwestern USA. It took some time for two Australian members of the group
to convey the message that some of the Aboriginal rock art on the Drysdale was
roughly ten times older, comparable in age to Neolithic cave paintings in Europe.

In addition, whilst the Anasazi are gone, represented now only by descendent
races such as the Hopi, the Australian Aboriginal custodians of the Drysdale rock art
are very much alive and indeed were living a short distance away at Kalumburu.
Ultimately it was the students themselves who agreed, after extended debate, that if
any members of the group were uncomfortable with climbing at the sites concerned,
then other members should respect their views even if they themselves did not share
these concerns personally.

There was one further component of the Australian community with whom the
first NOLS group experienced an indirect interaction. Even though they had a permit
from the land management agency, one day when they were away from their camp,
the area was firebombed by that agency as part of its fire management strategy, and
a considerably quantity of equipment was lost.

Experience

The Operation Raleigh descent of the Drysdale River was the culmination of many
months of planning. It included a scientific research component that was my own
responsibility. We collected aquatic plants, and we searched — successfully — for an
endangered bird species, the purple-backed wren. One of the other expedition
members also searched, very successfully, for aboriginal rock art, particularly of the
‘Wandjina” design. There were a number of communication problems with last-
minute additions to the group, but these did not interfere with a successful descent.
We made the descent after the end of the wet season, when the river flow was low
enough for safety, but high enough to float the canoes. The actual boating was very
easy, with no significant rapids, but the terrain was remote and unknown.

The NOLS descent was also the culmination of a long planning process, but one
carried out largely from the USA. The choice of collapsible canoes rather than
inflatable kayaks created some difficulties, and there were also some problems with
map-reading and some tensions between the leaders. The trip proceeded suc-
cessfully none the less, and the students certainly had a memorable experience.

Environment

The main anthropogenic impacts in the Kimberley region are from farming and
mining, and the main impacts in the national park are from feral animals, including
livestock. The main impacts of tourism are probably from people visiting Aboriginal
rock art sites in their own 4WD vehicles. The NOLS group employed minimal-
impact camping practices throughout the trip, but did use a helicopter at one point.

The Operation Raleigh trip managed some impacts well, e.g. making sure not to
leave litter. On the other hand, some participants shot duck without knowing what
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actual species they were. This could potentially have created significant impacts if
the species concerned were in fact endangered. The Raleigh group used a transport
plane and a helicopter.

Safety

There were no serious injuries on either trip, but a number of potential hazards. The
Operation Raleigh trip carried a large army radio and was generally able to stay in
touch with Darwin most days. The greatest safety concern was in the lowermost
parts of the river, the saltwater estuarine section. In this stretch we saw a very large
estuarine crocodile, swimming on the surface. The expedition leader therefore sent
the trip participants to hike along the riverbanks in this section. The staff lashed all
the boats together, so as to create a single composite raft significantly larger than the
crocodile and with many different buoyancy compartments, and we paddled this
downriver to our final campsite and helicopter pick-up point.

In this section, however, one of our participants shot a large fish from the top of
a high cliff, and called on the nearest person down on the riverbank, which
happened to be myself, to jump in and retrieve it as it sank. ‘I'll cover you’, he added.
I was dubious whether a rifle shot would stop a large crocodile, especially if it
approached at depth, but I did jump in and pick up the fish none the less.

On the NOLS trip, there were several safety issues, though all within the
instructors’ capabilities. When I joined the group, one of the students was suffering
from an eye infection, and though we had an appropriate antibiotic cream with us,
the leader decided to use the helicopter to fly to Kununurra for a medical
examination. In a legal sense this was indeed the correct procedure. Various par-
ticipants later suffered infected wounds, but were able to treat themselves with
antibiotics. Most of these were received whilst manhandling the collapsible canoes
through steep or shallow sections. The instructor responsible for navigation mistook
our location on one occasion, but this had no significant consequences. Subsequent
courses have no doubt overcome these difficulties.

Marketing

The first descent of the Drysdale by the Raleigh organization was marketed within
“Venturers” who had already signed up for the Australian sector. The NOLS semester
courses in Australia are marketed by the NOLS organization in the USA, using its
website (NOLS, 2005), catalogue, and school and university marketing networks.

Jatapu River, Brazil: Fabio Bueno Neto and Carlos Colares
Place

The Jatapu River is a fifth-order tributary of the Amazon River, accessible from
Manaus by a 3-day journey on a local bus, a small riverboat and finally a dugout
canoe. It is upstream of a stretch of rapids several kilometres long, where dugout
canoes must be pushed upstream by wading alongside them. Since these rivers are
inhabited by piranha and large razor-toothed catfish, as well as caiman, an
experienced local guide is essential. At least in 1993, the area upstream of the rapids
was essentially unvisited, since access was too difficult either for primary industry
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or subsistence agriculture. We had close encounters with a range of interesting local
fauna, including army ants, caiman and piranha, as well as various snakes (Buckley,
1994), and jaguar are also not uncommon in the area. Again, a knowledgeable guide
is essential.

Operator

When I visited the area in 1993 I was fortunate to be guided by Sefior Carlos Colares,
a member of one of the local indigenous communities who had spent substantial
time abroad and combined a very high level of local skills and knowledge with a
very considerable level of international sophistication. Sefior Colares has guided a
wide range of international clients through this area. Bookings and logistic
arrangements were handled by a Brazilian tour company run by Sefior Fabio Bueno
Neto. It is not clear if this company is still operational.

Activity

Activities are considerably more varied than a typical river rafting trip. The core
component is travel in a dugout canoe in a remote tributary of the Amazon River. To
get there, we travelled first by bus, and then several days on a small local riverboat,
to a point downstream of a stretch of rapids several kilometres in length. We stayed
overnight in a small local homestead, where we swapped the riverboat for the
dugout canoe. We were accompanied by the young son of the homestead family. We
pushed the dugout canoe up the rapids and then travelled for several days along the
river upstream, propelled either by paddles or a small outboard motor.

Equipment

We used local transport, namely a scheduled bus service, a riverboat and crew hired
on the riverbank, and a dugout canoe hired from the last subsistence homestead
below the rapids. We slept in hammocks either in the riverboat, or slung between
trees under a tarpaulin. We cooked on fires in a single, large black iron pot. Our only
other equipment was a fishing line and hooks, and a machete.

Accommodation

All accommodation was in hammocks slung between trees and protected by a
tarpaulin slung above us. On the riverboat below the rapids we slept in the same
hammocks slung across the boat. Above the rapids we ate fish caught in the river,
mainly piranha; coarsely crushed cassava meal; flour and olive oil made into
pancakes; and black coffee.

Statistics

I was the only client on this trip. Others had booked but cancelled when they learned
the details of the itinerary. There was one guide, Sefior Colares. We also brought one
local boy with us in the dugout above the rapids. His father was supposed to have
come with us, but had disappeared into the forest. The boy spoke only a local dialect,
which Senor Colares also spoke. The trip lasted about 10 days in total, with about
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half that time on the Jatapu River above the rapids. The cost per person per day was
in the low price range.

Access

We reached the Jatapu River from Manaus after a day on a local bus, several days on
a riverboat and a day pushing a dugout canoe by hand up long rapids. Above the
rapids we travelled in the dugout, propelled by paddles or a small outboard motor.
There did not appear to be any active land management agency or any other
organization requiring permits.

Community

Everything on this trip was purchased and paid for locally. All food was locally
supplied, principally fish from the river, and a large bag of coarse cassava meal was
bought from one of the riverside smallholdings downstream in return for a coil of
rope. There were very few of these smallholdings in the upper section of the riverboat
trip; one immediately below the rapids on the Jatapu; and no sign at all of human
habitation above the rapids.

Experience

This trip was a very memorable experience. We spent several days in uninhabited
and relatively pristine Amazonian rainforest. The area provides extremely good
opportunities to see a range of uncommon Amazonian wildlife at close range in the
wild. In the slow-flowing river sections downstream of the rapids, the pink and grey
freshwater Amazon dolphin is relatively common, together with a considerable
array of native bird species. In the narrower channels and denser forest upstream of
the rapids, caiman are plentiful, and one can also see river otter, macaws and
hoatzin, an unusual bird whose nestlings elude raptors by leaping into the water
when disturbed, and subsequently climbing back up the trunk of the nest tree.

In addition, I learnt something of the various groups of people living in the area,
including indigenous peoples, rubber tappers, gemstone prospectors and sub-
sistence squatters; and I also learnt something of the broader attempts at industrial
development, including a failed mine not far from the rapids, and the environ-
mentally destructive Bilbao dam on the Jamari River downstream of the Jatapu.
Finally, I learnt of Colares’ efforts, largely single-handed, to have the Jatapu area
declared a conservation reserve; an effort for which his guided tours provided
support.

Environment

All cooking was on small wood fires, using palm fronds to shield the fire from the
frequent heavy rainfalls. We had nothing with us to generate litter, and the only sign
of previous trips to the same area were saplings cut as poles to support the tarpaulin
over the hammocks. In addition to learning about plants and animals, educational
experiences included using lianas to provide drinking water, using tree buttresses as
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signal drums, catching (and releasing) caiman at night using string and a stick, and
learning where it was safe to swim and where it was most emphatically not.

Perhaps one day the area that I visited with Colares will be a national park or
World Heritage site, well known on the world’s wildlife tourism itineraries. If so, I
can only hope that whilst tourism may provide an economic justification for
protecting the area from settlement and industrial activity, the number of tourists
can be limited so that the otter, macaw and hoatzin continue to thrive, and perhaps
also so that visitors may have an opportunity to see them in their natural state.

Safety

Our safety was completely dependent on the local knowledge of Sefior Colares. We
were in an area inhabited by jaguar, though we did not see any. Snakes and on one
occasion a column of army ants passed under our hammocks. In the river there were
caiman, giant catfish and plentiful piranha. The freeboard of the dugout was only a
few centimetres in calm water. We saw piranha around our feet as we pushed the
dugout barefoot up the rapids, but Sefior Colares assured me they would not bite in
whitewater, and he proved correct. We washed in one selected spot that Sefior
Colares said was safe from catfish, caiman and piranha, and it was.

We caught (and released) a 2-m caiman at night using only string and a stick.
Sefor Colares said that once one had grabbed its jaws, it would not be able to open
them, and he was right. Even so, it requires a degree of timing and concentration to
grab a snapping caiman’s jaws in the instant when they are closed. Sefior Colares
said that if we lay quiet in our hammocks whilst army ants passed about 50 cm
below us, they would not climb the trees, and once again he proved correct.

At one point Senor Colares unluckily speared a large triple-triple barbed
fishhook through his eye socket, and I had to perform surgery with a small but
luckily sharp pocket knife. Fortunately this was successful. It did, however, show
clearly how dependent we were on Sefior Colares” skills, as I had to consider
whether I could safely take the dugout back down river if he were incapacitated.
Overall, this was not a trip that an insurance agency would gladly cover!

Marketing

There is no routine advertising for this trip. It was organized by Sefior Fabio Bueno
Neto and marketed as a pre-conference tour. Sefior Colares has apparently guided
many such trips, but how people learn of the opportunity is not clear.
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Futaleufu River, Chile: Expediciones Chile

Place

The Rio Futaleufu runs from the mountains in the Patagonian region of southern
Argentina and Chile, west across Chile to meet the sea at the small port of Chaiten.
The Rio Futaleufu is considerably further south than the much better-known Rio Bio
Bio, and because of the shape of the Chilean coastline there is no road access within
Chile between the Futaleufu region and the main population centres in and around
the capital city of Santiago.

The Futaleufu region is accessible only by air or boat to Chaiten, and a narrow
dirt road that runs up the Futaleufu River and eventually through a mountain pass
into Argentina. The lower stretches of the Rio Futaleufu are used extensively by
commercial rafting and sportfishing companies. The river is reputed to offer some of
the world’s best fly-fishing for wild trout, one of the more expensive and upmarket
forms of freshwater sportfishing.

Operator

Expediciones Chile is a whitewater kayak company owned and operated by former
whitewater rodeo champion Chris Spelius. The company also offers whitewater
kayak safaris to a range of other rivers, such as the Rio Fuy in Chile, the Rio Manso
in nearby Argentina and the Ottawa River in Canada, as well as rafting and
sportfishing on the Rio Futaleufu. But the ‘Club Futa’ kayak camp on the Rio
Futaleufu, established two decades ago, is its main operation. Originally,
Expediciones Chile also offered kayak trips on Chile’s other famous high-volume
whitewater river, the Rio Bio Bio. Some years ago, however, the Bio Bio was
dammed for hydroelectric power generation, flooding its most famous rapids.

Operating on an area of riverside land purchased from a local farmer, the
Expediciones Chile camp has two principal buildings: a kitchen and dining area, and
a sauna and hot water system. Clients bring their own tents for sleeping accom-
modation, but all meals are catered by Expediciones Chile. The sauna and hot water
system make an enormous difference to the comfort of kayaking clients who have
paddled all day in cold Class IV-V whitewater, sometimes in rather inclement
weather. The camp is in an extremely scenic location, with views across the blue
waters of the Rio Futaleufu to the snow-covered peaks of Tres Monjas. The core
business of Expediciones Chile is to enable experienced kayakers to paddle the
legendary whitewater of the Rio Futaleufu under the guidance of equally legendary
kayakers such as Spelius and his staff.

Activity

Expediciones Chile offers both fixed-base and safari-style trips. On the fixed-base
trips, clients stay at the Club Futa camp every night, and paddle various sections of
the Futaleufu, and some of its immediate tributaries. Half-week, one week and
multi-week options are available. The safari-style trips start on creek-style rivers
such as the Rio Fuy, famous for its runnable waterfalls up to 10 m in height, and
finish on the Futaleufu. Currently, Expediciones Chile offers four different safari
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itineraries, each taking 1 or 2 weeks in total. All trips are accompanied by highly
skilled kayaking guides and instructors.

Equipment

Clients can bring their own boats, but most prefer to take advantage of the extensive
range held by Expediciones Chile. The company owner and founder, Chris Spelius,
is a former US whitewater rodeo champion who has for many years been sponsored
by US kayak manufacturers, such as Dagger® Inc. Expediciones Chile therefore
features these boats extensively, though not exclusively. Paddles may also be
available on request. Clients bring their own sprayskirts, lifejackets, helmets and
other safety equipment.

Accommodation

At the Club Futa camp on the Rio Futaleufu, clients bring their own tents and
sleeping bags, but eat in a communal dining room and kitchen equipped with a large
cast-iron stove. The camp also has a sauna and an outdoor hot shower. Expediciones
Chile employs a cook and masseuse, and serves local food, including traditional
bread and locally made cheeses. On Rio Fuy safari trips in Chile, accommodation is
in local hotels, both en route and on the shore of a lake that the Rio Fuy runs into. On
Rio Manso safari trips into Argentina, accommodation is in a local estancia with a
traditional asado, a form of spit barbecue used by the gauchos of the Argentinean
pampas.

Statistics

Group size can vary somewhat but is typically about six or eight plus instructors.
The client-to-guide ratio is around 3:1. Eight-day Rio Futaleufu trips currently cost
US$1595 per person, or US$200 per person per day. Thirteen-day trips on the Rio Fuy
and Rio Futaleufu cost US$2495 per person, or US$190 per person per day.

Access

Access to the Rio Futaleufu is by air to Chaiten on the south Chilean coast and thence
by a 4-h drive in the Expediciones Chile shuttle bus on a dirt road up the Futaleufu
valley. Access to the Rio Fuy is by road from Puerto Montt. Local access to the river
is by agreement with landowners. The Expediciones Chile camp itself is on land
owned by Chris Spelius.

Community

Clients have several opportunities to meet local residents. Most notable is local
landowner Don Washington, who visits the Expediciones Chile camp on occasion to
share a glass or two of local wine. The neighbourhood football field is one of Don
Washington’s paddocks and it is quite a sight to see locals ride up, tether their
horses, play a game and ride away. Expediciones Chile buys local produce and has
helped to represent local residents against plans to dam the river.

Residents who currently occupy riverbank farms, run riverside guesthouses or
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simply have private homes along the river valley roadside would all be flooded if the
river were to be dammed (see below). The local residents, accustomed to an
independent gaucho lifestyle, had felt themselves to be powerless against a central
government agency, an assessment that was probably perfectly accurate.
Expediciones Chile has provided an avenue for their rights and concerns to be heard,
though it remains to be seen if they will be taken into account.

The fate of the Rio Futaleufu and its valley will hence have considerable social
and environmental implications for the Chaiten region and the northern Patagonian
section of Chile.

Experience

The Futaleufu River is justly famous for its whitewater; Expediciones Chile is justly
famous for the expertise of its kayaking guides; and Club Futa, formerly known as
Campo Tres Monjas, is justly famous for its location and scenic views. The water is
cold and the wind can be bitter, but hot showers, the sauna and hearty dinners work
wonders at maintaining enthusiasm, and the in-house masseuse restores weary
frames for another day on the river. Even so, on some trips there is a significant
dropout rate as the week goes by. I have made two trips to the Futalefu, and on both
occasions the water level was too high to run Throne Room, the most famous rapid.
But no matter: Infierno Canyon, Terminator and Casa de Piedro pushed my
adrenalin levels to the top of the scale. On the second of these trips, the group
included members of a European kayak manufacturer’s ‘extreme descents’ team,
and it was an education to watch just how skilled they were. The Expediciones Chile
staff are equally skilled, and are also highly capable instructors, able to guide their
kayaking clients through rapids at the limits of those clients’ skills, and improve
those skills in the process.

Environment

The Expediciones Chile camp uses a local spring for water supply and local firewood
for heating and cooking, and has a well-made outdoor composting toilet. The
buildings are made of local timber and only the plumbing, stove and similar fittings
were brought in. Expediciones Chile has minimal environmental impacts and makes
a deliberate effort to educate its clients and others about environmental issues in the
Futaleufu region.

Whilst Expediciones Chile was established simply as an adventure tourism
operation, it has also had to act as an environmental advocate and lobbyist.
ENDESA, the Chilean national electricity quango, has repeatedly tried to dam the
Rio Futaleufu in order to sell power to Argentina. ENDESA had already dammed the
Rio Bio Bio further north for hydropower, but the Futaleufu had previously seemed
safe because the shape of the Chilean coastline cuts it off from electricity demand
areas near Santiago.

With some preliminary assistance from an American river conservation group,
American Rivers (2005), Expediciones Chile established a local conservation
foundation, Futafriends, funded by client donations and sales of company mer-
chandise; made and distributed a video, the Plight of the Futaleufu; and lobbied
government officials in Santiago.
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Safety

Expediciones Chile’s kayak trips are intended for skilled and experienced kayakers.
Different trips are advertised as Class IV or Class V, depending on the season and
the river sections run. Prospective clients provide information on their skills and
recent experience.

The guides select appropriate sections of each river for the group to paddle each
day, depending on water levels and client skills. They also advise individual clients
whether to run or portage each rapid, what lines to take and how to paddle the
chosen lines.

Ultimately, however, clients have to make their own decisions, and paddle their
own kayaks as in any difficult whitewater. Even with the best will and skill, the
guides may or may not be able to help them if they get into difficulties. Kayakers —
though not Expediciones Chile clients — have drowned in Zeta and Infierno Canyon,
two of the Futaleufu’s Class V rapids.

Expeditiones Chile, however, has an excellent safety record, thanks principally
to the guiding and instructing skills, and local knowledge, of Spelius and his staff.

Marketing

Expediciones Chile is indelibly associated, in the kayaking world, with its owner Chris
Spelius. ‘Spe’ is something of a legendary figure — as much for his recent efforts to save
the Futaleufu from dams as for his earlier successes as a whitewater rodeo champion
and for big-water first descents. Likewise, the Futaleufu is a famous river, known
worldwide amongst kayaking aficionados. Whilst Expediciones Chile paved the way
for commercial kayaking on the Futaleufu, there are now competing river camps and
rafting operators. Kayakers can also paddle the river independently, and many do.

In the early days of Expediciones Chile, the marketing challenge was to let the
kayaking world know that Patagonia has world-class whitewater. Currently, the
challenge is to persuade kayakers that the company’s local knowledge and kayak
guiding skills are worth the price. Undoubtedly they are, and Expediciones Chile
maintains a clientele of cash-rich, time-poor paddlers who value their own safety and
comfort. Equally, however, the Futaleufu also attracts experienced kayakers with more
time but less money, who are simply not in a position to pay a commercial operator.

Reventazon, Pacuare, Pejibaye and Sarapiqui, Costa Rica:
Endless River Adventures

Place

Costa Rica lies in the wet tropics of Central America, with forested peaks to 4000 m,
an extensive protected area system, abundant wildlife and a large nature, eco and
adventure tourism industry. Its rivers offer a variety of warm whitewater, used
extensively for raft and kayak tours. Best known are the higher volume rivers such
as the Reventazon and Pacuare, but there are also a number of lower volume creeks
such as the Pejibaye, Sarapiqui and San Lorenzo. The Reventazon can be run in three
sections and is known for its big waves and almost continuous whitewater up to
Class IV. The Pacuare has three sections, with the 15 km Class IV-V Middle Pacuare
section the most difficult. The Pejibaye runs through spectacular dense forest with
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technical rapids to Class IV. The Sarapiqui and San Lorenzo are creek runs, Class IV
and Class III respectively.

Operator

Endless River Adventures (ERA) is based in North Carolina, USA. It has been
operating for over 20 years and currently employs around a dozen kayak guides. It
offers whitewater rafting on the Ocoee and Nantahala Rivers in North Carolina;
guided kayak trips in Costa Rica, Ecuador and Mexico; and other activities such as
rock climbing, fly-fishing, mountain biking and flatwater kayaking.

Activity

In Costa Rica, Endless River Adventures runs 8-day guided kayak trips that tackle
different sections of the rivers listed above, depending on water levels and client
skills. When I took part in one of these trips it was shortly after a hurricane had
flooded much of Central America, so the larger rivers were unrunnable and we were
restricted to the creeks. These were technical but beautiful. These trips are intended
for reasonably experienced, but not expert kayakers.

Equipment

Clients have the option to use kayaks and paddles supplied by Endless River
Adventures, or to bring their own. Clients bring their own sprayskirts, helmets,
lifejackets, paddle jackets, throwbags, buoyancy bags and other accessories.

Accommodation

During the tour, guides and clients stay in a variety of local accommodation, both en
route to the river and when travelling between rivers. Camping is not necessary in
ERA'’s Costa Rica kayak tours.

Statistics

For the Costa Rica kayak trip in which I took part, ERA provided two guides for a
group of five or six kayaking clients. The scheduled trips take 8 days in total and cost
US$1375 in 2005, or a little over US$170 per day.

Access

Access to Costa Rica is by air to the capital of San Jose. Access to the rivers is by road
in the Endless Rivers Adventures’ vehicles. Any permits or landholder agreements
are arranged by the operator.

Community

The group stays in a range of local accommodation and travels through a number of
villages and townships. There are opportunities to talk to locals, but only if clients
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speak Spanish. Anglophone clients have little direct interaction with Costa Rican
communities.

Experience

The trip is well-organized and the logistics smooth. The usual itinerary was thrown
into disarray by hurricane floods, but we would not have known this except for our
guides’ explanations. The river sections we paddled were very enjoyable, and chosen
to be accessible to the less experienced paddlers in the group whilst still being
interesting for the more skilled.

Environment

The tour uses local accommodation, restaurants and cafés, whose environmental
impacts are generally outside the operator’s control. No litter was left on the rivers.

Safety

Safety, guiding and informal instruction were excellent throughout. Indeed, by
judicious planning our guides managed to stem or head off some domestic disputes
amongst other members of our group, which could have spoiled the trip for all. The
guides were familiar with all the rivers and hence able to choose routes even through
blind sections, and to lead the clients through one at a time, drop-by-drop or eddy-
by-eddy. There were no rapids where safety lines were required. We were unable to
run the Reventazon Power House section because the floodwaters were so high that
one could feel the ground shaking with the speed and power of the river. We did
consider running a different section, but some clients were not keen and for safety
reasons our guides therefore elected to stay on the smaller rivers.

Marketing

Endless River Adventures has a good website and is based near the Nantahala River
in Virginia, USA, one of North America’s best-known whitewater kayaking areas.
Much of its marketing, however, seems to be by word of mouth within the paddling
community. Historically, ERA’s owners also worked as kayak guides for
Expediciones Chile, which no doubt brought them additional clients. One of the co-
owners, herself an exceptionally skilled and smooth kayaker, is also the company
videographer, and shoots videos of each trip for sale to clients. Such videos, replayed
for other kayakers on the clients’ return home, are no doubt also effective marketing
tools.

