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Abstract

Ecotourism is a nature-based type of tourism, especially represented within protected areas. No matter 
the fact, just like the other selective types of this sector, ecotourism might affect the environment. In a 
process of writing the Visitor Management Plan in the Gornje Podunavlje Special Nature Reserve (SNR) 
in 2019, one part of the study was related to general projection of the ecotourism development impact 
on eco-educational paths within this SNR. The research was conducted throughout November 2019, 
in the form of interviews. The sample obtained 12 experts for nature protection, who stated their atti-
tudes on three important topics: tourism in protected areas in general, tourism in the Gornje Podunav-
lje SNR and ecotourism within three concrete sites: Karapandža, Štrbac and Bestrement. 

Keywords: ecotourism; protected areas; impact assessment; experts’ attitudes; nature protection; plant 
sensitivity; animal sensitivity

Ecotourism Impact Assessment on Environment 
in Protected Areas of Serbia: A Case Study of 
Gornje Podunavlje Special Nature Reserve

Introduction

Nature-based tourism, including ecotourism, has a 
range of negative effects on the environment (Buckley, 
2004a, 2004b, 2004c). In order to minimize such neg-
ative effects, protected areas managers are following 
different infrastructural and technical details. Con-
sidering specific characteristics of localities, there are 
concrete measures that must be applied to each path 
separately (Hockett et al., 2017; Kidd et al., 2015; Tom-
czyk & Ewertowski, 2013). However, besides infra-
structural and technical measures, it is also important 
to provide assessment of the impact of tourism activ-
ities on natural resources within the paths, which is 
strongly related to the process of monitoring the plant 

and animal species (Asmelash & Kumar, 2019; Blan-
cas et al., 2016; Laimer, 2017; Kristjánsdóttir et al., 
2018; Mapjabil et al., 2017). 

Raising concern about the tourism impact on the 
environment initiated the need for more sustaina-
ble forms of tourism, which led to the ecotourism de-
velopment in the late 1980s (Donohoe & Needham, 
2006) and since than it became a growing industry 
(Carvache-Franco et al., 2020). One of the first of def-
initions of ecotourism explain that ‘we may define 
ecological tourism or ecotourism as that tourism that 
involves travelling to relatively undisturbed or uncon-
taminated natural areas with the specific object of stud-
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ying, admiring and enjoying the scenery and its wild 
plants and animals’ (Ceballos-Lascurain, 1996). Eco-
tourism is a nature-based type of tourism where ed-
ucational component is well emphasized. This means 
that tourists are given the opportunity to gain aware-
ness and knowledge about nature and its conservation 
(flora, fauna, geology and ecosystems of an area), sus-
tainable practices, the methods for participation of lo-
cal communities and ethical planning, development 
and management (Šiljeg et al., 2019). It is one of the 
few opportunities for the poor to support and pro-
mote sustainable development (Goodwin, 2009).

The link between protected areas and tourism is 
as old as the history of protected areas. This connec-
tion is mutual, since both tourism and protected areas 
need each other in order to achieve their full potential 
(Eagles et al., 2002). Even though ecotourism is con-
sidered to be an activity with a low impact on nature 
(Pablo-Cea et al., 2021), the impacts of ecotourism on 
protected areas could still be negative (Buckley, 2001).

Nevertheless, there are many contributions that ec-
otourism development could generate for the biodi-
versity conservation. First, it could generate addition-
al financial resources obtained from visitation fees 
and donations, which could be helpful to protected 
area management. Then, it could contribute to raising 
awareness of visitors, encouragement of community 
involvement and interest in conservation issues and 
generating political support for conservation through 
environmental education during travel (Christ et al., 
2003). For some countries, benefits derived from in-

terest in biodiversity is an especially important source 
of revenue. On the other hand, in some cases protect-
ed areas become so popular among visitors that there 
is cause for concern as to the consequences of high fre-
quentation for the preservation of the sites (Lévêque & 
Mounolou, 2003). 