Karamea River, New Zealand: Ultimate Descents NZ

Place

The Karamea River is one of the most northerly of the west coast rivers in New
Zealand’s South Island. It starts in the Tasman Mountains and reaches the sea at
Karamea township. The upper sections are in Kahurangi National Park, and the
lower stretches flow through sheep farms. As for most of this area, rainfall is
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relatively high and the landscape is green, at least in summer. As with other west
coast rivers, some sections of the Karamea run through spectacular gorges.

Operator

Ultimate Descents Whitewater Rafting, New Zealand (2005) is based at Murchison
near the Buller River. Its main tourist attractions are 1-day whitewater raft trips on
the Buller River. It also offers multi-day helicopter-access whitewater raft trips on
the Karamea River and most recently, the Mokihinui River, and wilderness float
trips on other rivers. The company has been operating since 1984. At the Murchison
headquarters it also runs a café, and the retail-booking centre is inside the café. For
Karamea trips it operates out of a tourist lodge in Karamea, The Last Resort.

Activity

The Karamea raft trip is offered as either a 3- or 5-day tour. In either case the river
section is 3 days. In the 3-day option, clients are shuttled to the put-in point by
helicopter, along with rafts and other equipment. In the 5-day option they start 2
days early and hike cross-country to the put-in to join the rest of the group. Most of
the river contains relatively straightforward rapids up to Class IV, but there is one
long, technical and difficult Class V section known as Roaring Lion, which may be
run or portaged depending on water level and clients.

Equipment

The trip uses Incept® paddle rafts and inflatable kayaks. The company provides
lifejackets and helmets; wetsuits, booties and spray jackets; dry bags, tents and
sleeping mats; and cooking gear and food. Clients bring their own sleeping bags, and
hardshell kayakers bring their own kayaks and gear.

Accommodation

Accommodation on the river is in tents. Accommodation on the nights before and
after the trip is not included, but the company recommends The Last Resort in
Karamea, and the recommendation is well merited.

Statistics

The heli-raft trip takes 3 days, as mentioned above, and costs NZD995 (US$700) per
person for a minimum of four people, or about US$285 per person per day. The 5-
day walk-in option costs NZD1050 (US$735). The client-to-guide ratio is 5:1.

Access

Access to Karamea is by road. From Karamea to the put-in is by helicopter or on foot.
The trip runs through Kahurangi National Park. Permits are arranged by the
operator.
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Community

Farming, forestry and tourism are the main economic activities on the northwest
coast of New Zealand’s South Island. The Last Resort relies typically on self-drive
tourists, and heli-rafting makes only a small contribution. Whitewater kayaking is a
common recreational activity for local residents on the west coast.

Experience

The area is very scenic and the wilderness aspect of the trip is probably as important
to most clients as the whitewater. First-time rafters are unlikely to opt for a 3-day
heli-raft tour unless they are relatively cash-rich, time-poor international travellers.
Most clients are likely to be familiar with paddle rafting techniques and keen to
experience a multi-day river trip. The Roaring Lion rapid, however, is sufficiently
difficult to focus everyone’s attention very strongly on the whitewater — kayakers
included!

Environment

Helicopters have significant environmental impacts through noise and high fuel con-
sumption. Because of steep terrain and short distances, however, helicopters are
used very extensively throughout this area for farming and especially logging, and
heli-rafting makes only a small contribution. Choosing the hike-in option does not
greatly reduce helicopter use since the rafts and equipment must be flown to the put-
in point anyway. On the river, the tour operator used minimal-impact camping
practices.

Safety

The tour operator provides safety equipment, and clients are briefed both on safety
around helicopters and safety on the river. There are numerous ‘boulder garden’
rapids but none of the rafting clients fell out. When I took part in this trip the rafts
wisely portaged the crux section of the Roaring Lion rapid. The kayakers ran it, but
one fell out just above a hole where the water poured under two narrow rocks, and
was saved only by a timely safety rope. Without that rescue, the swim could easily
have proved fatal.

Marketing

Marketing is via the company’s website, brochures at The Last Resort and elsewhere,
retail shopfront marketing in Murchison, information in specialist whitewater
magazines, and word-of-mouth.

Colorado Grand Canyon, USA: Expeditions Inc. and Others

Place

The Grand Canyon of the Colorado River separates Utah to the north from Arizona
to the south. It is one of the world’s best-known scenic wonders and the South Rim,
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in particular, is very heavily visited. The Grand Canyon is over 1.5 km deep from rim
to river, and the main river section from Lee’s Ferry to Diamond Creek is over 350
km in length. The river is dammed above Lee’s Ferry by the Glen Canyon Dam, and
water flow is controlled by dam releases, generally around 600 cubic metres per
second. The releases are used in a hydroelectric power station and vary through the
day to match the power demand from the electricity grid. This daily pulse travels
down the river, gradually attenuating, so there is a small daily ‘tide” at campsites.

Before the river was dammed, it was commonly red with suspended sediment,
leading to its name. Water release from the dam, however, is green and cold. This
looks scenic but has had major environmental impacts on native fish such as the
humpback chub: their eggs are now eaten by introduced trout, which can survive in
the cold, low-sediment waters. The Grand Canyon is a National Park and all access
is managed by the US National Parks Service.

Operator

There are at least 17 different commercial rafting companies operating on the Grand
Canyon. Two of the largest and best-known are Arizona Raft Adventures (2005),
known as AzRA, and Outdoor Adventure River Specialists (2005), known as OARS.
Currently, a number of rafting operators offer ‘kayak support trips’. When I took part
in a commercial trip some years ago, however, the only company that was prepared
to allocate some of its quota to kayakers was Expeditions Inc., based in Flagstaff,
Arizona. This is a relatively small operator that apparently does not have its own
website, but that ran an excellent trip with a mixture of oar rafts and kayakers.

Activity

Rafting the Grand Canyon with a commercial tour operator is a relatively relaxing
form of adventure tourism. Guides are responsible for cooking and cleaning and for
loading and unloading rafts. Clients need only find a good site for their sleeping
bags on summer trips, and put up tents on spring and autumn trips. Some campsites
have sandy beaches, others have flat rocks and small overhangs. Most of the rafts use
oar rigs where the guide does the rowing and the clients are purely passengers. In
the main summer season, many of the rafts are motorized. In spring and autumn,
motors are banned and only human-powered craft are permitted. Permits for these
periods allow a longer time on the river, with greater opportunities to halt and hike
along side canyons rather than simply rushing down the river.

Unlike many other raft-supported river trips, for kayakers on the Grand Canyon
there is no need to stay with the rafts. Kayakers can stop and play in rapids as much
as they want, as long as they catch up with the rafts by nightfall. There are relatively
few surfable waves, so it makes sense to maximize the opportunities. There are also
some long stretches of flat water, particularly in the lower sections, and there is a
major advantage in being able to haul one’s kayak on to the baggage raft and drift.

Equipment

A wide range of different raft rigs are used on the Grand Canyon, from giant multi-
raft motorized ‘J-rigs” to smaller paddle rafts. The most common are large rafts with
an outboard motor, or slightly smaller rafts with an oar frame. Experienced Grand
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Canyon boaters also use dories, double-ended decked-in wooden or fibreglass boats
with a single rower seated in a central well. Kayakers use a wide variety of hardshell
boats, though since the trip lasts many days and involves extensive stretches of flat
water, comfort is an important consideration, and the smaller playboats may prove
painful. On the trip in which I took part, Expeditions Inc. had a range of kayaks
available for hire, and kayakers brought their own spraydecks and other gear. All
cooking and camping gear is provided by the outfitters.

Accommodation

All accommodation is in campsites beside the river. There are only a limited number
of accessible sites, and they are in heavy demand, especially in peak season. Indeed,
the supply of campsites is ultimately the limiting factor on the total number of
people who can run the river each season. Rafting outfitters provide tents and
camping gear, and the guides do the cooking and cleaning. Campfires are permitted
only in metal fire pits, which the rafters must bring with them. All firewood must be
carried in, and all ashes taken out in the rafts. Portable toilets are also required.
Historically, most commercial raft trips used army-surplus rocket boxes with a liner
and — as a later concession to the clients” comfort — a toilet seat. More recently,
because of changes in regulations, specially manufactured stainless-steel containers
have been introduced, which can be flushed out into a conventional sewage system
at the end of the trip.

Statistics

The number of days a group can stay on the river is set as a condition of their launch
permit, and so is the maximum size of the group. Given the demand for Grand
Canyon trips, almost all groups take their full quota. A typical full-length summer
trip, Lee’s Ferry to Diamond Creek, might take 13 days, whereas spring and autumn
trips can stay on the river up to 16 days. The total group size is typically around 23,
including guides as well as clients. There is generally one guide per raft, plus one or
more to row baggage boats, with a net client-to-guide ratio of around 4:1. Since
supply is limited, raft tour operators can increase prices until the point where they
can just fill their quota. Currently, 13-day trips cost from US$2900 to 3900 per person,
or US$225-300 per person per day.

Access

Access is tightly controlled by the US National Parks Service. Each operator has a
defined quota of clients. The total numbers of launches and river-runners are also
fixed, and the majority of the quota is allocated to commercial tour operators. Private
raft and kayak groups must register on a waiting list, pay annual fees and take part
in a lottery to allocate launch dates. Currently the wait is over 15 years from initial
registration to a final permit to launch.

As noted above, there are limited campsites, and the number, size and spacing
of raft groups launching must therefore be regulated for safety reasons as well as
visitor satisfaction. When the quota system was first introduced, rafting outfitters
operating at the time were allocated a ‘grandfathered’ quota set by their reported
annual client numbers at that time. Unfortunately, this left only a small proportion
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of the total quota for private groups, a major bone of contention ever since and a
severe lesson for natural resource managers worldwide.

One of the reasons why rafting operators are reluctant to take kayakers is that
park regulations require them to send a kayaking guide on the trip, which reduces
their paying clients by one. Of course, if the number of kayakers is more than one
boatload of rafters, then the tour operator makes a net gain.

Physical access to the Grand Canyon is also limited. All groups launch at Lee’s
Ferry, immediately below Grand Canyon Dam, and most take out at the next road
access, Diamond Creek. There is only one intermediate access point, Phantom Ranch,
which can be reached on foot or mule back. Many raft operators offer the option for
clients to leave or join the group at Phantom Ranch. Below Diamond Creek the
Colorado River runs through a Hualapai Native American Indian Reservation, and
only companies owned or licensed by the Hualapai are permitted on that section.
There is a 1- or 2-day run from Diamond Creek to a lower take-out point at Lake Mead.

Community

Whilst tourism to the Grand Canyon is very large-scale, rafting represents only a
very small proportion of total visitation. There is a township at Diamond Creek, but
rafting groups have little interaction with residents. Raft guides are generally
respectful of Indian customs and traditions, for example, at sites on the Little
Colorado River and various other sidestreams. The raft guides themselves form a
relatively close-knit community, largely resident in Flagstaff and surrounding areas,
which is dependent on commercial rafting clients.

Experience

A rafting trip through the Grand Canyon, even a half-length trip in a motorized raft,
involves several successive days drifting through the deep red-rock gorge and
camping on the steep-cliffed riverbanks. No matter how citified the clients, they
cannot avoid being splashed in the rapids and dried by the sun, coated by dust and
chewing on sand, and learning to use a rather rudimentary portable toilet. If they take
a trip with time enough, they will be able to hike into astonishingly beautiful side
canyons and learn something of the Grand Canyon’s geology and natural history.

Because the Grand Canyon is such a well-known destination, a Grand Canyon
raft trip is an expensive once-in-a-lifetime experience for most commercial clients,
and many of these clients have little or no previous outdoor experience. For such
clients, simply living outdoors for several days, away from urban infrastructure and
city noise, may be a more pervasive part of the experience than running the rapids.
Indeed, especially in the lower sections of the river there are long flat stretches
without significant rapids, when the raft guides row slowly or pass the oars to
clients, and any kayakers haul their kayaks on to the baggage raft, rest their cramped
legs and luxuriate in the sun.

Environment

Environmental management issues in the Colorado Grand Canyon may be
considered at two different scales. Largest-scale are the enormous impacts of a series
of water storage dams, notably Glen Canyon Dam immediately upstream of the
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Grand Canyon itself. An extensive environmental impact assessment of the dam was
carried out by the US Bureau of Reclamation (1995), but not until after the dam was
already built and operational.

The dam has two main direct physical impacts on the river. First, it changes the
flow from a seasonally varying river to a dam-controlled fixed flow, with small
variations to match electricity demand. In particular, there are no longer any
seasonal floods. Secondly, the water is taken from penstocks at the base of Lake
Powell, and as a result the river is cold, green and has low turbidity, rather than
warm, red and turbid as it was before the dam was built. These changes to flow
regime and water quality have equally major indirect biological impacts on aquatic
and riparian ecosystems. Most significant, introduced trout are able to survive and
breed successfully in the low-turbidity flows released from the dam. Only in
undammed sidestreams such as the Little Colorado River, which still experience
highly turbid seasonal floods, are trout still absent. This is critical for a number of
native fish species, since trout prey on their eggs so severely that populations of
native fish such as the humpback chub are now restricted to tiny sections at the con-
fluences of sidestreams.

Riparian communities have also been affected by the changing flow regimes,
notably the cessation of high-water flood flows. As a result, native fringing
woodland dominated by open stands of large cottonwood trees has been replaced by
a dense scrub of small tamarisks. In an attempt to reverse this, two artificial flood
flows have been released from the dam, several thousand cubic metres per second
for several days.

Compared to these large-scale effects, the environmental impacts of rafting are
very localized, and more significant aesthetically than ecologically. They are con-
centrated at campsites, which receive very heavy use. They include erosion, cooking
and cleaning wastes, litter, fire residue and human waste. To minimize these
impacts, as noted earlier, raft tours must bring portable toilets, fuel stoves, firewood
and firepits and must take out all waste, including litter, ashes and human waste.

Safety

The rapids in the Grand Canyon, though large and powerful, are not technically
difficult. Most of the rafts used in commercial trips are large, and the oarsmen are all
experienced. The water flow is regulated by the dam upstream and conditions are
predictable. It is hence very rare for rafts to flip or passengers to fall out, and even if
they do, most of the rapids are safely swimmable by anyone wearing a lifejacket. At
high flows, the risks are significantly higher, and there have been some dramatic
incidents and rescues, but these are rare. Commercial rafting clients wear lifejackets,
but helmets are not required since the river is broad and not rocky. Guides instruct
passengers where to sit and how and when to hold on.

Marketing

The Grand Canyon is such a well-known destination that rafting outfitters barely
need to advertise it. Instead, each operator’s marketing can concentrate on their
particular perceived advantages relative to competitors. Several Grand Canyon
rafting companies also operate on other rivers, both in the USA and in some cases in
other countries.
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Franklin River, Australia: World Expeditions
Place

The Franklin River runs through a large national park in southwest Tasmania,
Australia. The area has World Heritage status and is largely wilderness, except for
one access road. The vegetation is largely cool temperate rainforest, with high con-
servation value. The area is highly scenic, with rapids and deep pools amidst rocky
gorges on the river, and mountain peaks such as Frenchman’s Cap.

There was a large-scale and long-running environmental controversy in this area
in the 1970s and 1980s, culminating in a 1983 High Court case between the
Tasmanian state government and the Australian federal government. In brief, a
quasi-autonomous subsidiary of the Tasmanian state government, the Hydro
Electricity Commission (HEC), wanted to build a hydroelectric dam across the
Franklin River and flood a large portion of the southwest wilderness area.
Conservation groups in Tasmania and nationally, residents in the mainland states of
Australia, and the Australian federal government opposed this project.

Australia is a federated nation, and the division of powers between the state and
federal governments is defined in the Constitution. One of these is the so-called
external affairs power, which essentially gives the federal government the power to
represent Australia as a sovereign nation in its dealings with other nations. The
critical issue was whether the fact that Australia is a signatory to the World Heritage
Convention triggered the external affairs power in the Australian Constitution, and
if so whether this gave the Commonwealth Government the power to halt the
proposed dam development even if the state government had approved it. The High
Court of Australia ruled that it did, and the Franklin River has remained un-
dammed, though the HEC has built dams elsewhere. The so-called Franklin Dam
case became a national controversy, and helped to raise public awareness of envi-
ronmental issues throughout Australia.

At the time the area was almost completely unknown to most Australians, but
one particular wilderness photographer had hiked and kayaked throughout the
southwest of Tasmania for many years. His photographs illustrating the scenic
beauty of the Franklin River area played a critical role in generating public interest
in the controversy. Large numbers of people took the opportunity to travel down the
Franklin River, mostly in small inflatable rafts of the type known as ‘duckies’, so as
to see it for themselves. Effectively, these early raft and kayak descents were the
forerunner of the commercial whitewater rafting industry on the Franklin River.

Many current commercial clients, however, particularly those from overseas,
probably know little or nothing of this conservation history. The Franklin River and
the southwest wilderness area are nature and adventure tourism destinations in
their own rights, and the more famous scenic sections are well known from
postcards and illustrated books available worldwide.

Operator

Several different companies offer commercial rafting tours of the Franklin River. Best
known of these is World Expeditions, a multi-activity adventure tourism retailer that
is based in Australia but now offers over 140 small-group tours worldwide (Buckley,
2003a, pp. 112-114; World Expeditions, 2005b). At the time I took part in this tour,
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kayaking alongside the rafts, the World Expeditions group assembled in an outdoor
goods store in Hobart, so presumably the company did not have a retail outlet in
Tasmania.

Activity

The Franklin River is a wilderness descent with no river access between put-in and
take-out points, except for one road mentioned below. The put-in is on a bitumen
road that crosses the Collingwood, a tributary of the Franklin, and the first 2 days of
the trip are on this tributary. The Franklin is a relatively steep low-volume river with
rapids ranging up to Class V in difficulty, and some mandatory portages. The
descent is made in paddle rafts, so all clients must learn to paddle as a team and
follow the instructions of their raft guide. All clients also help in carrying rafts and
equipment during portages.

The banks are relatively narrow in many sections, and some of the campsites are
in caves or relatively cramped rocky areas. All clients take part in loading and
unloading rafts, setting up and breaking camp, and preparing food and cleaning up
both at campsites and lunch stops. Interspersed with these activities, however, there
are tranquil sections of the river where the rafters need only gaze at the scenery.

The trip includes a 2-day side hike to Frenchman’s Cap, weather permitting,
with 1 night’s camping at a small lake below the Cap itself. At some campsites there
are opportunities for clients to explore the riverbanks for a short distance, and at one
site there is the opportunity for them to try their hands at bouldering above a deep
pool.

At the end of the rafting section, the group may be flown out by seaplane from
a landing on the Gordon River. On the trip in which I took part, I was paddling a
hardshell kayak, which could not be carried out by a floatplane, so we continued
downstream to a tour boat jetty, camped overnight and returned to the nearby town
of Strahan in the tour boat the following day.

According to the World Expeditions (2005b) website, in the current itinerary
rafting clients return to Strahan by sailboat.

Equipment

The Franklin River is too narrow to be traversed by oar rafts or even by large paddle
rafts. Commercial tour operators use small four-person paddle rafts, which have
very limited load-carrying capacity. Rafts and rafting gear, tents and sleeping mats,
dry bags for personal gear, and all food and cooking equipment are provided by the
tour operator. Clients bring their own sleeping bags, outdoor clothing and personal
equipment. Rain is not infrequent, and waterproof parkas are essential. The water is
cold, and clients need wetsuits and paddling jackets. These are available for hire
from World Expeditions for clients who do not have their own.

Accommodation

All accommodation during the tour is in tents at riverside campsites. There are caves
or overhangs at some of these sites. The tour starts from Hobart, and clients are
responsible for their own accommodation in Hobart the previous night. At the end
of the tour, the group stays overnight in Strahan, camping in the town campground.
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Statistics

The minimum group size is a single raft with four paddling clients and one guide.
The client-to-guide ratio is hence generally 4:1. Larger groups simply take more
rafts, with the same guide-to-client ratio, since the river is not wide enough to take
larger boats. The maximum group size is limited by available space at campsites, and
by the additional delay involved when rafts have to line up to run or portage the
more difficult rapids. The total length of the trip is 9 days, including access to and
from the river, or 11 days including the 2-day side hike to Frenchman’s Cap. The
current price is AUD2290 for 9 days or AUD2490 for 11 days, i.e. about US$190 per
day.

Access

Access to the river for most companies offering commercial tours on the Franklin is
by road to the put-in described above. One company does offer trips on the lower
section only, with access along the controversial McCall road (see below under
Environment), but this is frowned upon by remaining operators, who would prefer
that road were closed entirely. Departure from the river is by boat transfer to Strahan
as outlined above, and then by road back to Hobart. Permits are required for all
commercial tour operations in Tasmanian National Parks, and indeed also for
private recreational visitors (Buckley, 2003c). These permits are obtained by the tour
operator, and the fees are included in the trip price.

Community

There are no local residents along the Franklin River within the South West
Tasmania World Heritage Area. The closest settlements are at Derwent River on the
road to the put-in point, and at Strahan, which is the gateway from the take-out
point. Clients have very little interaction with residents of these communities. World
Expeditions purchases equipment, food and other supplies in Hobart. Raft guides
are not necessarily full-time residents in Tasmania, but most guides and shuttle
drivers live locally at least during the tourist season, and contribute accordingly to
the regional economy.

Experience

A raft trip down the Franklin River is a relatively intense experience for most par-
ticipants. It takes place in a wilderness setting with no outside intrusions. It involves
a high degree of physical activity, often strenuous, and requires a high level of
attention in order to maintain safety. This applies particularly during portages and
the more difficult rapids, but care and vigilance are also needed on the river at all
times and whilst moving around on the riverbanks, which are often wet and slippery.

Clients travel in small groups where each participant must pull their weight and
all participants must work together, both on the river and in camp, almost constantly
throughout the entire trip. For most trips, the guides and most of the clients will all
be strangers to each other at the outset. There may be extended periods of cold, wet
weather. All these factors combine to produce an experience very different from the
normal working lives of most clients.
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At the same time, participants get the opportunity to travel through an
extremely beautiful forest and run some very exciting rapids, with experienced
guides providing a high level of safety. The more tranquil sections of the lower
gorge, such as the famed Irenabyss, are especially memorable. Weather permitting,
the hike to Frenchman’s Cap provides an altitudinal transect through a range of
vegetation types, and outstanding views from the summit across the southwest
wilderness. For groups that continue downstream to the tour boat landing point, the
lower section of the river provides excellent opportunities to see platypus at close
range.

Environment

World Expeditions tours generally follow minimal-impact practices, and the
company has its own code of environmental practice, The Responsible Travel Guide
Book, which covers the social as well as the natural environment (Buykx, 2001).

Techniques and equipment to minimize environmental impacts of backcountry
whitewater rafting have been examined extensively and are available as Leave-No-
Trace® booklets in the USA, as a Green Guide in Australia (Buckley, 1999) and as
minimal-impact guidelines produced by the Australian Alps National Parks. Whilst
there are differences in detail between different ecosystems and different types of
river, these guidelines are very similar in most regards and best practices are
generally well established and agreed (Buckley, 2002a). Broadly, they may be
divided into: access to the river; travel downriver; and camping beside the river.
There are guidelines for: where to camp; cooking, cleaning, washing, heating and
lighting; disposal of human waste, organic food scraps, greywater and garbage;
minimizing noise and disturbance to wildlife, to other users, and to riverside
heritage sites; avoiding the introduction of weeds and pathogens; and so on.

The World Expeditions Franklin River rafting trip followed accepted best
practice in all aspects of its operations. The environmental interpretation component
was focused principally on minimal-impact practices. Land-use history and envi-
ronmental politics were discussed briefly. The natural history component, such as
identification of plants and animals, was rather limited.

In addition, World Expeditions has on occasion taken an active political role in
conservation disputes (Buckley, 2003a, pp. 112-114). In particular, there was a long-
running controversy over an antecedent 4WD track in the southwest Tasmania
World Heritage Area, through which the Franklin River flows. This track, the so-
called McCall road, provides access half-way down the wilderness section of the
river. Conservation groups had long argued either that it should be closed entirely
and rehabilitated, or that it should be closed to commercial and recreational use, and
maintained only as a management access track. In addition to concerns over
wilderness quality, continued access by non-quarantined vehicles increases the risk
that visitors may start fires or introduce weed species. Most importantly, it risks
dispersing the cinnamon fungus Phytophthora cinnamomi, the causal agent of the
virulent jarrah dieback disease, which attacks a wide range of native Australian
plants species and currently causes major problems for protected area management
in Tasmania.