In this study we investigate the major impacts of 
tourism development to natural resources of protect-
ed areas according to the experts in the field of nature 
protection. The main issue with tourism development 
in protected areas is that it puts certain pressure to 
the resources. On the other hand, it generates benefits 
for the destination as well. Therefore, identifying the 
major impacts and mitigating them in early stages of 
tourism development would have major contribution 
to achievement of sustainable development. There is 
a certain gap between realistic situation in the field 
and academic contribution to this problem. Therefore, 
this study aims to provide an insight into the attitudes 
of the experts for nature protection of the Gornje Po-
dunavlje Special Nature Reserve (SNR), in order to 
emphasize the need for harmonizing the further ac-
tivities of ecotourism and nature protection within 
the study area. The results are beneficial to multiple 
stakeholders, such as managers of other protected ar-
eas, giving them the starting point to creating visitors’ 
guidelines, or establishing more restricted zones for 
tourists according to the vulnerability of the area or 
species. Other academics could use the results as the 
insight into the issues on field, which are often omit-
ted in academic literature.

Study area

Gornje Podunavlje SNR is located within peripheral, 
northwestern part of Serbia (19,648 ha). It stretches 
along the left bank of the Danube River and includes 
numerous meanders, oxbow lake, canals, or more pre-
cisely aquatic, marsh, meadow and forest ecosystems 
(Figure 1).

Protected area of Gornje Podunavlje is the most rec-
ognizable by the well-preserved features of the flood-
plain along the Danube River (Panjković & Stojnić, 
2011). The value of the ecosystems of Gornje Podunav-
lje Region is reflected in the fact that they represent 
one of the rarely preserved natural landscapes in pre-
dominantly agrarian environment of northern Serbia, 
as well as in the fact that this area provides numerous 
opportunities for development of tourism (Lazić et al., 
2008; Stojanović et al., 2018).

The living world of Gornje Podunavlje SNR is rich, di-
verse, specific and unique, with a large number of rare 
and unthreatened plant and animal species of national 
and international importance. Its vegetation is built of 57 

herbaceous, forest, and shrubby plant communities. An-
other part of diversity of the living world of the Gorn-
je Podunavlje SNR is reflected in the presence of 60 spe-
cies of diurnal butterflies, 55 species of fish, 11 species 
of amphibians, nine species of reptiles, over 230 species 
of birds and 51 species of mammals. This SNR is also a 
hatchery ground for fish, as well as a nesting place for 
white-tailed eagle and black storks. Finally, this protect-
ed area is perhaps the best known as a habitat with the re-
gionally richest population of marsh deer and wild boar 
(Ministry of Environmental Protection, 2007).

The Gornje Podunavlje SNR is also an area of inter-
national importance: Ramsar site (wetland of interna-
tional importance), IBA – Important Bird Area, IPA 

– Important Plant Area (Panjković & Stojnić, 2011). 
SNR is part of the Bačko Podunavlje Biosphere Re-
serve, which was declared in 2016 (Tucakov, 2018).

The ecotourism policy highlights three main zones 
of ecotourism development in the Gornje Podunav-
lje SNR: Karapandža, Štrbac and Bestrement. These 
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zones enable approximate distribution of contents of 
ecotourism on the level of this SNR, considering that 

Karapandža is located in its northern part, Štrbac in 
the central part and Bestrement in its southern part.

Methodology

Procedure
The research was conducted in November 2019, as a 
part of the of the wider study “Visitor Management 
Plan in the Gornje Podunavlje Special Nature Reserve 
(SNR)” (2019). The main idea was to conduct prelim-
inary (pilot) study which aimed to identify the main 
challenges that experts from the SNR Gornje Podunav-
lje are facing with, as well as key impacts of ecotour-
ism on protected area and priority areas for protection. 
The first draft of the questions in the questionnaire was 
created according to the similar problem mentioned in 
the academic literature (Blancas et al., 2016; Hockett et 
al., 2017; Tomczyk et al. 2013). Later we conducted the 
first round of the interviews with the experts from the 

SNR Gornje Podunavlje, and according to their real-
life challenges, we added variables to the questionnaire. 
Second round of the interview was conducted among 
the experts with the final questionnaire. The final ques-
tionnaire was conducted on the basis of the exploratory 
design with semi-structured interview protocol. Col-
lected data were coded by using the thematic analysis 
with data driven inductive-realistic epistemological ap-
proach (Robson & McCartan, 2016; Terry et al., 2017) 
and they were summarized on the basis of the meaning 
condensation (Kvale, 1996). Such approach was identi-
fied as the most appropriate one, considering the main 
goal of this research, focused on discovering the atti-
tudes of the experts for nature protection of specific 

Figure 1. Special Nature Reserve “Gornje Podunavlje”
[click on figure to enlarge]
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environment, in this case the Gornje Podunavlje SNR. 
Besides that, the research was oriented towards coding 
the collected data, in order to fill the gap in the lack of 
theoretical frameworks for the assessment of the eco-
tourism impact on the environment in this SNR. Dur-
ing the procedure of data collecting, the respondents 
preferred to answer the interview questions by e-mails.