Several commercial tour operators run whitewater rafting trips on the Franklin
River, and they were divided over the use of this access track. One major operator
uses the track for access, so as to run shorter trips. This operator lobbied to keep the
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track open. The others offer only full-length rafting trips through the wilderness
area, and do not use the midway access track. These operators, including World
Expeditions, were generally in favour of closing the track. Only World Expeditions,
however, lobbied actively in support of the conservation viewpoint, even though
this made it unpopular with larger-scale tourism interests who were against closing
any recreational access anywhere. Of course, it could be argued that World
Expeditions had commercial interests in seeing the road closed, since the company
using it was a competitor. It would, however, have been equally possible for World
Expeditions to offer short-duration trips using the access road, as well as the full-
length trips. On balance, therefore, it does seem that their actions were driven by
conservation concerns rather than commercial competition.

Safety

Some of the rapids on the Franklin are not safe to run and must be portaged. Others
are runnable, but require considerable care. Much of the river is relatively steep,
narrow and boulder-choked, so even in the less difficult rapids, there are significant
risks if rafts flip or participants fall out. In addition, if gear should become wet
through a capsize, there may be little opportunity to dry it. Unlike many 1-day raft
trips elsewhere, therefore, where guides may deliberately flip rafts at the end of the
day to add to the excitement, on the Franklin River it is particularly important that
the rafts remain right side up. The skill and experience of the raft guides is hence of
paramount importance. Guides also need to be expert in manoeuvring rafts through
tight gaps, with or without paddlers onboard, and in using throw-ropes very quickly
and accurately to rescue anyone who falls overboard, before they reach the next
rapid. The World Expeditions guides on the trip in which I took part were indeed
skilled in all these areas. The company also provides a first aid kit and an emergency
satellite phone.

Marketing

The Franklin River raft trip is marketed as part of the World Expeditions Australia
tour portfolio, through Australian and international brochures and tour catalogues,
the World Expeditions (2005) website, and the company’s retail sales operations in
Sydney. The Franklin River is a well-known rafting trip, but World Expeditions is in
competition with other tour operators.

Upper Zambezi, Zimbabwe: Various Operators
Place

Victoria Falls is 80 km downstream from Kazungula on the border with Botswana.
Above Victoria Falls the Zambezi River is relatively broad and calm, with large open
pools, reed fringes and occasional narrows with small rapids up to Class II. A wealth
of birdlife can be seen from the water, especially in sections with fringing gallery
woodlands. Crocodiles can be seen on the banks and there are pods of hippo in the
pools.
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Operator

Several tour companies offer 1-day, 2-day 1-night, and 2-day 2-night kayak tours on
the Zambezi upstream of Victoria Falls. In most cases these companies are probably
all agents for the same local operators. To judge from illustrations and text, however,
there must be at least two different local operators, one using inflatable kayaks and
the other using rigid two-seater touring kayaks. Different websites also quote
different distances travelled, different take-out points and different accommodation
options, so there may be more than two operators.

When I took part in this trip some years ago it was a 2-day 2-night fully
supported tour run by Shearwater Adventures for a group of South African bird-
watchers. They paddled dark green, two-seater touring kayaks, and I acted as an
additional safety kayaker in return for the opportunity to kayak the section below
the Falls with Shearwater’s 1-day whitewater raft trip.

It is not clear whether Shearwater still offer this kayak tour upstream of the Falls,
since the company has now expanded into a range of other adventure activities such
as riverboarding, bungee jumping, jetboating, helicopter flights and elephant-back
safaris, as well as 1-day and multi-day raft trips. The current website for Shearwater
Adventures (2005) does not seem to list kayak tours on the upper Zambezi. In July
2005, the website for African Adrenalin (2005) did still list the Shearwater tour, but
as of September 2005 it did not. As of July 2005, the website for Wildlife Africa (2005)
showed the dark green touring kayaks used by Shearwater, but as of September 2005
this trip was no longer listed on that site.

Other tour operators such as Safari Par Excellence (2005) offer a 1-day trip in
two-person inflatable kayaks starting 25 km upstream of Victoria Falls and taking
out 4 km upstream. This seems to be the only trip currently advertised on this stretch
of the river, perhaps because of security considerations so close to the border. Until
recently, Siyabona Africa (2005) offered a similar tour in almost the same words,
except that it said the trip is only 15 km. As of September 2005, several operators
were offering 3-night canoe tours on the lower Zambezi, on one of three ‘canoe trails’
known respectively as the Great Zambezi Canoe Trail, the Island Canoe Trail and the
Mana Pools Canoe Trail.

Activity

The description here refers to the 2-day 2-night land-supported trip as it was offered
by Shearwater Adventures some years ago. The tour as outlined by African
Adrenalin (2005) seems somewhat more basic, but essentially similar. The trip
advertised by Wildlife Africa (2005) appears to be the same. Those advertised by
Safari Par Excellence (2005) and Siyabona Africa (2005) involve only 1 day’s
paddling, in inflatable rather than touring kayaks.

In the trip in which I took part, the itinerary was relaxed and much of the day
was spent drifting downstream, watching birds and other wildlife through
binoculars. Big game as well as birds can be seen at close quarters on the riverbank
as the kayaks drift quietly by. Both guides and clients also kept a sharp lookout for
hippo, since these must be given a wide berth. At numerous sections binoculars were
packed away whilst the kayaks navigated the rapids, which were relatively
innocuous. The tour included a support vehicle that met the kayakers for morning
tea, lunch and at camp each afternoon. At each stop clients were greeted with a white
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tablecloth laden with delicacies. At the overnight camps the support crew put up
large canvas safari tents and cooked dinner.

Equipment

The clients paddled heavy, two-person fibreglass touring kayaks, dark green in
colour. The trip leader and myself were in single whitewater kayaks of an old design.
The support team drove a light truck with camping gear, food and drinks, tents and
tables, and clients” personal equipment. The operator supplied lifejackets and also
bedding and cutlery. Clients had only to bring a pair of shorts for the day and
lightweight long-sleeved clothing for the evening, and binoculars and cameras.
Some current operators, as noted above, now use inflatable canoes or kayaks.

Accommodation

In the tour I experienced, we stayed in a mobile tented safari camp constructed by
the support crew. Before and after the trip we stayed at Victoria Falls, which has a
wide range of accommodation options. One of the current operators, Safari Par
Excellence (2005), offers accommodation in its own lodge, The Zambezi Waterfront,
4 km upstream of the Falls.

Statistics

On the trip in which I took part there were six clients, one guide and myself.
Companies currently offering this tour do not specify client/guide ratios. The trip
currently offered is a 1-day tour involving 21 km paddling. The 2-day 2-night option
offered until recently by Wildlife Africa (2005), closest to the Shearwater Adventures
trip I experienced, involved 2 days of 18 km each, and ran only with at least four
clients. When costs were last quoted on the African Adrenalin (2005) website, the 2-
day 2-night tour cost US$320 per person, or US$160 per person per day. One-day 1-
night tours with Safari Par Excellence (2005) currently cost about US$140.

Access

Physical access is by air to Victoria Falls and by road to the put-in and take-out. Tour
participants are required to pay park permit fees in cash, separately from tour costs.
These were recently quoted at US$10 by African Adrenalin (2005), but may have
increased.

Community

Victoria Falls is a major adventure tourism destination, and all tourist activities
contribute to the local economy and employment. Most tour operators employ locals
as well as Zimbabwe residents from elsewhere in the country, and expatriates.
Political upheaval in Zimbabwe is apparently diverting much of its tourist clientele
to Livingstone, on the other side of the river in Zambia. If this continues, there will
presumably be economic losses to local communities on the Zimbabwe side.
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Environment

The environmental impacts of tourism at a destination such as Victoria Falls, in a
country such as Zimbabwe, may be considered in several distinct categories. There
are impacts: from tourist travel to the region; from tourist accommodation locally;
from individual activities; and from the increase in local resident populations as
people move to the area in search of economic opportunities. The upper Zambezi
canoe trip contributes pro rata to all the indirect impacts. The direct impacts of the
actual canoeing, however, are negligible in comparison. These trips also provide
nature-based educational experiences, and contribute indirectly to conservation
through political support for the continuing existence of national parks, which is of
considerable significance in Zimbabwe.

Experience

This description is derived from my own experience on the Shearwater Adventures
tour, which may no longer operate in the same way. Even though our equipment
was relatively rustic, the level of support and service was so high that the trip had
the luxury air of a classic safari, where food and drink were always on time and
always served with sparkling crystal and silverware on white tablecloths in the
shade of a tall tree overlooking the river. We saw a variety of birds and other
wildlife, and all the clients enjoyed the trip greatly. Indeed, some of the clients were
repeat customers who were bringing friends to experience the tour.

Safety

The reason I was able to take part in this tour was that, for safety reasons, the trip
leader wanted the group to include a safety kayaker at the rear, as well as himself in
front. All our equipment was sound and well-made. We had lifejackets and
spraydecks, but wore hats rather than helmets, with sunstroke a greater risk than
rapids. We had one capsize where two of the clients swam to a reed bed, potentially
a dangerous area for hippo, and it was my responsibility to provide support while
the trip leader rescued their kayak. Fortunately, however, neither hippos nor
crocodiles appeared and all was well.

Marketing

Marketing by tour operators who currently offer upper Zambezi kayak tours is
rather low-key and uninformative. These companies seem to focus principally on
lower Zambezi canoe trips in the Mana Pools area. As outlined above, it is difficult
to determine just what trips are currently offered. This may well be due to political
instabilities in Zimbabwe, leading to rapid changes in client preferences or tour
company operating permits.
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Expeditions Inc., Grand Canyon, USA. Photo Ralf Buckley.

Allardice’s Ultimate Descents, Nepal. Photo Ralf Buckley.

86 © CAB International 2006. Adventure Tourism (R. Buckley)



Whitewater Rafting 87

White Nile, Uganda: Adrift

Place

The River Nile has two major branches, the Blue Nile and the White Nile. The White
Nile flows through Uganda, not far from the capital Kampala, and a stretch of the
river known as the Itanda Falls section is run regularly as a 1-day raft trip. The
source of the White Nile is a very large lake, Lake Victoria, so even at its headwaters
the river is very high volume, over 1000 cubic metres per second.

Unlike the Zambezi, the White Nile has multiple channels, and only some of
these are safely runnable by commercial rafting trips, though all have now been run
by expert kayakers (Kayak the Nile, 2005). Uganda is tropical and the water is warm
despite the elevation. The surrounding landscape is used principally for subsistence
agriculture, with numerous small villages linked by dirt roads.

Operator

Only one company, Adrift (2005), offers rafting trips on the White Nile. Trips have
been run since the late 1990s. The company was originally based in New Zealand with
a Ugandan subsidiary, but the Ugandan operations are largely independent in
operational terms and currently seem to be owned by or linked to a UK company of
the same name. Based in Kampala, Adrift is best known for its 31 km, 1-day Itanda
Falls whitewater raft trip. Adrift also offers an 18 km, half-day whitewater trip; 46 km,
2- or 3-day whitewater trips, a raft and bungee-jump combo, and 3 km or 18 km family
float trips on easier sections of the river (Adrift, 2005). The 1-day trip is described here.

Activity

Clients, principally backpackers, are collected from their accommodation in Kampala
in the company bus and driven to the put-in point, Bujagali Falls. The rafts are rigged
as paddle rafts, and clients receive paddling instructions and safety briefings before
launching. The first major rapid is immediately downstream of the put-in point, and
the rafts run a number of large named rapids before reaching Itanda Falls itself. This
is a long and intense rapid with multiple drops and large hydraulics, most notably a
river-wide weir ledge, known as the Pencil Sharpener, halfway down. Depending on
water level, there is a runnable line through this drop near the centre of the channel
and the entire rapid has in fact been run by kayakers. This line may not be easy to see
from upstream, however, and the consequences of missing it could prove serious.
Rafters therefore land on the river right above the Falls and portage at least the upper
section of the rapid. Depending on water level, the guides may elect to launch again
immediately below the weir drop and run the lower section. The rapid ends with a
steep and unavoidable ‘rooster-tail” wave that can easily flip a raft, followed by a
large eddy pool. Once the rafters reach the take-out point, the clients help to load the
rafts on a trailer, and are then driven back to Kampala in the company bus.

Equipment

Most manufactured items are relatively difficult and expensive to obtain in Uganda,
because all but the most basic items are imported and are subject to import charges
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and restrictions and to transport costs, delays and losses. These considerations apply
not only to outdoor equipment such as whitewater rafts and kayaks, but also to
vehicles such as tour buses. Even relatively small items such as raft paddles,
lifejackets and helmets may be difficult to replace. Despite these difficulties, the rafts
used by Adrift all seemed to be in good repair. I myself was able to borrow a kayak
owned by one of the guides. It was an older model with replacement parts, such as
a thigh brace, carved from local wood. This, however, may have been a spare boat
kept at the company’s warehouse, not one paddled routinely by the guides
themselves. Illustrations on the company’s website indicate that they now use
current-model kayaks.

Accommodation

The 1-day trips do not include accommodation. A range of accommodation is
available in Kampala. Adrift now operates the Jinja Nile Resort, a B&B and camping
area, at the Bujagali Falls put-in. Other websites refer to the Nile High Camp near
Bujagali (Kayak the Nile, 2005). The multi-day trips camp on Hairy Lemon Island,
apparently exclusive to Adrift.

Statistics

The whitewater trips use paddle rafts, whilst the float trips use oar rigs. Illustrations on
the Adrift (2005) website indicate that each paddle raft carries nine or ten clients and
one guide. A typical day’s trip may include five or six rafts. Total group size is restricted
by the capacity of the shuttle bus, and the size of the bus is restricted by the roads it
must traverse. The 1-day trip includes lunch only. The 2-day trip includes two lunches,
one dinner and one breakfast. Current prices (Adrift, 2005) are US$85 per person for a
half-day whitewater trip, US$95 for a full-day trip, US$199 for 2 days and US$285 for 3
days.

Access

For the whitewater trips, access is by air or overland to Kampala, and by road to the
river in the company bus that picks up clients at various hotels and backpacker
accommodation in Kampala (Adrift, 2005). It also picks up clients from Jinja
township and the Jinja Nile Resort. For the family float trips, clients must make their
own way by car to Kangulamirra, 100 km from Kampala. It is not clear whether any
permits are required for commercial tour operations on the river, but if they are,
arrangements are handled directly by the company.

Community

Adrift Uganda employs Ugandans as well as expatriate staff, contributing to local
economic opportunities. The villagers along the take-out road seemed to be well
acquainted with the company bus, as might be expected, and willingly helped to
push it out of the mud when it became bogged. This is an adventure rather than a
cultural tour, however, and clients do not have any significant interactions with local
communities.
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Experience

For the clients this trip is a long, energetic and exciting day. On the day I took part,
every raft capsized in the tail-wave of Itanda Falls, so every client’s experience
included an inadvertent swim. Some of them were not strong swimmers, and as the
current carried them around in the large eddy pool, they were clearly distressed. On
that particular occasion, since I was kayaking, I was able to ferry a number of them
to the bank and rescue their abandoned paddles. Other than this, however, there
were no raft flips and the clients seemed to have fun without undue fear.

Later in the day, the road back from the take-out point was very muddy, and the
clients had to help push the bus through the worst sections, getting very muddy
themselves in the process. They seemed quite cheerful about this, but in any event
there was little choice if they wanted to get back to Kampala. The guides invited the
clients to a party after the trip, at a house where several of them lived. I did not go
myself, so I'm not sure if this was a special occasion or a routine part of the pro-
ceedings, perhaps a way for a relatively small and isolated group of expatriate
guides to broaden their social circle temporarily.

Environment

Relative to the impacts of surrounding villages and agricultural operations, the envi-
ronmental impacts of rafting are negligible. There are toilets at the put-in point,
which has a sealed access road and car park area, and seems to be intended for
general visitor use, with raft tours making up only a small proportion of the total.
The tours carry out or burn all non-biodegradable waste, use gas stoves rather than
local firewood, hire local transport and tradespeople, and purchase supplies locally.
Rubbish and litter are collected and taken out to Kampala on the bus.

Safety

Relative to most commercial raft tours, at the time of my own trip safety precautions
on the White Nile were rather basic. The rafts were in good repair, the guides were
competent and the safety briefing was standard. As with many other commercial
whitewater raft trips, the rafts were not routinely accompanied by safety kayakers,
though this now seems to have changed.

Most commercial raft trips, however, are on narrow rivers where clients can
swim to the banks; on high-flow but low-volume rivers where any swimmers can, if
necessary, wash safely through the rapid into a calm pool downstream; or on rivers
where clients thrown out of one raft can generally be picked up by another. The
Itanda Falls section of the White Nile, in contrast, is wide and fast flowing, and
swimmers could well be at risk.

In running the lower half of Itanda Falls itself, the guides took the rafts through
one after the other without waiting, even though all the preceding rafts had flipped
and their clients were swimming. Perhaps each of the guides thought they would be
able to run the final wave without flipping, and assist the others. Perhaps this was an
unlucky day, and multiple capsizes are unusual. Perhaps they capsized deliberately
so as to make the experience more exciting for the clients, on the assumption that the
large eddy would stop them washing downstream and they were therefore not at
serious risk. Some of the clients, at least, seemed to feel otherwise.
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Interestingly, at the initial safety briefing the clients were given a somewhat
unorthodox definition of the distinction between Class V and Class VI rapids,
namely, that ‘in a Class V rapid, you're sure you're going to die, but you don’t; in a
Class VI rapid, you're sure you're going to die, and you do’. Overall, therefore,
Adrift Uganda did seem a little more cavalier in its attitude to safety than rafting tour
operators in Zimbabwe or Nepal, for example, let alone the USA. No one was
actually injured, however, and since the clients were almost all backpackers, this
approach may have been an intentional aspect of the company’s client commu-
nication strategy. It is difficult to make such an assessment from a single day trip. In
addition, judging from the company’s website, safety practices seem to have
improved since my trip, with a number of local safety boaters now available.

Marketing

Rafting on the White Nile is not nearly so well known internationally as, for
example, the Zambezi in Zimbabwe or the Sun Khosi in Nepal. Despite this, the 1-
day trip in which I took part was well patronized, so information about the
opportunity must circulate effectively. The Ugandan company advertises via its
website (Adrift, 2005), which is linked to a site in the UK. In view of the clientele,
however, it seems likely that the most effective marketing is through specialized
backpacker communication channels. These include both relatively formal means
such as backpacker magazines and guidebooks, less formal mechanisms such as
Internet bulletin boards, and person-to-person communication by e-mail and mobile
phone text messages.

Zambezi River, Zimbabwe: Shearwater Adventures
Place

The main whitewater section of the Zambezi River is immediately below Victoria
Falls, where the river forms the border between Zimbabwe and Zambia. Averaged
over the year, the flow rate is around 1200 cubic metres per second, but peak flows
are apparently up to 8000 cubic metres per second. This is over three times larger
than Nepal’s Sun Khosi in monsoon floods, and almost eight to ten times larger than
the Grand Canyon of the Colorado at normal dam-release flows. Indeed, it is
advertised as ‘the biggest commercially run whitewater in the world’ (Shearwater
Adventures, 2005). During the 1990s, Victoria Falls became a major international
adventure tourism destination, though political instability in Zimbabwe has no
doubt taken some toll subsequently.

Operator

Shearwater is a long-established tour operator in Victoria Falls, Zimbabwe, spe-
cializing in raft, kayak and canoe trips on the Zambezi River. It is perhaps best
known for its 1-day whitewater raft trips on the section of the Zambezi River
downstream of Victoria Falls. The company started operations in 1982 with canoe
trips in the Mana Pools area on the lower Zambezi, and began offering rafting trips
in 1985 (Shearwater Adventures, 2005). It has gradually taken over most of the
adventure tourism activities at the Falls, until it is now by far the dominant provider.
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According to its website, it is ‘now the leading adventure activity company in
Africa’. The 1-day whitewater run below the Falls is still the mainstay of its business,
but it also offers riverboarding, jetboating, bungee jumps, helicopter flights and
elephant rides, in various combinations.

Activity

The Zambezi 1-day raft run enjoys a reputation amongst the international
backpacker and adventure tourism market as one of the world’s archetypal
whitewater raft trips. Whilst many species of wildlife, notably crocodiles and a
variety of birds, can often be seen during this trip, it is very much an adrenaline
experience, strictly adventure rather than nature tourism. And if travelling in a
paddle raft is not exciting enough, there are also so-called river sledding trips where
tourists run the rapids on specialist bodyboards. For those with appropriate
kayaking skills and equipment, the raft tours can provide transport and support for
kayakers to paddle the same section of the river.

Different sections of the river are used at different seasons for 1-day and half-day
rafting tours. In the ‘low” water season from mid-July until late January, clients can
raft either rapids 4-10 or 11-19 as half-day trips or rapids 4-19 as a full-day trip. In
the high-water season from early February to mid-July, there is only a full-day trip
from rapids 11-24 inclusive. Since 2004 the company has also offered an additional
option in the low-water season. A track has been built to the river above the rapid 1,
the first rapid below the Falls themselves. Once the clients are in the rafts, the guides
can row them up to the edge of the ‘Boiling Pot’, the maelstrom of whitewater below
the Falls themselves. This option was not available on the three occasions when I
have taken part on this trip, paddling a kayak alongside the rafts. We put in
immediately above rapid 4. All the rapids in the 1-day section are Class IV or V, and
rapid 9 is considered unraftable and is portaged. It has been run successfully by a
number of kayakers, but I myself elected to portage! Clients must walk down into
the gorge at the start of the trip — and up again at the end of the day.

Equipment

Despite the high volume, paddle rather than oar rafts are used for maximum client
participation, and perhaps also to manoeuvre if rafts become held up in stopper
waves. All equipment is provided by the tour operator, and clients need bring only
clothing and sunscreen.

Accommodation

This is a 1-day tour and does not include accommodation. A range of accom-
modation options are available, with the Victoria Falls Hotel being perhaps best
known, though not necessarily most favoured by adventure tour operators.

Statistics

The tour takes from 7:30 am to 5:00 pm and costs US$95 per person, plus park fees.
The client to guide ratio is generally 8:1, judging from photographs of the rafts on the
company website.
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Access

Access to Victoria Falls is by road or air. Access to the put-in and take-out points is
by road in the tour operator’s minibus, and then on foot down tracks into the gorge.
A park permit fee is payable in cash, in addition to the tour cost. This is currently
US$10 per person.

Community

Local porters are used to carry the rafts in and out of the gorge at the beginning and
end of each day, providing ongoing employment. Local boys also wait at the take-
out and offer to carry clients’ personal gear for a small fee. Entrepreneurial locals sell
cold drinks, souvenirs and artefacts on the take-out track, at the car park above, and
on the roadside.

Experience

The 1-day whitewater run downstream of Victoria Falls is one of the world’s best-
known high-volume, high-intensity raft trips. Most clients are so strongly focused on
the rapids that they will see little else, even the crocodiles sunning themselves on the
rocks. The 1-day tour is a long and full day, and for most clients, possibly the mostly
highly charged experience of their visit to Victoria Falls. Many clients have no
previous rafting experience, and the paddle training at the put-in, right above rapid
4, fills them with considerable trepidation. They have little time to contemplate,
however, because almost immediately the rafts are under way and they have to con-
centrate on obeying the guide’s paddle commands and hanging on to the raft. For
other clients, however, there is also the opportunity to run some of the rapids on
riverboards, like extra-large boogie boards, and to surf the stoppers and standing
waves. At the end of the day, clients have to hike out of the gorge along a steep
narrow trail in the afternoon sun. For most of them this is the low point of the day,
even though they can walk unburdened while porters carry rafts, paddles and gear.

Environment

Whitewater rafting clients contribute pro rata to the overall impact of tourism at
Victoria Falls and to the impacts of tracks in and out of the river gorge. As in many
developing countries, most international tourists and tour operators are careful not
to leave litter, but local residents who bring food, drinks and artefacts to the river to
sell to tourists are often much less particular. The hike-out from the 1-day Zambezi
raft trip is much cleaner that corresponding tracks in many other developing nations.

Safety

Clients receive safety briefings and instructions at the start of the trip, and are
outfitted with lifejackets and helmets. When I first paddled the Zambezi many years
ago, large crocodiles were considered a serious danger and the Shearwater raft
guides were emphatic that anyone who fell into the water in a rapid must
immediately get into a raft before the next major pool. Currently, however, clients
are assured that crocodiles are not a threat to rafters or riverboarders. According to
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Shearwater Adventure (2005), all their equipment complies with the recom-
mendations of the International Rafting Federation and its South African, Zimbabwe
and Zambian equivalents. Guides receive introductory training with 3-monthly
refreshers, and fortnightly first-aid refreshers. All guides are qualified as Swiftwater
Rescue Technicians, at least at level 1, and receive monthly refresher courses. The
company has Medical Air Rescue Service cover for all its clients and US$1 million
public liability coverage. The minimum client age is 15.

Marketing

The current Shearwater Adventures (2005) website emphasizes the range of activities
available and offers a range of combinations at discounted prices. The individual
activities and non-discounted prices are: rafting at US$95, riverboarding at US$125,
jetboating at US$70, helicopter flights at US$85, bungee jumping at US$75 and
elephant-back safaris at US$90. The bungee jump is from the bridge between Zambia
and Zimbabwe and the drop is 111 m. The company also offers 3- and 5-day rafting
trips that continue further downstream.

Nymboida River, Australia: World Expeditions, Wildwater
Adventures and Others

Place

The Nymboida River is one of Australia’s better-known whitewater creeks, used by
several commercial operators. It is a low-volume, technical pool-drop creek with
rapids up to Class V, and lies inland from Coffs Harbour in mid-north New South
Wales (NSW). Both its headwaters and its lower sections flow through farmland, but
the main commercial whitewater section runs through the Nymboi-Binderay
National Park. Much of this park was until recently a production forest, and logging
roads provide access to the river. River flow is rainfall-dependent and hence
seasonal. The area has a subtropical climate pattern, with summer rains providing a
relatively consistent flow during the commercial rafting season. The river runs
through some spectacular gorges, and unlike most of Australia, the water is clear
rather than muddy. During summer it is also warm enough that commercial raft
clients do not need wetsuits.

Operator

Until an extended drought a few years ago, a number of different commercial rafting
companies offered trips on the Nymboida. The largest of these, Wildwater
Adventures and WOW Rafting, were based in Coffs Harbour and offered both 1-day
and 2-day trips throughout summer. These were large-group, high-speed trips
aimed principally at the backpacker market. There was a similar operator, Rapid
Action, based in Queensland’s Gold Coast. World Expeditions, in contrast, offered 4-
day small-group trips that ran outside the peak season, typically over Easter.
Operating from headquarters in Sydney, Australia, World Expeditions (2005b) offers
a wide range of hiking, cycling, whitewater and seakayaking trips worldwide as well
as throughout Australia. Currently, the Gold Coast operation no longer has an
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operational telephone number, the websites for the Coffs Harbour operators are
inactive and World Expeditions no longer lists the Nymboida trip. Operations may
recommence once rainfall recovers enough to re-establish historical flows on the
Nymboida River.

Activity

The principal adventure activity for any of the Nymboida raft tours is running the
rapids. The river is relatively steep, narrow and low volume, and only paddle rafts can
be used. Many of the rapids are tight and technical, and require good teamwork by the
clients under the guide’s directions. The World Expeditions trips spent a longer time
on the river and took smaller groups than the larger operators based in Coffs Harbour.
They could therefore run each section of the river at a different time of day than the
large groups, and were able to experience the rapids on their own and at their own
pace, instead of queuing up to run them conveyor-belt style, as could often occur on
busy days. In addition, the World Expeditions groups could camp on their own in
small and little-used campsites with no road access, rather than the very heavily
visited road-access sites used by the larger overnight groups and the single day trips.
Kayakers, incidentally, commonly run the entire 2-day rafting section in a single day
or, alternatively, paddle a different section upstream of that used for rafting.

Equipment

As with most World Expeditions tours, the 4-day Nymboida rafting trip was fully
outfitted, including rafting, safety, camping and cooking equipment. Clients brought
only their own personal gear.

Accommodation

All accommodation on the tour was in tents at riverbank campsites. Unless they drive
to the put-in in their own vehicles, clients would generally require accommodation in
Coffs Harbour before and after the river trip. This was not included in the tour. On
the river, cooking was done by the guides, with assistance from the clients.

Statistics

The minimum group size for the World Expeditions 4-day trip was a single raft with
four clients and one guide, though most trips would have two rafts. The local
operators ran 1- or 2-day trips with much larger group sizes. No current prices are
available.

Access

The put-in point for most raft trips on the Nymboida, including these, is at a
camping area known as Platypus Flat where a forestry road crosses the river. This is
accessible via a steep dirt road from either the west or eastern side. Both the semi-
permanent camping area for the high-volume 2-day trips, and the lower take-out
point, are accessible via steep dirt roads from the eastern side only. Tour prices
generally include transport to and from Coffs Harbour. Although clients could drive
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their own cars to the put-in point at Platypus Flat, there is then no mechanism for
them to recover their vehicles at the end of the trip. The surrounding areas are
owned and managed by the NSW State Government, formerly as State Forest and
currently as part of Nymboi-Binderay National Park. Commercial permits are
required for all raft tour operators, and daily access and camping fees are payable on
behalf of each client (Buckley, 2003c; Buckley et al., 2003). These are obtained by the
company and included in the trip price.

Community

The area around the Nymboida River is rural in character, with numerous small set-
tlements and townships but no major towns except Coffs Harbour itself. Most of the
landscapes are agricultural, and historically there was a large logging industry in this
area. The area is also particularly popular with long-term semi-subsistence lifestyle
residents, and more recently has become a significant destination for relatively well-off
amenity migrants (Buckley et al., 2006). Coffs Harbour and the surrounding region thus
have a significant tourism sector, principally domestic self-drive visitors, and rafting on
the Nymboida River is one of the icon attractions of the area. Since it is a seasonal
business, however, and guides are not necessarily local residents, its economic con-
tribution is relatively minor. Whilst on the river, World Expeditions clients and other
rafters are unlikely to meet any locals, though they may meet campers at Platypus Flat.

Experience

I have taken part in many trips on the Nymboida River, with both commercial raft
crews and private kayaking groups. On holiday weekends the river can become very
crowded. The World Expeditions trip, by taking slightly longer than most, provides
participants with the opportunity to experience the river’s scenery as well as its rapids,
and to camp at quiet untrampled sites rather than amidst crowds. It appeals more to
those who want to enjoy the river rather than those searching for social opportunities.

Environment

World Expeditions generally follows minimal-impact practices on all its trips, and
on the Nymboida River these are generally in line with guidelines such as Buckley
(1999). Whilst the river section used for rafting lies within a National Park, the river
originates in agricultural land upstream and water quality is therefore far from
pristine. There are composting toilets, installed and maintained by the land
management agency, at the major access points, but there are no requirements for
raft tours to carry self-contained toilets on the river. Since its groups are small and
its campsites only occasionally used, World Expeditions relies on individual
catholes.

Safety

The Nymboida River includes a number of Class V rapids where a person in the
water could potentially be in serious danger. Even though the river is relatively low
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volume, there are chutes, drops and powerful recirculating holes where a swimmer
could become trapped and drown. Safety is thus of high concern. World Expeditions
has a particularly good safety record, and the same generally applies for other
commercial raft tours on the river itself. Incidents do occur, but these are commonly
associated either with off-river horseplay amongst larger groups, or with private
club trips where there is no clear leadership.

When I took part in the World Expeditions trip, on an Easter long-weekend, two
people from other groups apparently had to be helicoptered out following off-river
injury. We also encountered inexperienced kayakers from a club in the southern part
of NSW, apparently left to their own devices by the more experienced members of
their own group. The people concerned did not have the skills or experience to paddle
the more difficult rapids, and having never visited the river before did not know where
they were, what rapids they faced or even where to portage. They were not equipped
for self-supported overnight camping, and at least one was severely hypothermic.

Since other rafting groups had tight schedules to meet, and in any event
apparently had very limited first-aid gear, it was left to the World Expeditions tour
to provide assistance until a rescue could be organized. It was a tribute to the
leadership of the World Expeditions guide that he not only stopped to provide this
assistance, but that he also persuaded his own commercial clients to halt their own
trip for several hours meanwhile.

Marketing

World Expeditions is a large adventure tourism retailer that maintains its own
shopfront and prints and distributes annual catalogues of tours, one Australian and
one international. Whilst many of its on-ground operations, especially those
involving an expensive equipment inventory, are actually run by local operators,
World Expeditions provides quality control, branding reliability and retail marketing.

Rio Toachi and Rio Blanco, Ecuador: Yacu Amu Rafting and
Rios Ecuador

Place

The Rios Blanco and Toachi are low- to medium-volume rivers on the western flanks
of the Andes near Quito in Ecuador. Quito is at 2835 m, the lower Rio Toachi canyon
at 2600 m. Though originally forested, much of the region is now cleared for
agriculture. The put-in point is several hours drive from Quito.

Operator

Yacu Amu Rafting is a relatively small and local commercial tour operator based in
Quito, specializing in single and multi-day trips on local rivers, especially the Rios
Blanco and Toachi. It is locally owned and all or most of its staff are Ecuadorian.
According to the Yacu Amu website, in 2003 it merged with another operator, Rios
Ecuador, based in Tena, and the merged company now operates from both towns.
However, it appears that Rios Ecuador also advertises and operates separately out of
Tena (Rios Ecuador, 2005).
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Activity

Clients are collected from accommodation in Quito and driven by minibus to the
river. The rafting is quite leisurely, with medium-grade rapids, extended lunch stops
and the opportunity to watch for birds in the riverbank forest or flying overhead.
There is the opportunity to swim at lunchtime.

Equipment

Whilst the riverbed is quite wide, the rivers are rocky and shallow, and only suitable
for paddle rafts. SOTAR® brand rafts are featured. The climate is warm, and clients
require only lifejackets and helmets, which are provided by the company. Paddle
rafts carry six clients and one guide each. Wetsuits are available for rent for trips on
the Upper Rio Blanco between March and May, but are not included in the trip price
and are not needed at other times of year.

Accommodation

Accommodation before and after the trip is at the clients” expense in Quito. For 2-day
trips, overnight accommodation is in a small riverside tourist hosteria or lodge,
which is accessible by road. The hosteria is an independent operation, not associated
directly with Yacu Amu Rafting. Clients do not need to bring any camping
equipment. Dinner and breakfast are provided. On the trip in which I took part,
those who ate this dinner, including myself, suffered from extremely bad food
poisoning for several days subsequently, but presumably this was an isolated
incident.

Statistics

Yacu Amu uses paddle rafts with six clients and one guide each. All trips have at
least two guides or one guide and a safety kayaker. The trip described here lasts 2
days, but 1-day and multi-day trips are also available (Yacu Amu, 2005). The 2-day
trip costs US$195 or about US$100 per person per day.

Access
Access to and from the rivers is by road from Quito. All permits and landowner
arrangements are made by the operating company.

Community

Yacu Amu employs Ecuadorian ground staff in its offices in Quito and Tena, and
both Ecuadorian and international rafting guides. Clients on the 2-day raft trip stay
in a local hosteria, visit a local town and eat local food.

Experience

The water flow varies seasonally. The trip is marketed as Class III-IV, but was lower
grade than this when I ran it myself, kayaking alongside the rafts. The 1-day trip
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takes 13 h, leaving Quito at 6:30 am and returning at 7:30 pm. The 2-day trip returns
to Quito in the evening of the second day, but includes a relaxed overnight stay in a
riverbank hosteria. On the river, the experience combines whitewater and scenic
forest, though much of the latter is cleared.

Environment

Yacu Amu’s website advertises a commitment to environmental management. In
practice the only impacts from a raft trip in this area would be from litter, and the
guides do ensure that no litter is left.

Safety

According to the company’s website, all raft guides meet standards recommended by
the International Rafting Federation, and all kayak guides are qualified in Australia,
the USA, Canada or the UK. As for most commercial raft trips, each trip starts with a
short safety briefing and training session. According to the website, safety kayakers are
used where necessary and there are always at least two guides on each trip.

Marketing

The 1-day trip is advertised as “probably the world’s longest day trip — 47 km of non-
stop Class III-IV whitewater in 4 hours’. The rapid rating may be an exaggeration
during the drier parts of the year, though not during the wetter periods. The website
advertises commitments to safety and the environment. It also advertises a drive
through cloud forest, though rather little of this remains.

‘Luva River, Fiji: Rivers Fiji
Place

Only two rivers in Fiji are rafted commercially, both in the Namosi Highlands in
southern Viti Levu, Fiji's largest island. They are the Upper Navua River, and the
Wainikoroiluva, or ‘Luva, a tributary to the Navua. The upper sections of the ‘Luva
run through a narrow slot canyon, a few metres wide and many tens of metres deep,
cut through limestone. The gorge is apparently boulder-choked, broken by waterfalls
and quite un-navigable. The navigable section, which starts immediately below this
canyon, is a low-volume stream with Class Il rapids, and runs through a broad gorge
that opens gradually into a wider valley before it joins the Navua. In the upper
reaches there are cliffs and caves, whilst the lower stretches are used for shifting cul-
tivation. To reach the put-in involves driving on a winding dirt road, originally a
logging road, first over hills and then along a narrow cultivable corridor between
high crumbling rock cliffs. Only 100 years ago the Namosi Valley was famous for its
undefeated cannibal warriors; currently, it is equally famous for its rugby players.

Operator

Rivers Fiji (2005) is apparently the only commercial rafting operator in Fiji. The story
of its establishment, negotiations with landowners, and eventual commercial success
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has been told in a number of tourism texts, including Buckley (2003a). Its founders
have currently returned to the USA but retain ownership, and the company has an
expatriate operations manager at its headquarters in Pacific Harbour on the south
coast of Viti Levu. Rivers Fiji runs raft trips on the Upper Navua, and inflatable
kayak trips on the ‘Luva, on alternate days.

Activity

Running the river itself is only a small part of the 1-day ‘Luva trip, which combines
a mixture of road, foot and river travel with spectacular scenery and interesting
cultural interactions. The drive to the Namosi Valley zigzags up spurs and ridges,
passing giant orchids flowering profusely by the roadside. Finally the road enters the
Namosi Valley, with its towering walls wreathed in grey mists and tropical foliage,
apparently featured in various movies. Passing the Namosi police post, the group
stops at the main village to pay its respects to the chief in an extended and formal
kava-drinking ceremony. The chief, whose son is one of the River Fiji guides, then
seems glad to answer questions and engage in general conversation. During this
meeting the other guides take the inflatables down to the river and get them ready
for the trip. The guests are given spray jackets, helmets, lifejackets and paddles by
the roadside, and hike down a steep muddy track to the river, where they can choose
either a single or double ‘ducky’. After a couple of straightforward Class Il rapids the
group stops for lunch in a riverside cave, and then continues downstream to the
junction with the Navua, stopping at one point to hike to a waterfall on a side stream.
On the lower Navua the duckies are deflated, rolled up and slung aboard a longtail
boat with the clients, for an outboard-powered ride downstream to the next road
access.

Equipment

The inflatable kayaks are manufactured by SOTAR®. Rivers Fiji supplies all rafting
gear as well as transport, lunch and kava for the ‘sevusevu’ — the formal gift to the
chief. It also supplies each client with a small dry bag to take personal gear on the
river. Clients are advised to bring closed-toe shoes, but on the trip in which I took
part, most did not.

Accommodation

This is a 1-day trip and does not include accommodation. Both the Navua and ‘Luva
trips start early, so clients must generally overnight in Pacific Harbour. The Rivers
Fiji headquarters is in the grounds of the Pearl Hotel, the town’s most expensive
accommodation, but the company can recommend a range of budget and mid-priced
accommodation options.

Statistics

The Upper Navua trip costs FJD240 and ‘Luva trip FJD180, about US$110. These
costs include transport and lunch. On the trip in which I took part there were three
clients and two guides, but it was raining heavily that day. The previous day’s trip,
on the Upper Navua, had 15 clients.
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Access

Pacific Harbour, which now advertises itself as the adventure capital of Fiji, lies on
the south coast road west of Suva. Access to the Namosi Valley is on a dirt road north
from Navua, a little east of Pacific Harbour. The drive takes a couple of hours. There
is then a steep foot track down to the river. Access is available only with permission
from the landowners, through the chief of the local village. This involves both a
formal financial lease arrangement, and a formal ceremony on each trip as described
earlier.

Community

One of the Rivers Fiji guides is the son of the village chief, and it was his task to bring
us to the chief’s house, prepare the ceremonial kava for drinking and, as our guide,
to ask the chief’s permission for us to travel downriver. Our other guide also lives
nearby, and he left the river at the confluence with the Navua and returned on foot.
At the point where the group transfers from kayaks to longtail boats there is a tourist
village, with buildings of traditional construction erected specifically for tourists
who travel up the lower Navua on boat tours. The Rivers Fiji group did not stop
there.

Experience

On the particular day on which I took part in the “‘Luva River trip, it rained all day.
This made the Namosi Valley particularly beautiful, with its rock walls wreathed in
mist, but the river somewhat less so. We had a very interesting day none the less,
learning a little about local history and modern rural life, from shifting cultivation to
cannibal grandfathers, pig-hunting dogs to village planning. The whitewater is more
riffles than rapids, but the day as a whole is an adventurous mélange of activities.

Environment

There are relatively few environmental management issues to be faced for a low-
volume day trip such as this. The main one is simply litter. In a final briefing on the
riverbank before boarding the kayaks, the guides specifically mentioned litter as an
important concern. There were no signs of any previous litter on the access track,
put-in point, lunch stop or waterfall hike.

Safety

The inflatable kayaks were of a reputable brand and in good repair, though clearly
well-used. Lifejackets were of a good design, and guides helped clients to adjust
helmets and lifejackets properly. There was a safety briefing with a demonstration of
the safe swimming position in case of a capsize. One client, paddling a double kayak
with a guide, did in fact fall out in the second rapid, but was quickly rescued. Pre-
trip information advised clients to bring closed-toe footwear, but many did not
actually do so.
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Marketing

Rivers Fiji’s colour brochure is displayed widely in Viti Levu’s south coast tourism
accommodation. Most clients probably book trips at short notice as a day’s activity
from their coastal holiday resort, rather than planning it in advance as part of a Fijian
holiday. The company has been featured in airline in-flight magazines and is listed
in the Lonely Planet® guide to Fiji.

Tully River, Australia: Raging Thunder, R’'n’R
Place

The Tully River is in tropical Queensland, Australia, 160 km south of Cairns.
Although it lies within the wet tropics of Queensland World Heritage Area, it is
dammed for hydroelectric power. The section used for commercial whitewater
rafting is below the dam and outside the protected area. Unless water is flowing over
the dam spillway, water flows for rafting are provided by controlled releases from
the dam, and the rafting companies pay fees for these releases. There is thus just one
short pulse of water each day sufficient for rafting or kayaking, with low flows
outside that period. Commercial rafts need to launch precisely on time, and maintain
speed downstream, in order to stay with the high-water pulse.

Operator

Several different commercial whitewater rafting companies offer 1-day trips on this
section of the Tully River. Best known are R'n'R (Raft and Rainforest, 2005) and
Raging Thunder (2005). Both these operators also offer half-day trips on the Barron
River. R'n'R offers multi-day helicopter-access raft trips on the North Johnstone
River. Raging Thunder also offers seakayak and balloon tours. Cairns is one of the
principal adventure tourism destinations in Australia, and rafting is one of the
principal backpacker tour activities. Others include snorkelling and diving on the
Great Barrier Reef, tandem skydiving at Mission Beach and bus trips to the Daintree
River and Cape Tribulation.

Both R'n'R and Raging Thunder have relatively large though localized
operations. Each may take one or more busloads of tourists to the Tully each day.
Raging Thunder (2005) claims to be ‘the largest adventure tour company in
Australia’, with 150,000 clients in 2004. This includes other activities, but rafting is
probably the major one. Many of their clients are walk-ins and may sign up as late
as the previous evening. The rafting companies therefore have retail shopfronts in
Cairns. Raging Thunder’s retail outlet is strategically sited next door to
McDonald’s®. There are also many small travel agents along the waterfront
esplanade who sell a variety of adventure tours on commission.

Activity

For 1-day raft trips on the Tully River, participants meet at the shopfront or are
collected from their accommodation in Cairns early in the morning and driven south
to the Tully River, stopping once en route for the opportunity to buy coffee and/or
breakfast. On arrival at the put-in, some of the guides get the boats and equipment
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ready, whilst others give a high-speed briefing to the clients. Each client is issued a
helmet, lifejacket and paddle and the clients are divided into raft groups, largely on
the basis of language. Most clients are either Japanese- or English-speaking, and the
guides know a set of basic rafting commands in Japanese. Whilst on the bus, clients
are required to complete a register of names and to sign liability waivers.

Many of the clients have no previous rafting experience, and there is a certain
degree of confusion at first. The guides are in a hurry to get all the boats on the water
and moving downstream before the water release from the dam comes to an end.
The river is rafted in a single section so as to keep up with this release of water. In
the lower reaches, where there is more standing water, the guides keep the clients
amused with swims, water fights, waterfalls, and raft flips and tricks. At the take-
out, the participants are given lunch whilst the guides pack the rafts back on to the
trailers. The clients are then driven to the tour company cafés to buy food, alcohol,
souvenirs and a video of the trip, and thence back to Cairns.

Equipment

The Tully is a relatively low-volume river and all the commercial raft operators use
paddle rafts, generally with seven clients and one guide in each raft. R'n’R advertises
that it uses ‘specially made’ Dolphin® rafts. Clients are told to bring clothing that
they are prepared to get wet, such as a t-shirt, boardshorts or bikini, and running
shoes or river sandals. They are also advised to bring sunscreen, a hat, spare dry
clothes and a towel. The operators issue lifejackets and helmets and will rent out
rivershoes and spray jackets if needed. There is no need for wetsuits since the Tully
is in the tropics. The bus remains near the river during the trip and clients can leave
dry clothing and other possessions on board.

Accommodation

The 1-day Tully raft trips do not include accommodation. Most clients stay in Cairns
on the nights before and after the trip. Clients with their own transport may stop at
the Tully River whilst driving between Townsville and Cairns or vice versa. Tourist
accommodation is also available at Mission Beach, on the coast not far from Tully.

Statistics

Group sizes can be quite large, with several busloads of clients per day. Clients are
organized into individual raft groups, however, and each raft has one guide for each
seven clients. This is a single-day trip, and prices range from AUD145 to 175
(US$112-135) per person per day, plus an AUD25 levy as below.

Access

Physical access is by bus directly to and from the river. Tour operators must have
commercial permits, and pay an additional fee for water releases. They charge clients
a levy on top of the basic tour price to cover park fees, water releases and a con-
tribution to insurance. As of late 2005 this levy is AUD25 (US$19).
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Community

The 1-day Tully raft trips have rather little interaction with local communities other
than the company guides. Both companies operate their own cafés, the Rafters Café
and the Raging Thunder Café respectively, where they take clients after the river trip
to sell them food and drink, videos, souvenirs and other tours. As noted earlier,
whitewater rafting is one of the principal adventure tourism activities out of Cairns,
particularly for backpackers, and backpackers visiting the Cairns region for
adventure tourism make a significant contribution to the Cairns and regional
economy.

Experience

Even though the Tully Gorge is quite scenic, the 1-day Tully raft trip is principally
an adventure and social experience. Clients get a good view of the landscape south
of Cairns from the bus driving to and from the Tully, including cane fields and
forested mountains. Many of the clients, however, sleep on the way down after
partying the night before, and sleep on the way back after a day of sun, exercise and
excitement on the river.

Rafting is new and unfamiliar to most clients, and much of their attention is
taken by learning how to paddle, how to obey the guide’s instructions, how to
balance the raft against flipping whilst passing through the larger rapids, and how
to operate as a reasonably coherent team. Many of the clients, especially the
backpackers, are also more interested in getting to know each other than in
observing forest or wildlife. Because it is only a brief period on the river, training
focuses on the most basic instructions, and clients rely entirely on the raft guide to
read the river and direct manoeuvres. They do not learn much about either rivers or
rafts, but that is not why they are there. They are there to have fun, and generally
they do.

Environment

Even though the area is within a World Heritage site, the Tully River itself is very
heavily modified by the hydroelectric dam upstream, and the impacts of rafting are
negligible compared to the impacts of the dam. Environmental management by the
guides focuses principally on litter, instructing clients not to throw food wrappers or
cigarette butts into the river.