Sample
The main idea was to gather the relevant data, based 
on the attitudes of 12 experts for the nature protec-
tion, who are introduced with the real situation of ec-
otourism impact on the environment within the study 
area. Therefore, the main idea of the research was to 
provide reliable findings, based on the attitudes of the 
experts who are involved in managing and monitor-
ing the situation of ecotourism in the Gornje Podu-
navlje Special Nature Reserve, as well as in biological 
and geographical research of the study area, in order 
to provide the real assessment and proposals for re-
duction of ecotourism negative effects on the envi-
ronment. The sample could be divided into the three 
groups. The first group gathered four employees in 
the Gornje Podunavlje SNR Authority (the Public En-
terprise ‘Vojvodinašume’). Besides that, four experts 
from the Institute for Nature Conservation of Vojvo-
dina Province (INCVP) in Novi Sad, the leading in-
stitution for nature protection in Vojvodina (North 
Serbia), are introduced with the main characteristics 
of the Gornje Podunavlje SNR and they represent the 
second group of the sample. Finally, the third group 
gathered the University professors, biologists and ge-
ographers – experts for nature protection, as the main 
researchers dealing with the issues of importance for 
the environment preservation of the study area. 

Instrument and Data Analysis
The questions for the interview were formed precise-
ly for the purpose of this research. On the one hand, 
they were based on the literature review on the main 
issues of ecotourism impact on the environment in 
protected areas worldwide (Blancas et al., 2016; Hock-
ett et al., 2017; Tomczyk et al. 2013), while on the oth-
er hand they also represent a result of the previously 
conducted field research that provided an insight into 
the real situation of nature protection in SNR Gornje 
Podunavlje and which served as guidance for further 
research of ecotourism impact on nature protection. 
All together resulted in 17 defined question items. All 
thematic codes with the same meaning were grouped 
into the several themes that were used during the 
data analysis and interpretation procedures. The first 
theme referred to the respondents’ general attitudes 
on tourism in protected areas and it was researched 
on the basis of five items (Tourism in protected are-

as might contribute to a better understanding of na-
ture protection; Tourism represents a threat to protect-
ed areas; Tourists in protected areas should always be 
under the Protected Areas Managers’ supervision; Pro-
jects of nature protection might be financed by the in-
comes gained for providing tourism services; The local 
community has important role in tourism of protect-
ed areas). The second theme obtained five items re-
garding tourism in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR (Tour-
ism in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR represents a chance 
for successful and active nature protection; Tourism in 
the Gornje Podunavlje SNR might be a threat for pro-
tected natural values; Development of tourism in the 
Gornje Podunavlje SNR is on satisfying level; Ecotour-
ism in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR is optimally devel-
oped; The local community is sufficiently involved in 
tourism of the Gornje Podunavlje SNR). The final third 
theme included seven items related to ecotourism, 
within three concrete sites in this SNR, or more pre-
cisely in Karapandža, Štrbac and Bestrement (Tours 
across the educational paths in Karapandža represent 
a threat for protected species and habitats; Tours across 
the educational path in Štrbac represent a threat for 
protected species and habitats; Tours across the edu-
cational path in Bestrement represent a threat for pro-
tected species and habitats; Karapandža, Štrbac and 
Bestrement encompass some of the most important val-
ues of the Gornje Podunavlje SNR; Ecotourism within 
Karapandža, Štrbac and Bestrement might contribute 
to gaining complete experience of the Gornje Podunav-
lje SNR; Ecotourism (education, interpretation) should 
be developed on the other localities within the Gorn-
je Podunavlje SNR, outside three researched ones; Ec-
otourism within Karapandža, Štrbac and Bestrement 
encourages nature protection.). All gathered respons-
es were summarized in order to briefly represent the 
attitudes of the experts for nature protection of the 
Gornje Podunavlje SNR. Respondents expressed their 
attitudes on the scale, ranging from 1 (completely dis-
agree) to 5 (completely agree). They were asked three 
additional open-ended questions for expressing their 
wider attitudes related to the plant and animal spe-
cies sensitivity and necessary measures in further ec-
otourism development (Are some plant species and 
communities in Karapandža, Štrbac and Bestrement 
particularly sensitive in relation to ecotourism tour-
ism activities (walking, education, volunteering) and 
which ones? Are some animal species in Karapandža, 
Štrbac and Bestrement particularly sensitive in rela-
tion to ecotourism tourism activities (walking, educa-
tion, volunteering) and which ones? In your opinion, is 
it necessary to implement concrete special measures in 
the process of realization of ecotourism in Karapandža, 
Štrbac and Bestrement in order to avoid the negative 
influences of tourism and which ones?). 
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Results