Safety

At the water flows associated with controlled releases for rafting, the Tully River is
relatively safe. The greatest risk would be potential foot entrapment if clients were
to fall out of the rafts in the upper sections of the river. As a result, briefings focus on
how to obey the guide’s paddling instructions so as to run the rapids safely; how to
shift across the raft to the high side to avert the risk of a capsize; and the safe feet-
downstream swimming position to adopt if thrown out of a raft. There are numerous
rafts on the river at any one time, and any client who falls out inadvertently will
generally be picked up quickly by another raft. In addition, the banks are never far
away.
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There is no mention of safety kayakers on tour operator websites, and there were
no kayakers other than myself on the trip in which I took part. For safety reasons,
both companies restrict Tully rafting trips to clients over 13 years old. R'n’R (2005)
advertises that its guides are ‘internationally trained’, that they take part in the
company’s own ‘in-house rigorous whitewater skills and safety training programs’
and that they have up-to-date rescue and first aid skills. Raging Thunder (2005)
advertises that its guides are trained in safety and rescue procedures by ‘Rescue 3’,
a private US-based company that also carries out training in Australia and elsewhere
(Rescue 3 International, 2005). Rescue 3 runs Australian courses at six different levels
(Rescue 3 Australia, 2005), and the Raging Thunder website does not specify which
of these its guides take. The Raging Thunder (2005) website says that Rescue 3
Australia is a subsidiary of Raging Thunder and a franchise of Rescue 3
International. Rescue 3 International (2005) lists three Australian instructors,
including one in Cairns, who is indeed listed under Raging Thunder.

Marketing

Whitewater rafting on the Tully is a heavily marketed 1-day adventure activity out
of Cairns, which is itself a heavily marketed adventure tourism destination in
Australia. As with most whitewater raft trips, marketing focuses on the larger rapids
and aims to project an image of thrills and spills. Social components are also
featured. Both companies advertise that the 1-day Tully River raft trip is ‘Australia’s
best one-day rafting adventure” (R'n’R, 2005) or even that the Tully ‘has a reputation
as the best rafting river in Australia and New Zealand’. Commercial rafting
operators elsewhere in Australia, however, and especially in New Zealand, would
no doubt disagree quite strongly. This would therefore seem to be somewhat of an
exaggeration. Both companies advertise their respective cafés, including oppor-
tunities to purchase videos of the trip.

Kawarau River, New Zealand: Various Operators
Place

The Kawarau River runs out of Lake Wakatipu near Queenstown in New Zealand’s
South Island. The section used for commercial rafting and river sledging is close to
Queenstown and contains only four named rapids, with names such as Chinese
Dogleg and Do Little Do Nothing. The water is rather cold, and the surrounding area
is farmland.

Below the commercial rafting section are several more difficult sections
sometimes paddled by private recreational kayakers. The Roaring Meg section is
notable for a whirlpool-filled gorge and rapids such as Maneater. The Citroen section
has one major rapid, Citroen itself. Most fearsome is the Nevis Bluff section, run only
by the most extreme of kayakers. Another very difficult rapid further downstream,
Sargood’s Weir, was flooded by a hydroelectric dam in 1993.

Operator

The three main commercial raft tour operators on the Kawarau are Challenge Rafting
(2005), Queenstown Rafting (2005) and Extreme Green Rafting (2005). All of these are



Whitewater Rafting 105

based in Queenstown and are specialist raft companies. According to Cater (Chapter
24, this volume), since 1998 Challenge Rafting has acted only as a retail marketing
company, with the actual rafting operations subcontracted to Queenstown Rafting.
They do also offer other activities such as jetboating, bungee jumping and helicopter
flights in ‘combo’ packages with rafting trips, but generally these other activities are
actually operated by separate specialist companies. Challenge Rafting offers 1-day
raft tours on the Kawarau and Shotover Rivers; Queenstown Rafting also offers a 3-
day trip on the Landsborough River. Extreme Green also offers services to the film
industry.

Activity

The Kawarau raft trip is a half-day activity taking about 4 h, with departures from
Queenstown twice daily. Clients are assembled at a riverside depot, kitted out with
wetsuits and safety gear and driven to the put-in point. After the raft run they are
driven back for showers and snacks.

Equipment

The major companies use paddle rafts with seven clients and one guide per raft.
They provide wetsuits and booties, spray jackets, lifejackets and helmets. Clients
need bring only swimsuits and a towel.

Accommodation

The tour does not include any accommodation. Clients stay in Queenstown. Clients
on the morning tours are picked up from their hotels; those on afternoon tours
assemble at the operators” Queenstown retail booking offices and retail shopfronts.

Statistics

Each raft carries one guide and seven clients. Most trips include numerous rafts. The
trip takes about 4 h in total. Cost is about NZD140 per person, currently around
US$98.

Access

Access to and from the river is by road, in the tour operators’” buses from
Queenstown. Any permits are arranged by the operators.

Community

Many Queenstown residents make their living from tourism. The town is well
supplied with tourist accommodation and restaurants. Winter activities focus on
nearby ski resorts. Summer activities include a wide range of adventure tours, rafting
included. Tourists interact with locals mostly where the latter are employed in the tour
companies concerned — but that is quite a high proportion of the town’s inhabitants.
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Experience

The half-day Kawarau raft trip is generally seen as a beginner’s trip, promoted as an
introduction to whitewater rafting. The run is classified on the Challenge Rafting
website as Class III-V, and the Extreme Green website as III-IV, which seems more
accurate. It would, perhaps, generally be considered as a high-volume Class III+.
Even so, the final rapid, Chinese Dogleg, is 400 m long and contains some waves,
holes and stoppers substantial enough to generate a considerable adrenalin burst for
most rafting clients. The trip is taken at high speed from start to finish, including kit-
out and safety briefing, and most clients are probably focused more on the rapids
than the rest of the river experience.

Environment

The Kawarau River flows through an agricultural landscape and is dammed
downstream for hydroelectric power generation. Any environmental impacts from
river rafting are negligible in comparison. The principal concern is to ensure that
clients do not drop litter overboard. There is a toilet at the parking area near the put-
in.

Safety

All operators provide routine safety equipment, including wetsuits for warmth and
buoyancy as well as lifejackets and helmets. All give safety briefings at the outset.
Extreme Green, Challenge Rafting and probably also Queenstown Rafting,
recommend that for safety reasons clients should be at least 13 years old. Safety
kayakers are apparently not used, but the same section of the Kawarau is also run by
river sledges, so it is probably reasonable to assume that anyone falling out will float
well enough till rescued. The Extreme Green website contains more detailed safety
information than the others.

Marketing

Queenstown is marketed as ‘the adventure capital of the world” (Challenge Rafting,
2005), and the Kawarau as ‘the largest-volume river rafted commercially in New
Zealand” (Queenstown Rafting, 2005). These claims may seem grandiose, but the
latter is probably correct, and even the former is not unreasonable (Cater, Chapter
24). Both companies advertise their endorsement by Qualmark, the main New
Zealand quality certification agency. Neither says much about the rafting experience
except that it is exciting, which is accurate enough.

Shotover River, New Zealand: Various Operators

Place

The Shotover River is a fast medium-volume river near Queenstown. Its lower
stretches, up to the Oxenbridge Tunnel and Cascade Rapid, are used by jetboat tours.
The section above this, from the Skippers Canyon Bridge to the tunnel, is used for
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commercial rafting. It contains six major rapids, some of them with multiple and
individually named components, and many smaller rapids. Most of the river runs
through a gorge, and the water is cold.

Operators

The same companies that offer commercial raft tips on the Kawarau River (as above)
also offer trips on the Shotover: Queenstown Rafting (2005), Challenge Rafting (2005)
and Extreme Green Rafting (2005).

Activity

One-day raft trips on the Shotover are similar in structure to those on the Kawarau.
The drive to the put-in is further and more difficult, down the steep Skippers Canyon
dirt road cut originally for gold mining. The take-out is immediately below Cascade
Falls at the exit of the Oxenbridge Tunnel, not far from town. Rapids are Class III-V,
and include the infamous Mother section with individual rapids such as Toilet, a
deep and remarkably retentive whirlpool.

Equipment

Major tour companies use paddle rafts with seven clients and one guide per raft.
They provide wetsuits and booties, spray jackets, lifejackets and helmets. Clients
need bring only a swimsuit and a towel.

Accommodation

This is a half-day trip and does not include accommodation. Clients stay in
Queenstown.

Statistics

The trip takes 4.5-5 h overall and there are two launches per day. Paddle rafts carry
seven clients and one guide. There are generally many rafts on each trip. The price
is about NZD150 per person (US$105). Heli-rafting costs about NZD260 (US$180) per
person.

Access

Access in summer is along a steep, narrow dirt road, the Skippers Canyon road. In
winter this road is closed, but both operators offer helicopter access for only NZD60
more than the summer drive-in price. Helicopter access is also available in summer.
The helicopter departs from the helipad at Coronet Peak ski field near Queenstown.
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Experience

Rafting on the Shotover River is a more extended experience than the Kawarau. The
Skippers Canyon road itself is enough to raise adrenalin levels for most clients. There
are more rapids than on the Kawarau, and the narrow, rock-lined gorge seems more
forbidding than the wide, tree-fringed Kawarau. At the end of the run the river
plunges into a long tunnel barely wider than the rafts, and at the end of the tunnel is
a short, sloping waterfall, the Cascade, with a pinnacle rock in the middle that must
be avoided. Falling out of the raft in the more difficult rapids could potentially have
serious consequences. Overall the excitement level is higher than on the Kawarau. In
one kayak run we found an entire goat skeleton caught in the rocks by its horns. This
was a sober reminder!

Environment

This section of the Shotover River suffered major impacts from past gold mining,
and rafting has negligible impacts in comparison.

Safety

There are more, and more varied, hazards on the Shotover than the Kawarau.
Rafting operators generally have an excellent safety record, but there have been
several deaths. Two rafting clients drowned in 1995, and another in 2001. Additional
details on these deaths are provided by Cater (Chapter 24). The Extreme Green
Rafting (2005) website specifies that ‘all river trips operate in compliance with the
Code of Practice for the Safety of Commercial Rafting as required by the Maritime Safety
Act’. Presumably this is also required for the other commercial rafting operators on
those rivers, but there is more emphasis on this issue in the Extreme Green website.

Marketing

All three operators market Shotover River raft trips in almost identical terms to
Kawarau River trips, with little changed but the names of the rapids.

Rangitata River, New Zealand: Rangitata Rafts

Place

The Rangitata River is about 2 h drive from Christchurch in New Zealand’s South
Island. It flows through sheep-farming country, starting in open gravel bars but also
passing through a short gorge section known for its Class IV and V rapids.

Operator

Rangitata Rafts (2005) operates from its own lodge near the take-out for the 1-day
raft run. It specializes solely on this particular river.
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Activity

The Rangitata is run as a 1-day trip with around 3 h on the river. The company picks
up its clients in Christchurch in the morning, reaching the river lodge in time for an
early lunch. After running the river there is a barbecue and guests are back in
Christchurch around 7 or 8 pm.

Equipment

The company provides all equipment including wetsuits, spray jackets, lifejackets,
booties, helmets and a polypropylene underlayer on colder days. Paddle rafts are
used, with seven clients and one guide each.

Accommodation

Accommodation is not included in the trip. Most clients stay in Christchurch. Self-
drive clients, however, can stay in the Rangitata Rafts lodge, which costs NZD15 per
person in the main dormitory or NZD19 per person in a double room.

Statistics

The trip takes around 12 h in total, of which 3 h are on the river. The price is NZD162
(US$115) per person, including transport from Christchurch (Rangitata Rafts, 2005).
Client-to-guide ratio is 7:1.

Access

Access to the river base is by road, and from the base to the put-in in the operator’s
bus across a private farm, by special arrangement.

Community

There is little interaction with the local farming community, except via supplies for
the barbecue. Presumably the farmer also receives some compensation for access to
the river across his land.

Experience

This is a short, high-intensity trip focusing on paddling and rapids. There are also
good opportunities for clients to socialize both before and after the rafting itself. The
Rangitata Raft operation is particularly well organized and clients are ushered
through the wetsuit fitting room and on to the river very quickly and efficiently.

Environment

Impacts are minimal. The lodge is heated by a large wood fire.
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Safety

The company is registered with the New Zealand Rafting Association, supplies all
necessary safety equipment and uses highly competent guides.

Marketing

Rangitata Rafts is an independent operation, and its marketing relies largely on its
own brochures, website and links and references in other New Zealand tourism
marketing materials at regional and national scales. The Rangitata Valley was used
to film one of the sites in the Lord of the Rings trilogy, and this has helped to promote
the area recently. In addition, the Rangitata is accessible as a day trip directly from
Christchurch, so tourists who do not plan to visit the adventure tourism destination
of Queenstown can still enjoy a day’s Class V rafting on the Rangitata.
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Sector Structure

Seakayaking has long been a popular activity in North America, perhaps because the
fully decked kayak propelled with a double-bladed paddle was first invented by the
Inuit peoples of the Arctic region. Over the past two decades, production-model
seakayaks made from fibreglass, and later from various blow- or rotation-moulded
plastics, have become easier and cheaper to obtain, and the popularity of recreational
seakayaking has grown accordingly worldwide. Commercial seakayaking tours are
available from Alaska to Australia and beyond, and range from half-day
introductory paddles to extended trips lasting several weeks. They range from
relatively relaxed and low-risk trips in the warm waters of Fiji or Samoa to Arctic
areas such as Svalbard, Greenland and even Ellesmere Island.

Whilst seakayaks themselves are perhaps the epitome of human-powered ocean
travel, almost everywhere that seakayak tours currently operate is also accessible to
powered watercraft, and few if any seakayak tours can be treated as true wilderness
experiences. Seakayaking areas along the coast of Abel Tasman National Park in New
Zealand, for example, are constantly traversed by water taxis and private recreational
boats, as well as several commercial seakayak companies. Waters around
Hinchinbrook Island in subtropical Queensland, Australia are used widely by local
recreational fishermen. Many of the San Juan Islands off the coast of Washington State
in the Pacific Northwest of the USA, an area used by commercial seakayak tours
searching for orcas, are also accessed by local residents with large speedboats who
maintain residential houses or second homes on some of these islands.

In Samoa, Fiji or the Solomon Islands, there are far fewer motorized vessels, but
there are local villagers along the coasts and island shores. Many of the seakayak areas
of southwest Alaska are national parks, and seakayakers share the shores and small
islets only with seals and bears. In Prince William Sound, however, there are also
commercial and recreational fishing boats, and in Glacier Bay and Admiralty Sound
there are large tour boats and scenic overflights. Even at Pond Inlet at the northern tip
of Baffin Island in the Canadian High Arctic, seakayakers are passed at intervals by
large speedboats owned by local Inuit residents out hunting. Only in the Arctic waters
north of Norway’s Svalbard are seakayakers completely undisturbed by local boats. To
get to that area, however, seakayakers need support from their own expedition cruise
vessel, which operates outboard-powered inflatables as well as seakayaks.

From a participant perspective, seakayaking in southwest Alaska certainly has a
wilderness feel; and seakayaking in the High Arctic, where the weather is potentially
more severe and drysuits are a standard safety precaution, seems even more remote.
Even though summer weather is relatively benign, winds and waves can whip up
suddenly, tidal currents and chop can be strong, kayakers can become trapped
within large expanses of floating ice, and storms or poor visibility can potentially
leave one confined to camp for several days.

Most of the time, seakayaking depends more on stamina than skill. There may
indeed be moments when balance and timing are critical, such as surfing on a steep
following sea, or landing and leaving a lee shore with breaking waves. Close
encounters with whales can also raise adrenalin levels on occasion, depending on the
whales’ behaviour. Most of the time, however, the rewards of seakayaking are in quiet
and contemplative access to remote coastlines, islands or ice floes, and the oppor-
tunities to see sea otters and seabird colonies, whales and walrus, islands and icebergs,
coral reefs and crystal waters. Whilst seakayaking is certainly sold as an adventure
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tourism activity, therefore, as with most such activities there is a balance between
challenge and contemplation that is dependent on the place and the participants.

Seakayak designs and technologies have diversified considerably over recent
decades. Well-made and seaworthy two-person collapsible kayaks, with a wooden
frame and a heavy-duty rubberized fabric skin, were available half a century or more
ago from manufacturers such as Klepper®. Some of these, such as the Klepper
Aerius®, were even equipped for sailing with a small gaff-rigged sail, leeboards, air-
filled buoyancy tubes along the gunwales, and a sliding seat for balance, taking the
place of a trapeze on sailing dinghy. My earliest kayaking experiences, at the age of
about four, were in such a craft. Similar designs are still on sale, manufactured both
by Klepper® and by the North American company Feathercraft®. The materials have
been modernized somewhat, with aluminium frames and new plastic composites for
the skin, but the basic design still follows that of the traditional Inuit kayak.

Once fibreglass mats, resins and lay-up moulding construction methods became
available in the middle of the last century, hardshell fibreglass seakayaks gradually
gained prominence, except in remote locations where collapsibility is essential for
transport, e.g. in small aircraft. The details of fibreglass designs improved slowly,
e.g. with the use of independent watertight compartments with waterproof hatches,
bucket seats with backrests, gel coats for reduced hull drag, hinged rudders that can
be raised and lowered with a cord, and efficient lightweight paddles with carbon-
fibre construction and wing-style blade profiles.

In the late part of the 20th century, fibreglass seakayaks were gradually
overtaken by mass-produced moulded plastic models. These are manufactured
using similar methods and materials to modern whitewater kayaks, and often by the
same companies. They are similar in shape to their fibreglass predecessors but easier
to produce in quantity, to supply the much expanded market demand. Some manu-
facturers also began to produce so-called sit-on-top kayaks, where the paddler sits in
a seat-shaped external well moulded into the boat’s deck, rather than sitting inside
the hull on a seat attached to the hull’s floor.

Sit-on-top designs can be capsized and righted without taking water even if the
paddler falls off. A conventional kayak can be rolled without taking water as long as
it is fitted with a spraydeck, backrest, footrest and thigh braces, is not too wide or
heavily laden, and its paddler or paddlers have sufficient skill. In practice, however,
a double seakayak fully loaded for a multi-day expedition is so heavy that real-
istically it cannot be rolled even by experienced kayakers, so in the event of a capsize
the paddlers must bail out, right the boat using their paddles and paddle floats, and
then bale water out of the hull. Even with independent water-tight compartments or
a paddling sock as described under the Prince William Sound case study below, this
is a tedious and potentially risky process.

Until recently, sit-on-top seakayaks had three major disadvantages. First, the
paddler is fully exposed to the elements rather than protected in the boat’s hull, so
sit-on-tops were seen as only suitable for warm tropical water. As drysuits have
become more generally available and affordable in recent years, however, this no
longer presents an insurmountable difficulty. Secondly, since they were seen as
inexpert family fun craft for use on flat water, rather than serious seakayaks, the
designs actually produced were short, stable and very slow. Racing surf skis,
however, also have sit-on-top seats, but are extremely long, narrow and fast, so
kayak manufacturers came to appreciate that a sit-on-top seat is not necessarily a
barrier to performance.
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Thirdly, it is only very recently that sit-on-top designs have begun to incorporate
effective footrests, backrests and thigh straps that serve the same function as thigh
braces. Waist straps have been fitted for some time, but these alone do not provide
the degree of control needed for a paddler to brace a narrow kayak in a rough sea.
With new hull and strap designs as well as drysuits, however, it seems quite possible
that sit-on-top seakayaks could soon become a widespread alternative to con-
ventional designs even at the high-performance and expedition end of the spectrum.

As with most forms of adventure tourism, the majority of the commercial market
consists of short trips for unskilled clients at heavily frequented destinations. The
case study on Abel Tasman National Park in New Zealand, described below,
provides an example. At the other end of the market are low-volume, high-price,
long-duration seakayak trips in remote areas such as the High Arctic. Intermediate
between these extremes are multi-day seakayak camping trips in warmer parts of the
world, exemplified here by the case studies from Hinchinbrook Island in Australia
and the Yasawa Islands in Fiji. Comparable tours are offered in many other parts of
the world.

Baffin Island, Canada: Blackfeather Inc.
Place

Baffin Island is a large island in northeastern Canada. It forms part of the Province
of Nunavut, northwest of the Province of Quebec. Its northern end reaches to about
74°N, well north of the Arctic Circle. It is separated by a large channel, Lancaster
Sound, from Devon and Ellesmere Islands to the north. The northern tip of Baffin
Island is dissected by a number of smaller sounds that connect into Lancaster Sound.
The northeastern corner forms a separate island, Bylot Island, separated from Baffin
Island by Eclipse Sound. All of these Sounds are icebound for most of the year, and
this ice was the major barrier to the search for a North-West Passage in historical
times. The ice breaks up in summer and navigation is generally possible for a month
or so in August, though caution is needed because of occasional drifting icebergs and
‘growlers’, which are small and almost completely submerged chunks of floating ice.

The main settlement on the north coast of Baffin Island is at Pond Inlet, a
community of several hundred people with an airport, telecommunications, local
government and municipal buildings, and a rather basic but highly expensive
‘hotel’. Pond Inlet serves as the base for oil exploration companies and government
agencies operating in the area, and the winter residence for local Inuit communities.
In summer, however, many of the Inuit move out of town to camps on the shores of
various sounds, accessed by boat. Many families own seaworthy 6-8 m outboard-
powered half-cabin boats which are used for fishing and access to hunting sites.
There are several tour operators based in Pond Inlet, offering snowmobile trips to the
edge of the ice floe in spring, or boat trips during late summer. There is also a large
food and equipment store.

Operator

Blackfeather Inc., based at Parry Sound, Ontario, offers a range of canoeing and
seakayaking tours throughout Canada (Blackfeather Inc., 2005). Their website
previously listed several small-group seakayak itineraries out of Pond Inlet, but the



Seakayaking 115

trip described here is currently the only one featured in this area. It is billed as ‘In
Search of the Narwhal’ (Blackfeather Inc., 2005).

Activity

The starting point for the commercial seakayak tour is in Pond Inlet, but in practice
guides, clients and gear take the same flights from and to Ottawa. Neither these
flights, nor the overnight accommodation in the Pond Inlet ‘hotel” at the beginning
and end of the trip, are included in the trip price.

The day after arrival, guides and clients are ferried by chartered high-speed
fishing boats, along with boats, gear and food, to a beach at the head of Koluctoo Bay
in Eclipse Sound some 5 h away. The charter boats depart and the group assembles
the seakayaks and camps overnight. Starting the following morning, the group
paddles through the sounds back to Pond Inlet, choosing an appropriate campsite
each evening. The itinerary allows for at most 2 lay-over days in case of bad weather.
Most of each day is spent either in the kayaks, loading and unloading them, or
making or breaking camp. The guides do most of the cooking, but the guests do the
washing up.

Equipment

The tour uses Feathercraft® collapsible kayaks, two-person boats for the clients and
one-person for the guides. These are arguably the best, and certainly the most
expensive, brand of collapsible seakayak which is commercially available
worldwide. Assembly and disassembly is relatively complex and must be carried out
in precisely the correct sequence to avoid damaging the skin and frame.

The kayaks, paddles, ancillary components, camping equipment, safety gear and
clothing, and food and cooking equipment are flown to Pond Inlet specifically for the
trip, carried as excess baggage by guides and clients. Since everything has to be
carried in the boats whilst at sea, both weight and volume are in any event restricted
to the minimum needed for safe survival. The operator provides cooking equipment
and issues each guest with an insulated mug. Clients are responsible for their own
tents, sleeping bags and other camping equipment, and all clothing, including that
worn whilst paddling.

Drysuits are strongly recommended since the sea is extremely cold and the
weather can include strong winds, rain, sleet and snow. One of the guides brought a
rifle for protection against possible polar bear attacks whilst in camp. The guides also
had a radio, though they did not use this in front of the clients. The operating
company provides paddles and life-jackets, but clients may bring their own if they
prefer, and some do.

Accommodation

Accommodation is in the clients” own tents throughout the entire trip. Clients and
guides must arrive at Pond Inlet the night before the trip starts, and are responsible
for their own accommodation and food, for which there are rather limited options.
In practice most clients stay at the Pond Inlet ‘hotel’, which is in fact a collection of
demountable prefabricated trailers with very small double rooms, similar to the
accommodation used in oil exploration camps.
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The hotel is locally owned, and caters principally to staff and personnel from
government agencies, construction and maintenance crews, and geological and geo-
physical exploration teams. It is probably used only for a short season, but even so,
prices are exorbitant relative to the service provided, even in such a remote location.
No doubt this is effectively a monopoly rent, and perceived as a subsidy to locals,
but it is certainly a major disincentive for tourism. At the end of the Blackfeather
seakayak tour, fortunately, it is possible to camp near a beach a little out of town, a
much more pleasant location.

During the trip itself, campsites varied considerably. There were flat beaches of
coarse gravel, terraces of dwarf tundra vegetation, but also a swamp and a narrow,
sloping and irregular raised beach of round fist- to head-sized rocks. This last was
somewhat of an emergency campsite. We were fortunate that the wind blew a small
iceberg onshore overnight, since this grounded a small distance from the beach and
provided a narrow sheltered channel where we could launch the boats in safety the
next morning.

Statistics

On the trip in which I took part there were four clients and two guides, a ratio of 2:1.
The total length of the trip is 16 days, of which about 11 are spent kayaking. The
current price is CAD3695 per person, or about US$175 per person per day. Flights
from Ottawa, and accommodation in Pond Inlet, are in addition to this.

Access

All permits are handled by the operating company. Permits are presumably needed
both from the local community and the provincial government. Special permits may
also be needed for the radio and firearms.

Community

Tourism seems to be a very minor activity as yet for the majority of the Pond Inlet
community. Resource extraction and government programmes, probably funded by
both federal and provincial agencies, seem to provide the economic mainstay. There
appears to be a considerable degree of autonomy for the local Inuit community, and
hunting and fishing are still major activities. Pond Inlet itself, however, has schools,
sporting facilities, a library with sponsored Internet-connected computers, and an
indoor shopping mall which is relatively small but heavily patronized.

Economic inputs to the local community through the Blackfeather tour include:
the costs of accommodation in town as outlined above; charter fees paid to two
fishing boat operators for high-speed ferries to the put-in point; and direct
expenditure by clients on souvenirs, film, meals and other food. In addition, tours
such as these fill seats and cargo space in scheduled flights to and from Pond Inlet,
which helps to maintain a commercially viable scheduled air service for local
residents.

Some members of the local community still hunt narwhal, illegally as well as
legally (Buckley, 2005b). Clearly, such hunting makes it much less likely that tourists
will get good narwhal sightings. One might hence expect a degree of internal conflict
between community members engaged in tourism and those engaged in hunting. In
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reality, however, it seems that it may well be the same individuals engaged in both,
using the same boats, and even combining narwhal hunting into the same trip as a
seakayaker tour shuttle. Hence it would appear that money and perhaps also social
status associated with hunting narwhal, even illegally, outweigh income associated
with tourism, at least for boat owners. Accommodation operators might feel dif-
ferently, but as yet it appears that tourism makes up only a very small proportion of
their total income.

Experience

The comfort, excitement and satisfaction experienced by individual clients on any
adventure tour depend on the clients’ prior skills and experience, inter-group
dynamics, the skills and personalities of the guides, and the vagaries of the weather.
They are therefore likely to vary much more than most other aspects from one trip
to the next. When I took part in this trip there were only four clients, including
myself, and two guides. Initially there was also a fifth client who had brought his
own kayak, a Feathercraft® single. This boat was rather old and in disrepair,
however, and ultimately he decided not to take part in the main tour.

The weather was generally good, we did see narwhal and the clients appeared
generally satisfied with their experiences. One of the clients, despite previous
seakayaking experience in Greenland, seemed somewhat alarmed when we had to
round a headland with a sizeable following sea. He was the only person without a
drysuit. He was also alarmed on the one occasion where we were able to approach a
narwhal closely, with extreme caution so as not to provoke it to dive. Two of the
clients were an older couple who seemed relatively uninterested in narwhal but
were determined to paddle right back to the township of Pond Inlet, even though the
rest of us were perfectly satisfied with the take-out and campsite at a beach a few
kilometres short of town.

Both of the guides were clearly competent, but the leader was remarkably dic-
tatorial both to his colleague and the clients. For example, he insisted on stopping for
lunch at a set time every day irrespective of weather and conditions, even though the
clients repeatedly made it clear that they would prefer to remain in the boats until
they reached camp for the day. The same guide also gave one of the clients what can
only be described as a thinly veiled threat at one point. There was no excuse for this,
particularly since it took place on shore, there was no emergency and no one was in
danger. Other than this, the guides’ judgement and navigation seemed fine, and their
campsite selection and cooking generally were good. They were very quick,
however, to accept a client offer to wash up, and this became part of the routine for
all clients. Under Arctic conditions this is not a very enjoyable task, particularly after
dark. Client satisfaction might hence have been increased if they were relieved of
this task.

From my own perspective, but apparently not the other clients’, the principal
purpose of the trip was to watch narwhal, which are a rare and beautiful whale
found only at very few sites worldwide. Paddling a seakayak day after day was a
means to travel quietly through areas where narwhal might be found, and to
approach them cautiously once we found them. Seakayaking was not an end in itself,
since one can do that in lakes and oceans worldwide. For the other clients, however,
it appears that paddling the boat was the principal goal, and seeing narwhal an
incidental bonus. We did indeed see narwhal, but only near our first camp at the
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initial drop-off point. My own choice would certainly have been to remain in this
area for several days, paddle half the way back to Pond Inlet, and then pay an extra
US$100 per person for a fishing boat to ferry us back the remaining distance. The
other clients, however, were not keen on this option. The trip thus became a
marathon paddle, largely an exercise in hard labour rather than the opportunity to
enjoy the High Arctic environment and its inhabitants.

Another factor of particular concern to myself, but perhaps not to the other
clients, was that because of poaching, the narwhal were extremely wary of boats and
were accordingly quite difficult to approach closely. We were able to do so only
once, with considerable care. To see a narwhal at close quarters is certainly a lifetime
experience, and I for one would repeat the entire trip, will all its deficiencies, in order
to do so again. It is only regrettable that my paddling partner, finally seeing a
narwhal so close, began to backpaddle in panic. Of course, the narwhal dived
immediately and did not return.

Environment

Minimal-impact camping practices such as those outlined by Buckley (1999) were
followed routinely by the entire group. These include, for example, selecting low-
impact campsites; minimizing trampling; using fuel stoves rather than fires; packing
out all litter; and burying toilet waste in catholes. Relative to other human activities
in this area, any direct impacts from this seakayaking tour were negligible. Like any
such tour in a remote area, there was a significant indirect global environmental
impact associated with air travel to the starting point.

Most significant for this particular tour, however, are issues associated with the
conservation of Arctic marine mammals, particularly narwhal. Currently, it seems
that tourism has little or no impact on narwhal poaching. On occasion, seakayak
charters may cover fuel costs for narwhal hunts; but the hunts would probably take
place in any event, given the extremely high cash value of narwhal tusks and the
high social value of narwhal blubber amongst the Inuit.

In some parts of the world, wildlife tourism has helped to reduce the killing of
wildlife by local communities, if tourism can generate more value for the individual
locals concerned from a live animal than they can obtain from a dead one. Unless
there is a very large tourism industry associated with well-enforced protection of
endangered species, however, financial incentives from tourism are not sufficient to
prevent poaching of species for which there is a high-value international black
market in specific body parts, such as narwhal tusks.

Safety

The High Arctic is a relatively risky environment, even in summer. A multi-day
seakayak expedition needs to be fully self-contained and this was indeed the case for
the Blackfeather tour. The allowance for bad-weather lay-over and rest days was
relatively short, only 2 days, but this proved sufficient in practice. If we had been
grounded by storms we could have survived much longer — we would only have
missed our plane.

The equipment supplied by the tour operator, notably the kayaks themselves,
was of high quality and well-maintained. Drysuits were recommended but not
mandatory. Clients were expected to have clothing and camping equipment
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appropriate for Arctic conditions. Few participants, however, had neoprene or
similar hoods, though these can be critical for survival in cold-water immersion such
as an Arctic capsize.

The group had a rifle, flares and one radio, but did not have handheld radios to
maintain contact between kayaks in case one was separated from the group in bad
weather. The group did not practice capsize safety procedures. There was no briefing
on what to do if we saw a polar bear, but they are apparently not common in this
area and as it turned out, we did not see one. Given the small size of the group and
the previous experience of the participants, safety procedures were probably
sufficient and appropriate.

Marketing

The main aspects of the tour which feature in the company’s marketing materials
(Blackfeather Inc., 2005) are: a fully guided and catered tour; a multi-day
seakayaking expedition; the opportunity to experience High Arctic environments;
and a good probability of seeing narwhal.

The principal distinguishing factor is the likelihood of seeing narwhal. There are
many other commercial seakayaking tours in Arctic environments, including several
in the High Arctic and some which take place at even higher latitudes than this one.
Whilst several mention that narwhal may be seen on occasion (e.g. Whitney and
Smith Expeditions, 2005), there seem to be only two well-known locations where
narwhal sightings are relatively common: Scoresby Sund on the central eastern coast
of Greenland, and Eclipse Sound, Lancaster Sound and nearby areas at the northern
tip of Baffin Island.

Judging from my own experience of this tour, therefore, it does indeed fulfil the
company’s marketing claims, though as noted above, once we had sighted narwhal
neither the guides nor the other clients seemed particularly interested in watching
them for any extended period, which personally I found disappointing.

Svalbard, Norway: Southern Sea Ventures and Aurora
Expeditions

Place

Svalbard is an archipelago in the High Arctic north of Norway. It is also known as
Spitzbergen, though technically that is the name of the largest single island in the
archipelago. Svalbard is part of Norway, though there are also some Russian set-
tlements on the eastern side, remnants of a past period when it was largely in
Russian hands. The principal economic activity is mining. The principal settlement,
Longyearbyen on the southwestern corner, is accessible by air from Tromse in
northern Norway. Svalbard was apparently an adventure tourism destination for
wealthy travellers throughout the late 19th century and subsequently (Marsh, 2000).

Because of the warmer waters of the north-flowing Gulf Stream, there is much
more open ocean around Svalbard than around areas at corresponding latitudes
north of Russia or Canada. This allows several tours to offer expedition-style cruises
around the southern and western parts of the archipelago, including a circum-
navigation of Spitzbergen, if ice conditions allow. At least one such company also
offers a ship-supported seakayaking option, described here.
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Operator

Aurora Expeditions (2005) is based in Sydney, Australia but specializes in medium-
scale expedition-style polar ship cruises. On their circumnavigation of Spitzbergen,
they offer the opportunity to travel by seakayak instead of outboard-powered
inflatables for local off-ship excursions during the day. This is an optional extra at
additional cost. The seakayaking component is run by a separate company, Southern
Sea Ventures (2005), which is based in Queensland, Australia and also offers
seakayaking tours in various South Pacific nations. For the Svalbard tour, Aurora
Expeditions sells the seakayaking option as part of its own package, even though the
boats, equipment and guides are provided by Southern Sea Ventures. Southern Sea
Ventures also sells the entire package, including the Aurora Expedition components,
through its own website and under its own name.

Activity

This case study focuses only on the seakayaking component. The ship-based
component is described separately in Chapter 9. Clients on the seakayaking option
also pay the full price for the Aurora Expeditions tour and enjoy the same itinerary
and privileges as the other passengers. Indeed, each day they have the choice
whether to take up their seakayaking option, or join the other passengers in the
inflatables. In general, the inflatables can travel further and faster, whereas the
kayaks travel more slowly but more quietly.

Seakayaks can approach some wildlife species more closely, notably swimming
seabirds. For others, such as cliff-nesting seabirds or hauled-out walrus, however,
inflatables can generally approach just as close, and certainly provide a more stable
platform for telephoto photography. The principal advantage of the seakayaks,
therefore, is the opportunity to travel silently through the Arctic landscape, and to
choose one’s own routes amidst the icebergs or along the shores.

Of course, only a proportion of participants perceive a net advantage in
travelling under one’s own pace and power; and in practice, because of the deck
space required and the additional launching time, only about 20% of cruise clients
(10 of 54) can be accommodated in seakayaks. In addition, whilst the main
expedition cruise vessel, the inflatables, radio and GPS provide a much higher level
of comfort and safety to the seakayakers than they would have in a self-supported
seakayak expedition, a certain degree of fitness is still needed to be able to paddle a
kayak for several hours a day, even slowly. In practice, most clients on the Aurora
Expeditions tour would be able to paddle seakayaks if they chose, but only a small
proportion have the inclination.

Equipment

The seakayaks used are a rigid plastic production model. Most of the clients paddle
in double kayaks, with the guide and sometimes one client in single kayaks. The
boats are stacked on the stern deck of the expedition cruise vessel when not in use.
To launch the kayaks, an inflatable boat is lowered from the main vessel using
davits, and the kayaks are passed down one at a time. Two of the vessel’s crew hold
each kayak in position alongside the inflatable, and if necessary assist the clients to
embark and fasten their sprayskirts. Once all the kayaks are launched, the group
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starts paddling under the direction of the guide. The guide and one client carry
radios which are in contact with the ship and each other, and the group also has a
GPS to assist in navigation, assessing distances and for safety in the event of fog or
unexpectedly strong wind or currents. Southern Sea Ventures also provides all sea-
kayakers with rubberized nylon drysuits, as well as lifejackets and other kayak gear.

Accommodation

Accommodation is on board the expedition cruise vessel, a converted Russian polar
research ship. Further detail is provided in the case study on the Aurora Expeditions
cruise itself.

Statistics

A maximum of ten seakayaking places are available. The limit is set by factors such
as: demand for the seakayaking option; the additional time taken to launch the
seakayaks; storage space on the stern deck; and cabin space for the seakayaking
guide or guides. The client-to-guide ratio was 10:1. In practice, however, most trips
probably have at least one relatively experienced seakayaker who acts as an informal
guide. There are thus four double kayaks, with one single kayak ahead and one
astern. The overall circumnavigation of Spitzbergen takes 11 days from
Longyearbyen, with at least 1 day’s additional travel to and from Oslo at either end,
and additional days’ travel for individual clients to and from Oslo.

Seakayaking is dependent on the main vessel’s position, weather and other
conditions, but is generally available on 7 or 8 days in total. The additional price for
the seakayaking option is AUD1075 (approx. US$800) per person. Added to this,
however, is the cost for the Aurora Expeditions tour, air travel to and from
Longyearbyen, and overnight accommodation in Oslo and Longyearbyen, which is
relatively expensive. The cruise component alone costs AUD4250-7250 per person,
depending on the class of cabin. Including these components, the total daily cost is
in the high price range, around US$400 per person per day.

Access

The Svalbard coastline, particularly to the north, is accessible only in an ice-breaking
or ice-strengthened vessel. An unsupported seakayak voyage in this area would be
a great deal more difficult, because of distances, weather and the need to ship kayaks
to Longyearbyen. For most of the circumnavigation, the vessel is close to the
coastline, and hence within Norwegian territorial waters.

Community

Most of the population of Svalbard lives at Longyearbyen. There are other isolated
settlements, but the expedition cruise does not visit them. There are occasionally
used hunting and fishing huts, but we did not see any occupied. Our only
interactions with local residents were in Longyearbyen itself, where we found
everyone to be extremely helpful and friendly.

Relatively little of the total expenditure associated with this trip is spent in
Svalbard: the principal component is accommodation for 3 nights, one at the start of
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the trip and two at the end, since there is a lay-over day before the plane departs.
Norway is a wealthy nation, and not dependent on tourism. Various 1-day tours are
available from Longyearbyen, however, and one can also hike on to a nearby
mountain directly from town.

Because of the potential risk of polar bear attack, there is a local municipal rule
that hikers leaving town must carry a heavy-calibre rifle or a shotgun loaded with
slugs. Rifles and ammunition are available for rent from the town’s principal
supermarket, on production of a valid gun licence. On our lay-over day, however,
the supermarket was closed. Learning of this difficulty, the town’s one taxi driver
kindly loaned me one of his own guns so that I could still go hiking, asking me only
to leave it at the restaurant in the principal hotel when I returned. Such generosity to
a complete stranger is a remarkable recommendation for the friendliness of the local
community.

Experience

Most of the clients had apparently done little or no seakayaking previously, but all
of them seemed to enjoy the experience very much. On 1 or 2 days, one or two of the
clients opted to make excursions in the inflatables rather than the kayaks, but this
was more for ease of photography rather than any dissatisfaction with seakayaking.
On most days, the seakayaks were generally some distance from the inflatables, and
were not bothered by the sound of the outboard motors.

There was one occasion when kayaks and inflatables were exploring the same
inlet and sighted a polar bear on shore, and one of the Russian crewmembers drove
an inflatable at speed past all the other boats, spoiling the experience somewhat for
the other passengers. This, however, was an exception. We did not kayak in any
rough seas or encounter any dangerous or threatening circumstances, and none of
the clients seemed frightened or uncomfortable.

At the most northerly point of our circumnavigation, amidst floating ice at the
floe edge of the main Arctic icecap, we had a day’s paddling over glassy waters
under calm sunny skies, threading our way between dazzling white icebergs, deep
blue ice caves and overhangs, and smaller ‘growlers’ of shining transparent ice
carved into fantastic fluted shapes. On that day in particular, the silence of the
seakayaks provided clients with an unforgettable experience. We did not see any
polar bears swimming near the seakayaks, which was probably just as well. We did
see polar bears on shore, and seals and walruses in the water and, though by no
means heart-stopping, these encounters certainly focused all the paddlers” attention.

Environment

Environmental management for the support vessel is considered separately under
the Aurora Expeditions case study. The seakayaking clients contributed pro rata to
the impacts of the support vessel. Seakayaking itself has little or no impact on water
quality and produces far less noise than the outboard motors of the inflatables.
Kayakers may disturb seabirds and marine mammals through visual proximity or
human voices. Smaller seabirds such as murres generally kept at least 5 m from the
kayaks, and seals stayed a little further away. There was no indication that the
seakayaks disrupted breeding by cliff-nesting birds, since the nest ledges were
generally well above the sea surface. This issue was of particular potential concern,
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because even brief disturbances to colony-nesting seabirds have been shown
elsewhere to cause large increases in egg and chick predation (Buckley, 2004b).

Safety

Safety precautions and procedures were high throughout the tour. Procedures for
clients to embark and disembark from the kayaks were as described above. All
kayaks had sealed flotation compartments and carried spare paddles. The kayak
group remained together and maintained visual contact at all times. Radio contact
with the support vessel was also maintained at all times, and the group carried a GPS
which could have provided distance and bearing if inflatables had to be sent from
the support vessel for a rescue operation. The kayaks also carried a limited supply of
food and water, marine flares etc. Sea and weather conditions and predictions were
checked each day before deciding whether and where to launch the kayaks.

Marketing

This seakayaking tour is sold both by Southern Sea Ventures and by Aurora
Expeditions. Southern Sea Ventures (2005) lists an all-inclusive price from
Longyearbyen, including both the expedition cruise in the most basic class of cabin
and the seakayaking addition. The Norwegian Arctic is shown as one of their 11 des-
tination areas worldwide. Aurora Expeditions (2005) sells the seakayaking option as
an add-on to its ‘Circumnavigation of Spitzbergen’ cruise, costed as a surcharge to
the various cruise prices. Of the three illustrations on the opening webpage for this
cruise, one shows the kayaking option.

Prince William Sound, Alaska: National Outdoor Leadership
School (NOLS)

Place

Prince William Sound is a large bay southeast of Anchorage in Alaska, USA. Its
convoluted shoreline and numerous islands provide relatively protected waters
suitable for multi-day, self-supported seakayaking expeditions (Twardock and
Monz, 2000). It is also used extensively by commercial and recreational fishing boats,
and in some areas there are privately owned huts and houses along the shoreline. It
is large enough, however, that in most areas one encounters no other boats.

In 1989, parts of Prince William Sound were devastated by the infamous Exxon
Valdez oil spill. Remaining areas, however, were unaffected. Since seakayakers see
principally the water surface, beaches and islands, and since the spill is now 16 years
ago, its effects are not apparent.

The Sound lies at 61°N, with a maritime Arctic environment which is very
different from the icebound High Arctic. There is continual rain during the summer
months, and vegetation on the rocky islets is quite green and lush. The area is
renowned for its salmon, and commercial fisheries are heavily regulated since the
number of boats far exceeds the potential catch available. Fresh water is available
from streams on the mainland shores and the large islands, though caution is
required because of bears fishing for salmon.
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Most of the coastline is steep and rocky, and large-scale maps or charts are
required in order to find protected gravel beaches suitable for camping. Fortunately,
however, during summer the skies are light all night, so if one potential campsite
proves unsuitable, kayakers can always continue to another.

Operator

The National Outdoor Leadership School (2005) is based in Lander, Wyoming with
permanent branches or seasonal subsidiary operations in various other states of the
USA and various countries worldwide. NOLS sees itself as an outdoor education
provider, but has many similarities with adventure tourism operators. Most of its
clients are university students taking an entire semester at NOLS, for which they
receive university credit. Shorter courses are offered for secondary-school students
and for older clients. There is a strong focus on teaching wilderness travel, minimal-
impact and group leadership skills.

Whilst the emphasis on minimal-impact practices and education is shared with
many ecotourism products (Buckley, 2003a, p. 174), NOLS is differentiated by its
practical training in outdoor recreation and wilderness travel skills. Similarly, whilst
some commercial adventure tours also provide limited training and outdoor skills,
this is rarely the main emphasis. Either the skills taught are very basic, just sufficient
for unskilled clients to take part in a tour or, for more expert trips, clients are
expected to have appropriate skills before they sign up. In addition, few commercial
adventure tours teach either natural history or group leadership.

These distinctions do indeed confirm that NOLS is an educational organization
rather than a tour operator. Even so, NOLS does provide many of the same
adventure recreation activities and opportunities as commercial adventure tour
companies, and its students take part on a commercial basis.

The Alaskan branch of NOLS is at Palmer, northeast of Anchorage, with a
subsidiary at Fairbanks. Seakayaking in Prince William Sound is one of the major
activities from Palmer. Other activities include mountaineering, hiking and
whitewater rafting. Seakayaking trips start from Whittier, on the far western side of
the Sound, and generally last for about 12 days.

Participation in NOLS courses is generally restricted to students and instructors
only. This rule was relaxed on a later occasion for me to accompany the first NOLS
course in Australia, which I had helped to set up as outlined in the Drysdale River
canoeing case study (Chapter 4). In Prince William Sound, however, rather than
accompanying a NOLS group directly, 1 followed a NOLS itinerary on an
independent trip, using rented NOLS equipment, and NOLS charts marked with
campsites and course-related information. To save 1 day’s paddling through a major
shipping area, I took advantage of a boat shuttle offered by Honey Charters (2005).

Activity

The philosophy of NOLS trips in Prince William Sound may be summed up by an
unofficial NOLS instructors’ t-shirt which reads ‘Eat. Sleep. Paddle.” The majority of
the day is spent on the water, taking advantage of tidal currents where possible and
hugging the coastline where not. Navigation is not difficult, but does require careful
attention to distances, currents and paddling times in order to reach reasonable
campsites and intermediate rest stops. There are few if any onshore side trips, and
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camp is moved every day or nearly every day. Seabirds and marine mammals are
abundant, and bird and wildlife watching is a major subsidiary activity during the
day. Murres and guillemots are the most common swimming seabirds, and seals and
sea otters the most common marine mammals. Black bear are not uncommon on shore.

Equipment

For its Prince William Sound trips, NOLS used fibreglass hardshell seakayaks,
mainly doubles, of a beamy high-volume three-hatch design. These are stored in a
locked shed at Whittier. Other than the boats themselves, kayaking equipment is
stored at the Palmer branch. This includes breakdown paddles, paddle floats, flares,
sprayskirts and camping equipment.

The kayaks used do not have separate watertight compartments. Instead, each
kayaker sits inside a large waterproof rubberized nylon bag, known as a sock, which
fits tightly over the cockpit coaming underneath the sprayskirt. The kayaker thus sits in
the bag on the kayak seat rather than on the seat directly. Similarly, the rudder pedals
are operated through the sock. It is generally not possible to roll large, wide and heavily
laden seakayaks such as these, so if the boat capsizes, the paddlers must bail out into
the ocean, right the boat using paddles and paddle floats, and climb back in. If this
should occur, the socks are intended to remain sealed to the cockpit coamings even if
the sprayskirts are removed, so that water can only enter the sock and not the hull. Once
the boat is righted, water can be emptied from the sock by turning it inside out.

The boats are also equipped with handheld bilge pumps in case water does
indeed leak into the hull. All food and camping equipment is packed inside
waterproof bags. Synthetic rather than down sleeping bags are used since even with
the best precautions the bags are liable to become at least slightly damp during any
extended saltwater trip. Extra tarpaulins are carried to hang over the tents, since
otherwise they would become soaked every night and there is rarely any
opportunity to dry them out.