The research results of conducted interviews and fur-
ther analysis of collected data will firstly be represent-
ed in the form of the findings for three defined themes 
separately, which will be followed with the representa-
tion of findings in a summary form. Findings will be 
discussed as a whole, while thematic relationship pat-
terns will be elaborated and linked to a formal body of 
knowledge on the topic of the ecotourism impact on 
the Gornje Podunavlje SNR.

Tourism in protected areas
Employees of the Gornje Podunavlje SNR Authori-
ty completely agreed with the fact that tourism with-
in protected areas might contribute to a better un-
derstanding of nature protection (Table 1). A slightly 
lower average score (M = 4.75) was recorded for this 
item within the group of INCVP experts and Univer-
sity professors. 

Most of the employees in the Gornje Podunavlje 
SNR Authority (M = 4.50) and INCVP experts (M = 
4.25) completely agreed with the fact that tourists in 
protected areas must always be under the supervision 
of their Authorities. University professors are sharing 
their opinions (M = 4.25). 

University professors completely agreed with the 
fact that nature protection projects might be financed 
from the incomes realized on the basis of providing 
tourism services (M = 5.00), while INCVP experts ex-
pressed slightly lower mean value (M = 4.00). Much 
lower mean value and almost indefinite attitude was 
recorded in the case of the employees in the Gornje 
Podunavlje SNR Authority (M = 3.00).

Besides that, INCVP experts, as well as Universi-
ty professors, fully agreed with the fact that local pop-
ulation has an important role in tourism within pro-
tected areas (M = 5.00). Majority of the employees in 
the Gornje Podunavlje SNR Authority share the same 
attitude (M = 4.75).

The lowest scores were recorded in the case of the 
respondents’ attitudes regarding the fact that tourism 
might be a threat to protected areas (INCVP experts: 
M = 3.25; University professors: M = 2.25; employees 
in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR Authority: M = 1.75).

Tourism in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR
Employees in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR Authority 
and INCVP experts, completely or partially agreed 
with the fact that tourism development within this 
SNR is a chance for active nature protection (M = 
4.50) (Table 2). University professors indicated com-
plete agreement (M = 5.00).

INCVP experts and University professors partial-
ly agreed with the fact that tourism within this SNR 
might be a potential threat for protected natural spe-
cies (M = 3.25). Employees in the Gornje Podunav-
lje SNR Authority mainly believe that, in its current 
form of development, tourism does not represent a 
threat (M = 2.00). 

Lower scores were recorded for INCVP experts’ 
and University professors’ attitudes on whether tour-
ism in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR is sufficiently de-
veloped (M = 2.25). Mean value for the employees in 
the Gornje Podunavlje SNR Authority is even lower 
(M = 1.75). Similar attitudes were recorded regarding 
the optimal development of ecotourism in this SNR. 

Table 1. Respondents’ attitudes on tourism in protected areas

Item
Employees in the Gornje 

Podunavlje SNR Authority
INCVP experts University professors

Tourism in protected areas
Mean  
Value 

Standard 
Deviation 

Mean  
Value 

Standard 
Deviation 

Mean  
Value 

Standard 
Deviation 

Tourism in protected areas might 
contribute to a better understanding 
of nature protection.

5.00 .00 4.75 .50 4.75 .50

Tourism represents a threat to 
protected areas.

1.75 1.50 3.25 .96 2.25 1.26

Tourists in protected areas should 
always be under the Protected Areas 
Managers’ supervision.

4.50 1.00 4.25 1.50 4.25 .50

Projects of nature protection might 
be financed by the incomes gained for 
providing tourism services.

3.00 .82 4.00 2.00 5.00 .00

The local community has important 
role in tourism of protected areas.