Unlike the High Arctic, where most seakayakers wear drysuits, in Prince William
Sound it is common to paddle dressed in heavy-duty oilskins, rubber boots and a
sou'wester hat. Oilskin trousers are of the bib and brace design. Oilskins and boots
are relatively cumbersome, but allow one to move directly from boat to shore to camp
without the need to change clothing.

Accommodation

All accommodation on this trip is self-supported camping. Shuttles run directly
between Palmer and Whittier on the first and final day, with no overnights in
Whittier. As noted above, campsites are in limited supply and whilst a few are broad
and flat, many are crammed into small spaces under trees on islands or coastal spits.
On one occasion the only campsite we could find, late at night, was a steep narrow
tombolo of round, fist-size gravel, joining a small rocky islet to a larger island. It was
covered with coarse metre-high wet grass which we trampled down to put up the
tent, and high tide came to within 1 m of the tent on each side. At low tide next
morning, we also found fresh grizzly bear scat on the steep gravel beaches all around
the tent, but fortunately we were not disturbed by the bear itself, though we had
indeed heard its footsteps on the gravel.

Most of our cooking was on fuel stoves, but to conserve fuel we also used small
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campfires. Driftwood was in plentiful supply, but generally damp at best. At the
advice of one of the NOLS instructors, we carried a supply of dry tinder in plastic
bags, and this was invaluable for lighting fires. Most of our meals were from dry
bulk foodstuffs purchased from NOLS, which has developed its own supply and
cooking systems over countless courses (Pearson, 2004). On one occasion, however,
we bought a salmon from a commerecial fisherman and baked it over coals. Since this
is the ocean phase of the salmon’s lifecycle, it can generally be caught only with a net,
not with a rod and line.

Statistics

Whilst my own audit of this particular NOLS itinerary was undertaken inde-
pendently, NOLS courses generally include around a dozen students and two or
three instructors, with a student-to-instructor ratio of around 4:1 (NOLS, 2005). The
students camp and cook in ‘tent groups’ of four students each. Whilst a NOLS
semester course in Alaska or elsewhere lasts for around 3 months, any one activity
section generally lasts only 2-3 weeks at most. Self-contained seakayaking trips in
Prince William Sound, marketed either to clients aged 23 and over or 40 and over,
typically last 12 days (NOLS, 2005) and cost US$2715 per person plus a US$200
equipment deposit, or about US$240 per person per day.

Access

Whittier lies at the head of a steep-sided narrow inlet, and the only land access is by
a dedicated railway through a tunnel from the west. Access to the railhead west of the
tunnel is by road from Anchorage. Whittier is a port, with extensive facilities for
fishing boats, but little else. Seakayaks can paddle directly from Whittier, but the first
day’s paddling is through one of the less scenic and more heavily used parts of Prince
William Sound. Accordingly, many kayakers use a charter boat to shuttle them to
their first night’s campsite in a more scenic and less heavily used area. NOLS courses
generally paddle directly from Seward, first because they have too many boats for one
shuttle charter, secondly in order to keep costs down, and thirdly because the high
level of boat traffic may provide an extra safety factor during the first day’s paddling.

Community

NOLS instructors and staff live at Palmer throughout the summer semester, except
when they are in the field with students. Some are permanent residents of the area,
and stay over during winter. Alaska has a very rich and well-supplied economy, and
whilst NOLS buys all its food supplies locally, this would represent only a very small
proportion of total tourist purchases in the area. In Whittier itself, NOLS maintains
a small store for seakayaks and gear, and is a regular patron of charter boat
operators. NOLS also runs trips and courses in many other parts of Alaska, making
regular use of national parks, national forests, float plane charters and so on.

Experience

From its original establishment, NOLS courses were intended to teach both
leadership skills and environmental awareness to future leaders in industry and
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government. In practice, NOLS course graduates go on to many different careers, but
generally with a particular degree of self-reliance. Some NOLS students, certainly,
see a semester course as a major challenge or even ordeal, and graduation as a cor-
responding achievement or even victory. Other students, generally those with
greater prior outdoor experience, may see a NOLS course as an excellent opportunity
to gain university credit outside the classroom. Whilst NOLS instructors have very
high technical capabilities, and are certainly able either to lead or teach as required,
their philosophy also seems to be that where possible students should learn things
for themselves or from their peers.

The actual seakayaking in Prince William Sound is not difficult technically, nor
is the camping. The paddling can be relatively long and arduous on occasion,
however, particularly if wind or currents are not favourable. Camping also requires
some attention to detail, to prevent gear becoming wet in the continual rain. In
addition, mosquitoes and biting black flies are prolific in many areas. Despite these
discomforts, the area is very beautiful even in grey weather and sightings of
seabirds, seals and sea otters are excellent. Several glaciers also calve into Prince
William Sound, and their snouts can be approached by seakayak. Approach
distances must be calculated carefully, since a large calving block can generate a
wave which would swamp a seakayak too close to the glacier snout, especially if the
water is shallow.

Environment

NOLS places a particular emphasis on teaching minimal-impact backcountry skills,
and NOLS is also the originator of the Leave-No-Trace® minimal-impact programme
for visitors to public lands managed by the US National Parks Service and the US
Forest Service. Not surprisingly, therefore, minimal-impact practices by NOLS
courses are exemplary.

Of course, NOLS students and instructors travel to course locations in the same
types of transport as any tourist, and NOLS students and instructors use the same
types of equipment as for outdoor recreation and adventure tourism. For these off-
site travel and manufacturing impacts, therefore, NOLS courses contribute per
capita and pro rata in the same way as purely commercial adventure tourism.

For seakayaking in Prince William Sound, NOLS teaches minimal-impact
practices in campsite selection and operation, cooking and clean-up, washing and
washing up, and toilet and waste management practices. Compared to powered
recreational boats, let alone commercial fishing, the impacts of the NOLS
seakayaking course are negligible.

Safety

NOLS instructors are highly skilled in safety and rescue techniques, and NOLS
courses have an excellent safety record. The teaching curriculum includes use of
safety equipment. As on all NOLS courses, students are expected to travel unac-
companied, without instructors, during some parts of the course. Although the
seakayaks used are of an old design and do not have watertight buoyancy com-
partments, the cockpit socks described above are apparently sufficient to prevent
swamping, and the paddle floats and bilge pumps are sufficient to right the kayaks
and remove any water.
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NOLS also teaches map reading and navigational skills, and the courses carry
the most detailed charts available. When 1 visited the Prince William Sound
operational area, NOLS seakayaking courses did not carry radios or global
positioning systems (GPS), but this may have changed subsequently. I imagine that
it would not be easy to swim dressed in full oilskins and rubber boots, but since I had
only one set of dry gear, I did not put this to a practical test.

Marketing

Current course descriptions for NOLS seakayaking courses in Prince William Sound
(NOLS, 2005) specify that the courses will teach basic wilderness travel skills,
seakayaking, navigation, safety and judgement, leadership and teamwork, outdoor
living and environmental ethics. The specific seakayaking skills listed include safe
launching and landing, paddle signals, paddle strokes, rescue techniques, coastal
hazards, safety equipment and personal navigation. Although, as mentioned earlier,
I did not accompany the students and instructors on this course, I have done so on
another NOLS course and can confirm that the teaching curriculum is covered well.

The description of the Prince William Sound seakayaking courses (NOLS, 2005)
mentions wildlife watching, tidewater glaciers and day hikes, but also emphasizes
that rain is commonplace and that rain may continue for several days. It also
mentions that the group may be grounded by storms on some occasions, and that a
high level of personal responsibility is required. It thus provides an accurate picture
of the likely experience.

Yasawa Islands, Fiji: Southern Sea Ventures

Place

The Yasawas form a narrow island chain running southwest to northeast off the
northwestern coast of Viti Levu, the main southern island of Fiji. The islands are
largely volcanic baserock, with spits and beaches of calcareous sand and coral
rubble, and fringing reefs. There is also one uplifted limestone islet, which contains
water-filled caves which have become a tourist attraction. The islands are all held
under traditional ownership by local residents and villages. Most of the larger
islands have one or more villages, but even the smaller uninhabited islands are
privately owned. Like the neighbouring Mamanuca Islands immediately to the
south, the southern Yasawa Islands are used quite intensively for tourism.
Accommodation ranges from backpacker huts to the upmarket Turtle Island Lodge,
described as a case study by Buckley (2003a, pp. 47-48). A fleet of cruise boats also
plies the waters between the islands, capitalizing on the movie Blue Lagoon, which
was filmed in the Yasawas. There are also a limited number of local commercial dive
shops.

Operator

Southern Sea Ventures (2005) is a specialist seakayak tour operator which offers trips
in Australia, the Arctic and Antarctic, and in Fiji, Tonga and Turkey. Many of these
are co-marketed with World Expeditions (2005a) or Aurora Expeditions (2005).
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Based in Australia, the company has now been operating for 15 years, and has added
new trips and destinations at intervals. It maintains separate seakayak fleets in each
of the areas concerned. The Arctic and Antarctic trips operate as add-ons to
expedition cruises. The Pacific and Australian trips are in tropical and subtropical
environments and rely largely on camping.

Activity

Seakayaking is the principal activity, but for no more than 4 h in any one day. Some
of the clients are experienced seakayakers, but others are novices. The trip starts with
a boat shuttle from Lautoka on Viti Levu to Tavewa Island in the Yasawas, where the
company maintains a boat storage shed and camping area by arrangement with a
local landowner.

On the second day the group paddles to the village of Navotua, where it spends
2 nights. During this stay there is a round-trip paddle to visit the limestone caves on
a nearby island, a brief tour of the village by one of the seakayak guides who lives
there, and a dance and kava-drinking ceremony in the evening. On the fourth day
the group paddles to uninhabited Vawa Island, where it spends 2 nights. The rest
day is available for snorkelling and hiking on the island. On the sixth day the group
paddles back to the original campsite on Tavewa Island, in preparation for the boat
shuttle back to Lautoka on the final day.

The tidal range is relatively low, only a metre or two, but the seas around the
islands are shallow, and each day’s paddling is planned to take advantage of tidal
currents where possible. Winds can also be a significant consideration, especially
where they generate a short steep chop in some sections. Overall, the paddling is
relatively easy, but even so a support boat was used most days, to carry camping
equipment and when necessary, tired clients and their kayaks. Only on the last day’s
paddling was all the equipment carried in the kayaks.

Equipment

A variety of kayaks are used, some older fibreglass models and some new plastic
production designs. On the trip in which I took part, the three guides and two clients
paddled single kayaks and the other clients were in doubles. Designs ranged from
rather slow and beamy to higher performance narrow hulls. The operator provided
all kayak gear, including dry bags for personal equipment. Tents and sleeping mats
were also provided. Clients brought their own clothing, a light sleeping bag or
blanket, and mask and snorkel. The trip is fully catered and the operator provides
group cooking gear and cutlery.

Accommodation

Accommodation is in a waterfront hotel in Lautoka on the first and last night, and in
tents for the remainder of the trip. The tents are pitched on mown grass lawn at
Tavewa and Navotua, and on the beach above high tide on the uninhabited island of
Vawa. At Tavewa and Navotua there are bures, thatched wooden huts, for cooking
and eating; on Vawa the kitchen is set up under a large overhanging Calophyllum tree.
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Access

Access to the Yasawa Islands is by air to Nadi, by road to the nearby port city of
Lautoka and by boat to Tavewa. Depending on the size of the group, the shuttle may
be on a charter vessel or on the high-speed inter-island ferry, the Yasawa Flyer, which
caters to the majority of the Yasawa tourist trade.

On the Yasawa Islands access to the individual islands, villages and sites is by
private negotiation with the local landholders. These arrangements are made
directly by the tour operator, on a routine basis, and are not immediately apparent
to the client. At Tavewa, Southern Sea Ventures maintains a permanent base camp
and storage area. At Navotua, the home village of one of the guides, the village
charges SSV a camping fee per person per night. An additional fee is payable for the
dance demonstration and kava-drinking ceremony. The support boats are also hired
from this village.

The limestone caves are on an island owned by a different village, and separate
entrance fees are charged. Again, these are included in the SSV trip price. The caves
are a popular tourist destination, and many other tourists arrive in a variety of boats.
The access track is closed off by a locked gate except when open for business.
Similarly, the large cruise boats visit the village of Navotua for a craft market and
dance exhibition.

Statistics

The Yasawa Islands seakayak tour lasts 7 days in total and currently costs AUD1920,
or about US$205 per person per day. The minimum group size is four, or two by
special arrangement, and the maximum is advertised as ten. In fact there were three
guides and 11 other clients on the trip in which I took part. The client-to-guide ratio
is hence generally around 3:1.

Experience

This is as much a cultural as an adventure experience, with two of five island days
spent in the middle of Fijian villages where local customs must be observed, and
there is a combination of real and staged authenticity. The total distance paddled
each day is relatively short, but even so, some clients were unable to keep up at the
beginning of the trip. Several had no previous kayaking experience. All the clients,
however, seemed well satisfied with the experience, and keen to continue
seakayaking in future.

Many of the clients on this particular trip were over 50, with the eldest being
close to 80, and according to the guides this was not atypical. The trip immediately
after ours, however, included a family with young children. The Yasawas are
currently a popular backpacker destination, but this multi-day seakayak trip does
not attract that particular market segment.

Community

There are many interactions with local communities on the Yasawa Islands seakayak
tour. One of the regular seakayak guides lives at Navotua on Nathuia Island. The
group camps in this village for 2 nights and sees various aspects of a day-to-day life
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in a small Fijian village. Village life combines a traditional social structure with
strong Christian church practices. Traditional small-scale food gardens, fruit trees,
pigpens and chickens are still important, but so is cash-based tourism and fishing
using outboard-powered boats.

The tour group does not join in with any of the village activities, and sees only
certain aspects. For example, the drums for church services and the voices of the
choir are audible to all, but the visitors do not enter the church. Individual residents
sometimes invite individual visitors briefly into their houses or bures, and they are
all very friendly and welcoming to the Southern Sea Ventures group.

The company and its clients have made significant contributions to the village.
These include endowments for facilities and school scholarship funds, and donations
to the village kindergarten. Perhaps more importantly, however, the seakayak
groups pay cash fees to the village for permission to camp there, and additional fees
for a dance exhibition and kava ceremony. They also charter boats from members of
the village, and provide permanent employment for one and contract work for
others.

The village stay includes two formal components, which are, if not staged, at
least choreographed. The first is a brief village tour, with a commentary on social
structures. This is interesting, but the main aim of the tour is to take visitors to the
kindergarten building and ask them to donate teaching materials or money. This
exercise was slightly marred by the way in which the children were leafing quickly
through children’s books without looking at the pages, which in some cases were
upside down.

The second and formal component is the dance exhibition and kava ceremony,
held on the second evening. This is heavily staged, and indeed had also been staged
for visitors from a cruise boat earlier in the day, and probably most days. The cruise
boat visitors, as well as the seakayak group, also got the opportunity to buy various
Fijian souvenirs from local residents, including home-made necklaces, printed cloth
sulus (sarongs) which are bought in from Viti Levu, and various carved shells of
species which may or may not be rare.

In addition to the main village stay, the group met local residents briefly on
Tavewa Island on the first and last night, where the camp is on private land.
Payments are also made to camp on the uninhibited Vawa Island, but without the
kayakers meeting the landowners.

Before entering the village of Navotua, the guides briefed the clients on the most
critical aspects of social protocol. Men must wear long shorts rather than swimming
trunks, and women must keep their shoulders and torsos covered and wear a sulu
or trousers. In the village one may not wear any sort of headgear, such as a hat,
headband or even a headlamp. One may not touch any person on the head.
Similarly, before the dance exhibition and kava ceremony, the guides briefed the
clients on protocol for entering the bure and for drinking kava.

Environment

Most of the areas visited have been occupied by Fijian villages for a long time, and
many have also been used by fishing boats and tourist cruises for several decades.
Seakayaking itself has negligible impacts in comparison. Even the support boats are
locally owned craft which are used for fishing when not chartered by Southern Sea
Ventures. The uninhabited island, Vawa, has been populated by goats and its native
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woodland vegetation has also been modified by fire and invading weeds, including
lantana. The reefs are used for harvesting octopus and shells, and the sand-dwelling
ghost crabs are caught for fishing bait.

Southern Sea Ventures is, however, careful to collect all rubbish, separating food
scraps, burnables and durable litter. Scraps are fed to village pigs, burnables are
burnt with other village rubbish and other types of rubbish are taken to the villages.
It was also noteworthy that none of the seakayaking clients bought any shells at the
village market, though they were on sale to cruise boat passengers. This, however,
was a choice by the clients: there was no guide briefing on these issues.

Safety

Many of the clients were inexperienced, and safety is a significant concern. All
kayaking equipment was in good repair, old as well as new. All clients and guides
wore lifejackets whenever kayaking. Hats, sunscreen, long-sleeved shirts and
lightweight paddling gloves were recommended for sun protection and most clients
had these. Support boats were used on the first few days. On the crossing to the
uninhabited island, two clients became tired and were in fact picked up, with their
kayaks, by the support boat. There was a safety briefing on the first evening of the
trip, before leaving for the islands.

Only in the water-filled cave were safety procedures a little confused. There was
a safety briefing, and guides stationed to help clients under a rock ledge into a darker
second cave, which was fine — but the guides also started whooping and shining
torches to display echoes, and some of the clients became disorientated and
panicked. However, no harm was done.

Marketing

This trip is apparently marketed both by Southern Sea Ventures (2005) and World
Expeditions (2005). Some confusion arose as clients who had purchased the trip
through World Expeditions had received slightly different information, e.g. as regards
which meals were included and which were not. Compared to other international
seakayak tours featured in Southern Sea Ventures’ (2005) brochures and website, the
Yasawa trip is readily accessible and undemanding for Australian clients. Its price puts
it beyond the backpacker market, however, and in practice most clients are middle
aged or older. Some own their own seakayaks at home or have other prior experience,
but some have none. The SSV Yasawa trip is featured in the Lonely Planet® guide to Fiji.

Hinchinbrook Island, Australia: Southern Sea Ventures and
World Expeditions

Place

Hinchinbrook Island is a large, mountainous and densely forested bedrock island
close to the central northern coast of Queensland, Australia. It includes a large area of
mangroves and a number of sandy beaches. Most of the island is a national park, but
there is a small resort in one area. The park is part of the Wet Tropics of Queensland
World Heritage Area. The surrounding seas are part of the Great Barrier Reef Marine
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Park, also World Heritage listed. The area is subtropical, with sunburn a higher risk
than hypothermia.

Operator

Multi-day seakayak tours around Hinchinbrook Island are retailed by World
Expeditions (2005a) in Sydney and operated by Southern Sea Ventures (2005). SSV
also markets these tours independently. World Expeditions is a large international
retailer of outdoor nature, eco and adventure tourism products (Buckley, 2003a, pp.
112-113) that started operations as an Australian trekking company in Nepal, but
now offers a wide range of outdoor activities in destinations worldwide. Southern Sea
Ventures is a small specialist seakayaking operator which offers tours in various polar
and tropical destinations. The Arctic tour, carried out as part of the Aurora
Expeditions circumnavigation of Spitzbergen, is described in the Svalbard case study.
The company owns all its own boats, equipment and paddling clothing.

Activity

The Hinchinbrook seakayaking tour is a relatively low-key multi-day trip, paddling
from beach to beach around the island. Particular beaches are preferred by the guides
for campsites and lunch stops, but there is considerable flexibility to modify the
detailed itinerary if weather conditions or group capabilities require it. The itinerary is
designed for inexperienced paddlers, though one of our group was so uncoordinated
that their only contribution to forward propulsion was to knock the paddle from their
partner’s hands at frequent intervals. The trip is oriented principally to kayaking
rather than side hikes on shore, and the main attractions are scenic rather than wildlife.
The itinerary includes 2 days’ paddling to nearby Goold Island and the Family Islands.

Equipment

Southern Sea Ventures provides stable two-seater production seakayaks and
appropriate accessories. It also provides tents, group shelter, cooking equipment,
cutlery and crockery etc. Of particular note is a custom-made toilet, for use when
camping on beaches. This is described under the Environment heading below.

Accommodation

All accommodation during the seakayak trip is in tents at beach campsites on the
islands. The company provides two-person tents. Clients must bring their own
sleeping bags. All cooking is done by the guides. There is a pre-trip briefing at
Mission Beach on the evening before the trip, so clients must stay overnight in
Mission Beach. This is not included in the trip package. On the last day the group
returns to Mission Beach in time for clients to travel back to Cairns, the nearest
airport, on the same day if they wish.

Statistics

Maximum group size is ten clients and two guides, a 5:1 ratio. On the trip in which I
took part there were eight clients and two guides. The Hinchinbrook circuit paddle
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takes 7 days in total, including arrival and departure days and the Goold and Family
Islands component. Total price is AUD1650 per person or about US$180 per person
per day.

Access

Guests must make their own way to Mission Beach the afternoon before the trip. On
the first day’s kayaking, physical access to the put-in and take-out points is
straightforward: clients are driven from Mission Beach to Lucinda and the kayaks are
launched from the beach. Some of the beach landings on Hinchinbrook Island itself
potentially could be difficult, since the eastern beaches face directly into the Pacific
Ocean. They are protected from ocean swell by the outer reef of the Great Barrier Reef.
Some of them are lee shores when the southeasterly tradewinds are blowing, but the
windward fetch is short and the windchop relatively small. Caution is needed in
landing and launching the double kayaks with relatively inexperienced paddlers, but
beach access is still possible. Hinchinbrook Island is a national park, and permits are
required both for overnight camping and for commercial tour operations.

Community

The coastal town of Lucinda is quite small, and many businesses on the main road
rely on drive-through tourists for business. There is a large-scale resort residential
development at nearby Cardwell, incorporating a marina, and this caused
widespread controversy because of its likely impacts on World Heritage Areas. In
addition, relations between the developer and local subcontractors were apparently
not always cordial. Small-scale low-impact tours such as seakayaking trips, however,
do not fall under the same stigma and are generally welcomed. Indeed, these
seakayaking tours have very little interaction with residents, who probably do not
even know they are taking place. Local residents use the area around Hinchinbrook
Island for recreational fishing using small outboard-powered dinghies, but
fishermen and kayakers do not interact to any noticeable degree.

Experience

The trip in which I took part was the first seakayaking experience for all the other
clients involved. None of them had any difficulties, and the tour does indeed seem to
be suitable for unskilled clients with little outdoor experience. The weather is benign,
the itinerary is relaxed, the scenery is pleasant, the campsites are comfortable, the
guides competent and the clients well looked after. For the main part of the trip
around the outside of Hinchinbrook Island, the prevailing wind is from behind, so the
kayaks make good speed on the small ocean swells without any great effort.

Environment

Most of the beaches are relatively small, and used for camping throughout most of
the year. Management of trampling, litter, cooking and cleaning and human waste is
hence critical, if only to maintain recreational amenity. The tours follow minimal
impact camping practices (Buckley, 1999). These campsites are within Hinchinbrook
National Park, so there are environmental regulations in force.
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In particular, at some sites all human waste must be removed. Seakayak groups
must therefore carry portable toilets. Most commonly available models, however,
are heavy, bulky and box-shaped, designed to be carried either in vehicles or rafts,
but not in kayaks. Accordingly, Southern Sea Ventures uses an ingenious design
consisting of a metre-long length of polypropylene piping, of the type used for gutter
downpipes, with screw cap fittings at both ends. A toilet seat is attached to a large
funnel which in turn is attached to a screw-on pipe fitting. In camp, the lower half of
the pipe is buried vertically in the sand, and the upper cap is replaced by the screw-
on seat, providing a stable and comfortable toilet at a convenient height. In transit,
screw caps are sealed, the seat arrangement is packed in one of the kayaks, and the
capped tube is strapped on to the stern deck of another using elastic cords.
According to the owner of Southern Sea Ventures, he did not invent this design
himself, but I have never seen it elsewhere. It works well.

Safety

The Hinchinbrook Island circumnavigation is a relatively low-risk area for
seakayakers. The water is warm, the waves are small, the boats are close to shore,
and there are numerous recreational powerboats in the area in case an emergency
evacuation may be required — as did in fact happen on the trip in which I took part.
Client safety briefings focus on assisted rather than self-rescue, and the client
seakayaks carry little safety or emergency equipment.

Marketing

Southern Sea Ventures (2005) markets this trip directly via its own website, with nine
departures in 2005. World Expeditions (2005a), which also sells the SSV trips,
advertises only two departures. A Google® search for ‘seakayak Hinchinbrook
Island” identifies several tour operators. SSV and one other appear to be local
operators, with the remainder being international packagers.