4.75 .50 5.00 .00 5.00 .00
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Majority of the employees in the Gornje Podunavlje 
SNR Authority and University professors, believe that 
members of the local community are not sufficiently 
involved in development of tourism in this protected 
area (M =2.75), while even lower mean value was re-
corded in the case of INCVP experts (M = 2.00). 

Ecotourism within Karapandža,  
Štrbac and Bestrement
In the case of the attitudes of INCVP experts and Uni-
versity professors regarding the ecotourism develop-
ment within three researched sites (Table 3), it should 
be noted that all of them agreed with the fact that 
Karapandža, Štrbac and Bestrement obtain some of 
the most important natural resources ​​of this SNR (M 
= 5.00). Slightly lower mean value for this statement 
was recorded in the case of the employees in the Gorn-
je Podunavlje SNR Authority (M = 4.75).

Most of INCVP experts and University professors 
completely or partially agreed with the fact that eco-
tourism needs to be developed in other sites of this pro-
tected area, besides within the territory of Karapandža, 
Štrbac and Bestrement, as three localities of the Gorn-
je Podunavlje Special Nature Reserve, obtained by this 
research (M = 4.75). Employees in the Gornje Podunav-
lje SNR Authority expressed indefinite attitude or com-
plete disagreement with this statement (M = 2.50). 

Furthermore, employees in the Gornje Podunav-
lje SNR Authority and INCVP experts expressed the 
same attitude regarding the fact that ecotourism in 
these three mentioned sites encourages appropriate 
nature protection (M = 4.50). University professors 
showed slightly lower positive attitudes on the same 
claim (M = 4.25). 

INCVP experts partially agreed with the fact that 
visits to educational paths n Karapandža might threat 

protected species and habitats (M = 3.25). Employees 
in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR Authority expressed 
complete or partial disagreement with this statement 
(M = 1.25), while similar attitude was recorded for 
University professors (M = 1.75). 

Slightly lower score was recorded for the item relat-
ed to INCVP experts’ attitudes on whether the visits 
to educational paths in Štrbac and Bestrement might 
threat protected species and habitats (M = 3.00). Sim-
ilar mean values were recorded for University profes-
sors (M = 2.00) and the employees in the Gornje Po-
dunavlje SNR Authority (M = 1.50).

Finally, attitudes of INCVP experts on whether the 
ecotourism in Karapandža, Štrbac and Bestrement 
might contribute to gaining the overall experience of 
the Gornje Podunavlje SNR remains undefined. Atti-
tudes of the employees in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR 
Authority (M = 4.50) and University professors (M = 
4.25) are more concrete.

Interview Summary
The interview data revealed that experts for nature 
protection of the Gornje Podunavlje SNR share the 
attitude that plant and animal species, especially the 
protected ones, are not endangered by the current lev-
el of ecotourism development in this Protected Area, 
primary within three researched sites, Karapandža, 
Štrbac and Bestrement. However, it could be said that 
all of them are aware of potential negative effects that 
might be caused by increased number of tourists’ vis-
its. Besides the current efforts in terms of the ecotour-
ism activities, they indicated expressed awareness of 
the need for systematic and planned activities in the 
field of further ecotourism development, with spe-
cial reference to raising the education of the visitors 
in terms of nature protection and involvement of the 

Table 2. Respondents’ attitudes on tourism in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR

Item
Employees in the Gornje 

Podunavlje SNR Authority
INCVP experts University professors

Tourism in the Gornje Podunavlje 
SNR

Mean  
Value 

Standard 
Deviation 

Mean  
Value 

Standard 
Deviation 

Mean  
Value 

Standard 
Deviation 

Tourism in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR 
represents a chance for successful and 
active nature protection. 

4.50 1.00 4.50 .58 5.00 .00

Tourism in the Gornje Podunavlje 
SNR might be a threat for protected 
natural values. 

2.00 1.41 3.25 .96 3.25 .96

Development of tourism in the Gornje 
Podunavlje SNR is on satisfying level. 

1.75 .50 2.25 .50 2.25 .50

Ecotourism in the Gornje Podunavlje 
SNR is optimally developed.

2.00 .82 1.75 .50 2.75 .96

The local community is sufficiently 
involved in tourism of the Gornje 
Podunavlje SNR.

2.75 .50 2.00 1.41 2.75 .50
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local community in such activities. Causal thematic 
network illustrates this summary (Figure 2).

Besides that, respondents showed positive attitudes 
on tourism in protected areas (Table 4), especially in 
terms of the fact that the local community should be 
involved in further development (M = 4.92), as well 
as the fact that tourism in protected areas might con-
tribute to a better understanding of nature protection 

(M = 4.83). The lowest mean value was recorded for 
the item which is indicating that tourism represent a 
threat for protected areas (M = 2.42). Findings are also 
indicating the fact that tourism in the Gornje Podu-
navlje SNR represents a chance for active nature pro-
tection (M = 4.67), which is not sufficiently utilized, 
considering the fact that tourism development in this 
SNR still did not reach the satisfying level (M = 2.08). 

Table 3. Respondents’ attitudes on ecotourism in Karapandža, Štrbac and Bestrement

Item
Employees in the Gornje 

Podunavlje SNR Authority
INCVP experts University professors

Tourism in Karapandža, Štrbac  
and Bestrement

Mean Value 
Standard 
Deviation 

Mean Value 
Standard 
Deviation 

Mean Value 
Standard 
Deviation 

Tours across the educational paths 
in Karapandža represent a threat for 
protected species and habitats.

1.25 .50 3.25 1.50 1.75 .96

Tours across the educational path 
in Štrbac represent a threat for 
protected species and habitats.

1.50 1.00 3.00 1.41 2.00 .82

Tours across the educational path 
in Bestrement represent a threat for 
protected species and habitats.

1.50 1.00 3.00 1.41 2.00 .82

Karapandža, Štrbac and Bestrement 
encompass some of the most 
important values of the Gornje 
Podunavlje SNR.

4.75 .50 5.00 .00 5.00 .00

Ecotourism within Karapandža, Štrbac 
and Bestrement might contribute to 
gaining complete experience of the 
Gornje Podunavlje SNR.

4.50 .58 3.00 1.41 4.25 .96

Ecotourism (education, interpretation) 
should be developed on the other 
localities within the Gornje Podunavlje 
SNR, outside three researched ones.

2.50 1.00 4.75 .50 4.75 .50

Ecotourism within Karapandža, Štrbac 
and Bestrement encourages nature 
protection.

4.50 .58 4.50 .58 4.25 .50

Figure 2. Key constructs in ecotourism development within the Gornje Podunavlje SNR

Employees in the Gornje
Podunavlje SNR Authority

INCVP experts

University professors
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impact of ecotourism
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impact in current
condition of the

ecotourism
development

With potential
negative impact

in further
ecotourism

development

Systematic and
planned activities

in the field
of further ecotourism

development,
education of the
visitors in term of
nature protection,

increasing the
involvement of the
local community
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Discussion

According to the main findings of the previous re-
search, assessment of the impact of tourism activities 
on natural resources within the paths, including the 
monitoring the plant and animal species, represents 
important step in minimizing negative effects of ec-
otourism (Asmelash, & Kumar, 2019; Blancas et al., 
2016; Laimer, 2017; Kristjánsdóttir et al., 2018; Map-
jabil et al., 2017; Pablo-Cea et al., 2020). Considering 
the fact that ecotourism represents a growing indus-
try, further research of this type are of particular im-
portance (Carvache-Franco et al., 2020). 

Experts for nature protection expressed their 
attitudes on whether the plant species within 
Karapandža, Štrbac and Bestrement are sensitive 
in relation to ecotourism activities. 

Employees in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR Authori-
ty believe that plant species are not sensitive or endan-
gered, because they are not located in immediate vicin-
ity of the walking paths, nor do visitors move without 
the supervision of guides’ professional service. Most of 
INCVP experts also believe that plant species are not 
threaten. However, these experts believe that potential 
impact on sensitive plant species is possible in the nar-
rowest zone of the visitors’ movement, where visitors 
usually stay longer. University professors consider that 
adequate spatial planning of the walking paths might 
reduce the negative impact of further tourism develop-
ment. Planning should be careful and under the pro-
fessional supervision, considering the fact that some 
threats for the plant species are not obvious and they 

Table 4. Summarized respondents’ attitudes

Item Mean Value Standard Deviation 

Tourism in protected areas 4.10 .54

Tourism in protected areas might contribute to a better understanding of nature 
protection.

4.83 .39

Tourism represents a threat to protected areas. 2.42 1.31

Tourists in protected areas should always be under the Protected Areas Managers’ 
supervision.

4.33 .99

Projects of nature protection might be financed by the incomes gained for 
providing tourism services.