Abel Tasman National Park, New Zealand: Ocean River and
Natural High

Place

Abel Tasman National Park lies at the northwest corner of the South Island of New
Zealand. Its northern coastline, running westward from the township of Marahau,
consists of tree-covered headlands and islets separated by bays with golden sand
beaches. The tidal range is low, tidal currents relatively gentle, and the weather is
generally dryer and more sunny than most of New Zealand’s South Island. The
water is relatively warm, at least in summer, and the area is thus well suited to low-
key seakayaking trips by relatively inexperienced paddlers.

The national park has a heavily used coastal hiking track with well-maintained
campsites, which are also accessible from the sea. Several operators run high-speed
water taxis to and from these campsites for hikers who do not have the time or
inclination to hike the entire track. Several companies rent seakayaks and associated
equipment, and/or operate guided seakayak tours with full or partial catering.



136 Chapter 7

Seakayakers generally use the same designated campsites as hikers, and because of
heavy use campsites must be booked well ahead during the summer season. The
campsite areas have water, toilets and day shelters, and some also have overnight
storage racks for seakayaks. The shoreline is highly scenic, and seakayakers can
generally also expect to see seals and seabirds in certain areas.

Operators

A number of different commercial operators offer seakayaking tours along the
northern coast of Abel Tasman National Park. I have carried out case studies of two
of these: Ocean River (2005) and Natural High (2005). Ocean River is a small
specialist company which focuses entirely on Abel Tasman seakayaking tours. It is
based in Marahau. Natural High offers a range of outdoor recreation activities, with
a focus on seakayaking and mountain biking. It is based in Nelson.

Activity

Both of these companies offer multi-day guided seakayaking tours, with overnight
camps at coastal camping areas in the national park. Half and 1-day seakayaking
excursions, and packages which combine seakayaking with other activities, are also
available. For multi-day seakayaking tours, these and other operators offer a range
of itineraries including round-trip, one-way with a water-taxi shuttle, or a com-
bination of seakayaking and hiking. In addition, the same companies offer seakayaks
for so-called freedom rentals, where similar options are available but without a
guide. For guided trips, either catered or self-catering options are available. For the
former, food is actually delivered to the overnight campsites by the water taxis, with
only lunch and snacks being carried in the kayaks.

All of the operators provide basic training in seakayaking skills before leaving
the beach, and even the multi-day tours are perfectly suitable for complete
beginners. The Abel Tasman area is the most popular place for backpackers to
experience seakayaking as part of a New Zealand itinerary, and is also used by
school groups and international university classes. As a result, the number and size
of seakayaking groups is quite large, and popular lunch beaches can become quite
crowded. There is also a continual traffic of water taxis ferrying people and
equipment for hiking and seakayaking trips and general sightseeing, and the
campsites are heavily used by hikers. Overall, therefore, the activity is a rather low-
key and social form of adventure tourism, with an emphasis on scenery, nature and
social interactions rather than skills or wilderness.

Equipment

Most companies use production model two-seater plastic seakayaks of intermediate
design. Some operators, including Natural High, use so many boats that they import
them in bulk from manufacturers overseas and sell them second-hand at the end of
the season. Others use locally manufactured brands such as those made by Current
Craft Perception®. In general, New Zealand is well supplied with outdoor
equipment manufacturers, and New Zealand gear has an excellent international
reputation for design and reliability.

As well as kayaks, paddles and sprayskirts, the seakayak tour operators can
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provide tents and other camping equipment if clients require it. The campsites in
Abel Tasman National Park are equipped with cooking facilities, but the tours also
bring small fuel stoves for making hot drinks, especially during bad weather. The
park campgrounds also have running water, toilets, day-use shelters etc., so
seakayaking tours do not need to carry portable toilets, group cooking tarpaulins or
large water containers.

Accommodation

Accommodation during the tour is in national park campsites as outlined above.
During almost the entire summer season, campsites must be booked well in advance,
especially for large groups. Campsites are well managed and maintained by the New
Zealand Department of Conservation, which is responsible for national parks. A
variety of commercial accommodation options are available in Marahau and Nelson.
These are not included in seakayak tour packages, but the tour operators run shuttle
buses to collect clients from overnight accommodation.

Statistics

Group sizes vary, but groups of 20 people or more are not uncommon. When I joined
a commercial tour with Ocean River a few years ago there were six or eight clients
and one guide. In January 2004 I took a group of 16 university students on a
commercial trip with Natural High, and the company provided two guides, but the
group also included two university staff with previous seakayaking experience.

Trips of various durations are offered, but the longest generally involve three
overnight camps in the national park, since this is ample time to paddle along most
of its northern coastline. Most groups paddle one way only, returning either by
water taxi or, as in our own case, by hiking along the coastal trail. Exact price
depends on the construction of the package, i.e. number of days, whether catered or
not, whether guided or not and whether water taxis are included. Currently, prices
range from NZD245-265 for a 2-day guided but uncatered trip, to NZD410-450 for
a 3-day fully catered trip (Natural High, 2005; Ocean River, 2005). These correspond
to US$90-105 per person per day.

Access

Commercial tour operators require permits to offer tours in Abel Tasman National
Park, and per capita camping fees are also charged. There are a number of small
islands close to the coastline, and some of these are in a marine park with restricted
access and regulations for wildlife watching. Physically, access is straightforward,
with seakayaks and clients brought by road to the beach at Marahau, and the kayaks
launched directly from the beach. All the campsites are very close to the beach, and
easily accessible.

Community

Abel Tasman National Park is a significant tourist attraction. There are many local
businesses catering to tourists, and many local residents rely heavily on tourism.
Visitation patterns, however, are quite strongly seasonal. As in other such areas,
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residents not actively involved in tourism are probably less enthusiastic about the
high number of visitors. There are a number of enclaves of private land along the
coastal trail, and warning signs and keep-out notices are prominent and plentiful.
Broadly, however, local communities in this area are very friendly towards tourists,
as elsewhere in New Zealand.

Experience

As noted earlier, this is a relatively easy, safe and low-skilled seakayaking
experience. It emphasizes scenery, seabirds, marine mammals and social interactions
more than skills, risk or wilderness — at least during the crowded summer season. No
doubt it would look rather different during a winter storm, but the seakayak tour
companies do not operate at that time.

The coastline of Abel Tasman National Park is very scenic, with temperate
treefern forest running right to shoreline, and golden sand beaches between rocky
headlands. In some places, kayakers paddle close to shore where the seafloor is
clearly visible through clear water. Birdcalls can be heard from the forest, and
seabirds perch on rocks. Seals are often seen at some points, and some of them are
habituated to seakayaks and will follow the kayaks for some distance, swimming
alongside and diving under the boats. Even during rain, the summer weather is
relatively warm and kayaking is not unpleasant. Rain is certainly a disadvantage
when putting up tents or packing them away, but the campsites have shelters which
provide protection from rain while cooking.

I noticed that the Ocean River guides have favourite camping sites at the edge of
the camping areas, which they like to secure for their groups. They bring their own
cooking stoves, light their own campfires and generally keep their clients as a
coherent group separate from other campsite users. The Natural High guides, in
contrast, use the main shelter areas for cooking and generally encouraged con-
versations between their clients and other groups. This, however, may reflect
individual guide personalities or their interpretation of particular clients’
preferences, rather than any general company policy.

Environment

Abel Tasman National Park is heavily used and intensively managed. Overnight
seakayakers contribute pro rata to impacts at campsites, but these are managed
principally by hardening these sites using lawns, formed tracks, shelters, gas-fired
cookers, toilets, etc. Seakayakers do also use some beaches which are not frequented
by hikers, but these beaches are also accessed by water taxis and in some cases by
private yachts and recreational powerboats. Some are even used for water skiing.

Compared to the other users, the impacts of seakayakers are negligible. Both
Ocean River and Natural High made sure that clients left no litter at lunch stops or
campsites. Seakayakers could potentially disturb seals and seabirds resting or
nesting on rocky islets, but group sizes and approach distances are governed by a
regulated code of conduct, which seakayak tour companies seem to adhere to.
Guides from both seakayak tour companies provided ongoing briefings about the
natural environment during the tour, including park regulations and codes of
conduct.
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Safety

Seakayak tour groups are relatively large and conditions are relatively calm in Abel
Tasman National Park, so risks are generally low. The clients” kayaks do not carry
spare paddles, paddle floats or other safety equipment. The guides did give safety
briefings, and these focused on assisted rather than self-rescue techniques.
Essentially, clients were told that if they capsized, they should make sure they were
on the upwind side of their boat or the side away from rocks, and wait for assistance.
In the event of a capsize, the technique used would be to empty the capsized boat by
raising it over the stern deck of a second boat. This is generally feasible only in
relatively calm water, but would indeed be possible around Abel Tasman. In the
event of any more serious difficulty, loss of equipment, or injury to guides or clients,
the groups rely on the ever-present water taxis to transport gear or, if necessary,
people.

Marketing

Seakayak tours along Abel Tasman National Park are marketed both through
websites and through leaflets distributed locally. Not surprisingly, marketing
imagery nearly always portrays the area as sunny and calm. Marketing materials
generally emphasize the flexibility and range of options; the relatively low level of
skill required; and the scenery and wildlife, particularly marine wildlife. Easy access,
shuttle-bus pick-ups and accommodation options at the start and end of the trips are
also mentioned. These marketing materials do generally provide an accurate picture
of what clients can expect.

One aspect which is not mentioned, however, and which many of our students
commented upon in 2004, is the high level of crowding, the number of other sea-
kayak groups, and the number of other users, including powered boats. Those with
expectations of a wilderness experience were somewhat disappointed in this regard.

Phang Nga Bay, Thailand: John Gray’s Sea Canoe
Place

Phang Nga Bay lies near Phuket in southeast Thailand. The bay is dotted by
numerous tall, steep-sided limestone islands. Some of these contain large caves
occupied by birdsnest swiftlets, accessible by boat through openings at around high-
tide level. These nests have been harvested for generations by particular local
families. Because the birdsnest material is such a valuable commodity, these families
have heavily armed guards living permanently at the mouths of the caves, in
bamboo platforms suspended above the cave entrances. Some of the limestone
islands are also hollow, but open to the sky above and contain internal lagoons
known as hongs, which are accessible only through narrow intertidal tunnels. These
are the principal attraction in the Sea Canoe tours.

Operator

SeaCanoe is a company started by John ‘Caveman’ Gray, expatriate from Hawaii, in
Phang Nga Bay, off Phuket on the eastern coast of Thailand. Because of copycat tours
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with similar names, John Gray’s original company (SeaCanoe) now operates under
the new name of John Gray’s Sea Canoe (2005). The company has expanded to offer
sit-on-top kayak tours amidst mangroves, and a variety of tours in Vietnam, the
Philippines and Fiji, with less emphasis on the /ongs of Phang Nga Bay.

Activity

The principal activity for which John Gray’s Sea Canoe is famous, and indeed the
activity which John Gray himself first invented, is to make one’s way into the hongs,
the central lagoons of the hollow open-topped islands, by pushing inflatable canoes
through narrow intertidal tunnels. The canoes are narrow, flat and low to the water.
Where space allows, they are propelled with conventional paddles. In the tighter
sections of the tunnels, however, the passengers lie down flat, holding torches, and
the guide pushes the canoe through the tunnel by walking his hands along its roof.

Most of the tunnels are quite long and curved so that one cannot see the exit
from the entrance. At high tide they are underwater, so there is only a relatively brief
window of time in each tidal cycle for all the canoes to make their way through the
tunnels, around the hongs and back out of the tunnels. Some of the islands have
multiple hongs which are themselves joined by intertidal tunnels, so to reach the
innermost section the canoes have to pass through several tunnels in succession. This
is straightforward if there are only a few canoes, but can create significant delays if
there are many, especially if one group is trying to get out whilst another is still
getting in. The interior walls of the hollow islands are tens or hundreds of metres
high and near-vertical, and a few minutes searching with binoculars generally
reveals a range of birds and wildlife.

Exploring these hollow islands, though certainly the core attraction, is by no
means the only activity on John Gray’s tours. Rather than being open at the top, some
of the islands have giant interior caves inhabited by birdsnest swallows or swiftlets.
These caves are controlled by particular families, who have built elaborate structures
made of tree branches lashed together with ropes, so that skilled climbers can reach
the upper sections of the cave walls, where the birds make their nests. These
structures are precarious and slippery, and the only light is from torches carried in the
climbers’ teeth, so this is not a job for the faint-hearted. The nests, which are
essentially cups of dried bird saliva, are stripped from the wall before the birds lay
their eggs, and sold to Chinese buyers at exorbitant prices, to be used in birdsnest
soup. The birds then build a replacement nest where they are left in peace to raise the
next generation. The families which control the birdsnest islands appear to operate in
a somewhat mafia-like manner, but John Gray has established cordial relations with
some of these families at least, so his guests can visit one of these islands unscathed.

Elsewhere, there are islands with small sandy beaches used by local fishermen,
where passengers can swim or go ashore; and there are large expanses of mangrove
woodland, outside the islands, where passengers can paddle slowly through a maze
of small channels, looking out for a variety of colourful birdlife.

Equipment

Gray developed the special narrow, low-profile inflatable canoes, now known as sea
canoes, which can be threaded through the tunnels during a short period in the
middle of each tidal cycle.
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Accommodation

John Gray’s Sea Canoe currently offers four different trips in Phang Nga Bay: a
single-day trip to the hongs, which of course does not include accommodation; an
overnight trip, camping on one of the island beaches; a ‘starlight’ trip to the hongs at
night; and a coastal seakayaking trip. The overnight trip has several major
advantages. Most importantly, it allows John Gray’s clients to visit the islands early
or late in the day, when day trips have returned to Phuket. This can be particularly
significant as some of the entrance tunnels to some of the hongs may be flooded by
high tides in the middle of the day. In addition, 2-day trips include seakayaking
through mangroves and a visit to the birdsnest caves. The sea canoe trips are
supported by a local ‘longtail” boat.

Statistics

Costs range from THB2900 (US$70) for a 1-day trip and THB5450 (US$133) for the
starlight trip, to THB8775 (US$215) for an overnight camping trip (John Gray’s Sea
Canoe, 2005).

Access

Access to the tour is via Phuket, which can be reached directly by air, or by road from
within Thailand or Malaysia. Access to the hong islands is via a longtail boat, a long
wooden local boat powered by a car motor with a propeller on the driveshaft.

Community

John Gray made a particular effort from the outset to establish partnerships with local
communities, giving local people active roles in the management of his company as
well as simply hiring them as employees. Even so, through no fault of his own he fell
afoul of local politics. After years of efforts and investment perfecting the sea canoes
and promoting the hongs internationally, his business became quite successful. At that
point, wealthy businessmen from outside the Phang Nga Bay area began copying the
SeaCanoe product, using the same boats and almost identical business names.

Not only did this create problems of crowding, poor management and local
competition; it also brought the whole sea canoe industry to the attention of the
birdsnest families, who demanded a cut. When John Gray refused to pay what was
essentially protection money, his manager, a local Thai man, was gunned down.
Thanks to Gray’s international contacts, this assault and associated circumstances
became well-known worldwide, and sparked a series of letters to the Thai Royal
Family by representatives of the international tourism industry. Gray attempted to
form a local industry association of tour operators to establish agreed quotas and
safety and environmental standards, but some of the other operators formed a
competing association with messy and confusing results.

Subsequently, the company continued operating, but changed its name to John
Gray’s Sea Canoe to differentiate itself more clearly from the many copycat
operators. It also expanded its product so it was less dependent on access to
particular hongs and expanded its geographical sphere of operations to include
similar terrain in other countries such as Vietnam and the Philippines.
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Experience

Because the interior walls of the hollow islands had previously been inaccessible,
these hollow islands still support diverse plant and animal communities, including
monkeys and birds which tourists can no longer see on the nearby mainland. To
emerge from a long, dark seawater tunnel into a fully enclosed hong, lit by sunlight
from above and surrounded by hundred-metre vertical walls of limestone, is
certainly an astonishing experience.

Environment

From the outset, John Gray’s Sea Canoe attempted to maintain the conservation
value of the hongs, limiting numbers and ensuring that visitors remained quiet and
did not discard any litter or waste.

When I took part in one of Gray’s multi-day tours some years ago, several
copycat companies had already started operations and left litter inside the hongs. The
major concerns at that time, however, were pollution of the Bay from coastal prawn
farms and industrial development. By demonstrating the economic potential of
ecotourism, and by Gray’s own lobbying efforts, John Gray’s Sea Canoe was
instrumental in reducing these threats.

Some years later, however, Gray expressed concerns that by promoting his dis-
coveries to tourists, he may inadvertently have triggered a chain of events which
threatened the conservation value of the hongs. These problems were not of Gray’s
making, but illustrate the difficulties which may face even the best-intentioned and
successful eco- and adventure tourism ventures.

Safety

For a tourist keen to visit the famous islands of Phang Nga Bay, the single most
important safety consideration is to identify John Gray’s Sea Canoe from the
maelstrom of competing touts on the dockside. Fortunately, most of Gray’s clients
already have an advanced booking. Once on the tour, the most significant safety
concern is an accurate knowledge of the islands and tunnels, and of the day’s tidal
range and tide times, since these are the factors that determine which islands one can
safely go in and out of, and exactly when. As noted earlier, the biggest risk is due to
overcrowding, as too many groups try to get in and out of the same hongs.

Marketing

John Gray’s Sea Canoe is internationally synonymous with the hongs of Phang Nga
Bay, thanks to innumerable illustrated magazine articles in many different
languages. If readers remember only Sea Canoe rather than John Gray, however,
they will soon be confused by the morass of copycat operators. When the company
was first established, the main focus of Gray’s marketing was simply to show people
that the hongs existed and that his company could take people inside them.
Currently, his principal marketing issue is to differentiate his own company from
copycat operators, whilst the copycat operators aim to confuse this distinction and
hang their business from his international marketing investments.
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Sector Structure

Sailing has a long and distinguished history, and a wide variety of sailboats are still
in use worldwide for subsistence and small-scale cash fisheries. Sailing is also a
popular activity for private recreation in many developed nations, both in lakes and
oceans. Much of this is competitive. There is a wide variety of one-design racing
dinghy classes, some of them represented at the Olympics. There are also well-
known races for ocean-going yachts, including the Admiral’s Cup, the America’s
Cup, the Sydney-to-Hobart race and the Whitbread Round the World race. In
countries where outdoor education is part of the school curriculum, dinghy sailing
is often one of the components.

The number of sailboats used in commercial tourism is small relative to
the number used for sport, competition, education and recreation. In addition,
tax laws in some countries may lead to yachts being listed for commercial
charter, even where they are used principally for private recreation. Recreational
sailing has indeed spawned a large commercial industry, but one that relies
principally on the sale of boats, equipment, moorings, marina berths and water-
front property. Indeed, the main financial link between sailing and tourism is
through coastal resort-residential developments that incorporate marinas. Many
beach and island resorts also offer small dinghies or catamarans for hire on an hourly
basis.

Yachts are also available for hire in various parts of the world, commonly on a
charter basis either with or without skipper and/or crew. Charters that do not
include crew are referred to as bareboat charters, and are a popular part of the
tourism portfolio in some sheltered coastal destinations. Whilst bareboat charters
may be a significant tourist activity at such destinations, they are essentially
equipment rentals rather than tours as such, corresponding, for example, to the so-
called freedom rentals offered by seakayak tour operators in some areas.

Products that could reasonably be considered as sailing adventure tours fall into
three main categories. First, there are yacht charters. These may have a skipper or a
full crew; they may be self-catering or fully catered; and they may have a fixed or
flexible itinerary. For any of these options, however, they are distinguished by the
requirement to charter the entire vessel for a fixed period. Second, there are yacht
tours with fixed itineraries where commercial clients can purchase a place onboard.
These range from a half-day cruise as a passenger aboard a fully crewed ship,
usually with food and drink included, to long-distance voyages in ocean-going
yachts, where the clients train as crew over a period of weeks or months. And third,
there are some organizations that offer adventure trips or training that includes
smaller sailboats as a means of wilderness travel.

Sailboarding tours, in contrast, generally operate from a fixed base, with the
activity itself providing the adventure component. In this sense, they are perhaps
more akin to surfing than to sailing tours, except that it is wind rather than surf
conditions that determines the destinations. As with surfing, many recreational sail-
boarders may take their holidays in places known for their sailboarding oppor-
tunities, bringing all their own equipment with them and using commercial tourism
providers only for transport and accommodation, if at all. There are, however, a
relatively small number of commercial tour operators that specialize in travel
packages for sailboarders, sometimes including equipment hire and/or instruction.
The Yahoo® directory of sailboard and windsurfing tour operators, for example, lists
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ten sailboard operators based in, or offering tours to, places such as Hawaii, USA, the
Caribbean, Mexico, Venezuela, Brazil, the Canary Islands, Europe, Egypt, Morocco,
Fiji, Australia and New Zealand. Similar considerations apply for kiteboarding
tours, such as those offered by Planet Kitesurf (2005) in the UK, which runs trips to
17 destination resorts.

Unlike adventure activities such as heliskiing or whitewater rafting, for example,
only a very small component of the recreational sailing industry is associated with
adventure tourism. The three case studies outlined below indicate the range of
products on offer. Unlike the other activity sectors considered in this volume, only
one of these case studies has been audited in person.

Scotland to Faeroes: Private Yacht
Place

The Faeroe Islands are a group of 18 islands in the North Atlantic Ocean, midway
between Scotland and Iceland, with a total land area of about 1400 km?2 and a
population of round 50,000. The Faeroe Islands were settled by Vikings in the 8th
century and became part of Denmark in 1386, with autonomous home rule since
1948. The main economic activity is fishing, with fish products making up all but a
few per cent of total exports, but the inhabitants also farm sheep for wool and local
consumption. There is now a small but significant tourism industry.

Operator

I sailed from Scotland to the Faeroe Islands several decades ago, in a privately
owned yacht run commercially out of Tobermory on the island of Mull off the west
coast of Scotland. The yacht was owned and operated directly by its skipper, with no
company structure. As with many small adventure tour companies, the dates of
voyages were determined by the preferences of the first clients to book, and the
remaining places on the trip were then filled by direct advertising. The vessel was an
ocean-going cruising yacht, with sufficient berths only for active crew, not inactive
passengers. The paying clients hence formed the crew, under the direction of the
skipper.

This particular vessel, not surprisingly, no longer seems to be operating
commercial voyages to the Faeroe Islands. Indeed, only one sailing yacht tour
operator is currently listed in tourism promotional material for Tobermory on the
Isle of Mull. This vessel, the Corryvreckan, sails the west coast of Scotland and
sometimes to Ireland, but apparently not to the Faeroes. Tourist promotional
material for the Faeroe Islands themselves does not mention sailing yachts at all. The
yacht in which I made this voyage was a great deal smaller than the Corryvreckan,
with a total crew of five, including the skipper.

Activity

This trip was very much a full-time sailing voyage, with most of the time at sea and
several nights sailing under relatively severe weather conditions. There was half a
day to hike on one of the outer islands of west Scotland on the voyage out, and 1 day
to hike on the Faeroe Islands before the return voyage.
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Equipment

The yacht we sailed on in the 1970s was a carvel-built wooden-hulled vessel of tra-
ditional design. We had navigational instruments but not self-steering gear. The
wheel was very close to the stern and unsheltered from the weather.

Accommodation

All accommodation was on board. There were four bunks in the fo’c’sle and two in
the saloon, plus a small galley and a table that did double duty for charts or dining.
The yacht Corryvreckan, which currently operates out of Tobermory, offers five
double cabins for passengers.

Statistics

On the voyage in which I took part there were five people on board, the captain plus
four paying crew members, including myself. All were experienced sailors. The trip
was scheduled to take a week, but was extended slightly through bad weather.

Access

Access to Tobermory in Mull is by ferry from Oban on the west coast of Scotland.
Access to Oban is by road. Other than by yacht, the Faeroe Islands can be reached by
car and passenger ferry from Denmark, or by air from the UK, Denmark or Iceland.
When we landed in the Faeroes we were required to provide our passports for
formal immigration, but other than that there were no formalities. However, that
was 35 years ago.

Community

During our brief visit to the Faeroes, I spoke to a number of local residents whilst
hiking and hitchhiking around the main island. They were all very hospitable and
happy to discuss the practical economics of life on the islands — for example, that
luxury European cars were available but rusted out within two years in the constant
sea spray.

Experience

On the voyage in which I took part, there was a strong wind and the principal
activity for all on board was sailing the ship. On the first night we anchored 