4.00 1.41

The local community has important role in tourism of protected areas. 4.92 .29

Tourism in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR 2.85 .54

Tourism in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR is a chance for successful/active nature 
protection. 

4.67 .65

Tourism in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR might be a threat for protected natural 
values. 

2.83 1.19

Development of tourism in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR is on satisfying level. 2.08 .52

Ecotourism in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR is optimally developed. 2.17 .84

The local community is sufficiently involved in tourism of the Gornje Podunavlje 
SNR.

2.50 .91

Tourism in localities Karapandža, Štrbac and Bestrement 3.36 .55

Tours across the educational paths in Karapandža represent a threat for protected 
species and habitats.

2.08 1.31

Tours across the educational path in Štrbac represent a threat for protected 
species and habitats.

2.17 1.19

Tours across the educational path in Bestrement represent a threat for protected 
species and habitats.

2.17 1.19

Karapandža, Štrbac and Bestrement encompass some of the most important 
values of the Gornje Podunavlje SNR.

4.92 .29

Ecotourism within Karapandža, Štrbac and Bestrement might contribute to gaining 
complete experience of the Gornje Podunavlje SNR.

4.10 .99

Ecotourism (education, interpretation) should be developed on the other localities 
within the Gornje Podunavlje SNR, outside three researched ones.

4.00 1.28

Ecotourism within Karapandža, Štrbac and Bestrement encourages nature 
protection. 

4.42 .52
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are not easy to predict. For example, trampling might 
contribute to dispersing invasive plants, which is con-
firmed in the study conducted by Buckley (2004a). Be-
sides that, Ballantyne and Pickering (2012) consid-
ered the ecotourism as a threatening process for wild 
orchids, on the basis of other human activities, such 
as direct collecting and habitat clearance. Authors of 
the same study suggested that it is important to pro-
vide comprehensive evaluations of the range of impacts 
and species affected by tourism and the field assess-
ments of tourism impacts, in order to provide a basis 
of knowledge for reducing the negative impacts of eco-
tourism (Ballantyne & Pickering, 2012). In terms of the 
protected plant species within the Gornje Podunavlje 
SNR, University professors indicated that water-violets 
or water-lilies, for example, are not endangered, con-
sidering the fact that info boards are set across the pro-
tected localities, while the entire destination have the 
image related to nature conservation. 

In case of the animal species sensitivity within 
Karapandža, Štrbac and Bestrement, in relation 
to ecotourism activities, experts for nature pro-
tection pointed out that it is necessary to consider 
the main characteristics of these important sites. 
The same as in the case of the plant species, em-

ployees in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR Authority 
also believe that animal species are not endangered 
at the moment. However, they also believe that there 
is a potential threat in the case of opening the addi-
tional localities for tourists. This is important to keep 
in mind, considering the fact that there are periods 
during the year when reproduction of the animal 
species takes place and when all activities are sus-
pended, including the movement of people, employ-
ees and local population. These findings are in line 
with the previously conducted studies which indi-
cated the importance of considering the main char-
acteristics of localities and protected species, when 
prescribing concrete measures for each path sepa-
rately (Hockett et al., 2017; Kidd etal., 2015; Tomczyk 
& Ewertowski, 2013).

INCVP experts are indicating that Karapandža is 
characterized by the animal species, such as wild cats, 
Štrbac is a specific site where deer and other game 
species are inhabited, while Bestrement is a habitat of 
butterflies – such as freyer’s purple emperor (Apatura 
metis). In that regard, Lemelin and Jaramillo-López, 
(2020) researched the role of tourism in a conserva-
tion of the Monarch butterfly and they also highlight-
ed the need to design a special protection measures for 
tourists’ behavior within the site of protected species 
(Lemelin & Jaramillo-López, 2020). 

University professors indicated that the most im-
portant bird species in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR are 
white-tailed eagle and black stork, that are extremely 

sensitive to the people’s presence in a relatively large 
radius around the nest (there are different recommen-
dations for restricting the movement in different Eu-
ropean countries - from several hundred meters, up to 
more than one km). 

Specific measures in the process of the ecotour-
ism realization need to be adjusted to concrete 
sites and natural resources ​​that are dominant 
within each of them.
Employees in the Gornje Podunavlje SNR Authori-

ty indicated that scope of the visit is not so large to en-
danger the most important natural values at the mo-
ment. In later stages (when the number of visits per day 
would account more than 200 visitors), some of the ad-
ditional measures will certainly be needed. INCVP ex-
perts highlighted that there is a need to accurately pre-
scribe the time dynamics of eco-tours, considering the 
time allowed for staying within the sensitive points 
of the Gornje Podunavlje SNR, together with control-
ling the size of the group of visitors. Besides that, they 
also emphasized the importance of limiting the vis-
its during the week, especially during the critical peri-
ods, when plant and animal species are sensitive to dis-
turbance. Finally, University professors indicated that 
protection of species and habitats must remain the pri-
mary function of the area, while ecotourism should be 
implemented only in a sustainable manner. There are 
many examples of a good practice of ecotourism devel-
opment in particularly important natural areas around 
the world, and especially in Europe. All of these exam-
ples are indicating the fact that, during development of 
ecotourism, the emphasis should be on educating the 
visitors, as well as on sustainable involvement of the lo-
cal community (Šiljeg et al., 2019). 

Gornje Podunavlje SNR represents an important 
protected area, not only in Serbia, but also in wider 
terms, considering its international importance. No 
matter the fact, this protected area is still in the initial 
base of developing the ecotourism, which imposes the 
contribution of this research to a very limited litera-
ture regarding the assessment of tourism development 
to protected natural values of this site. Besides that, 
current circumstances caused by the COVID-19 pan-
demic indicated the fact that nature will have impor-
tant role in further tourism recovery (Spalding et al., 
2021). It means that it is expected that number of vis-
itors in protected areas will increase in the following 
years, which imposes the additional contribution of 
this research, reflected in terms of providing the real 
assessment of the natural values before its further in-
tensive tourism development. Finally, considering the 
previously mentioned fact that ecotourism represents 
a growing industry, further research of this type is of 
particular importance, especially from the experts for 
nature protection points of view. 
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Conclusion

This research was oriented towards the assessment of 
the ecotourism impact on the environment within a 
destination that is in the process of development. The 
assessment of potential impacts was based on the atti-
tudes of experts in the field of nature protection, who 
are introduced with the main characteristics of the 
Gornje Podunavlje SNR, primary with all characteris-
tics of habitats, ecosystems, plant and animal species. 
The research results indicated that protected plant and 
animal species are not endangered by the current level 
of ecotourism and related tours across the education-
al paths, while potential negative impact could appear 
on the basis of further development. Besides theoreti-
cal contribution related to formation of the new ques-
tionnaire, the main findings of this research could 
find their practical implication in adjustment of fur-
ther ecotourism activities to protection of natural val-
ues. Finally, it is important to indicate that this is a 
preliminary research that provided a knowledge ba-
sis on the experts’ experience in the ecotourism de-
velopment, which is highlighting the fact that moni-
toring of plant and animal species within ecotourism 
sites should be a priority. Interestingly, employees in 
the Gornje Podunavlje SNR Authority see less oppor-
tunities regarding the fact that nature protection pro-
jects might be financed from the incomes realized on 
the basis of providing tourism services, comparing to 
the perception of the other two groups of the nature 
protection experts within the sample. This is not sur-
prising, keeping in mind that there are isolated cases 

in Serbia that have succeeded in ecotourism regard-
ing the financial issue. Therefore, it is necessary to en-
courage them and train them through examples of a 
good practice to position themselves more adequately 
on the tourism market.

Besides theoretical contribution in the field of pro-
viding the knowledge base related to insufficiently re-
searched ecotourism assessment on protected area 
with expressed potential for further tourism develop-
ment, such as Gornje Podunavlje SNR, this research 
also provides potential for practical implication of the 
research results. More precisely, it provides the basic 
findings regarding the main issues in terms of the na-
ture protection, which might be used in the form of 
guidance for further tourism development that will 
not endanger vulnerable resources, such as plant and 
animal species. The research results also provided a 
basis for establishing the further research frame that 
will be constructed in line with the main issues of na-
ture protection in protected areas. Findings might 
serve not only to Gornje Podunavlje SNR, but to oth-
er widely spread protected areas. Besides theoretical 
and practical contributions, this research also con-
tains several limitations, mainly related to the num-
ber of the respondents within the sample and gener-
al construction of the question items for the purpose 
of the pilot study. Removals of these limitations are 
planned within the next more detailed study, while 
similar researches might be conducted within other 
protected areas. 
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