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East Asia is one of the most populated regions of 
the world, but it also possesses very rich and di-
verse natural and cultural heritage that is protect-
ed by a network of over 760 protected areas (Shep-
pard 2001). Such resources are, however, subject to 
tremendous and increasing visitor use pressure. For 
example, international tourist arrivals in East Asia 
are estimated to have annual growth rates of 7.2-
7.6% between 2000 and 2020, which are the high-
est among all world regions (WTO 1999). Domestic 
recreation and tourism have also experienced rapid 
growth as socio-economic conditions of the region 
continue to improve. Protected areas are prime des-
tinations of international and domestic visitors. Use 
pressure is further exacerbated by recent interests 
of embracing ecotourism as a sustainable develop-
ment strategy in most countries/territories. Grow-
ing concerns about visitor resource impacts have 
prompted recreation ecology research that seeks to 
understand and manage impacts effectively. This 
paper assesses the current state of recreation ecolo-
gy research in East Asia and discusses related chal-
lenges and opportunities.

Recreation ecology research in East Asia started 
late compared to that in Europe and North Ameri-
ca. Previous studies were conducted most countries 
and territories of the region, including Japan, South 
Korea, Taiwan, and to a less extent, Hong Kong, 
China and North Korea (Leung & Lee 2003). Many 
previous studies were published in oriental lan-
guages that have prevented them from widely com-
municating to international colleagues.

A thorough literature review suggests that there are 
three main developmental stages of recreation ecol-
ogy research in East Asia that largely mirrors the 
evolution of recreation ecology in general. At the 

earliest formative stage before 1970 research was 
conducted by Japanese botanists who investigat-
ed trampling effects on alpine plant communities 
along trails. Visitor impacts received no research 
attention elsewhere in the region during that time 
period.

The situation changed substantially between the 
1970s and 1990s when recreation ecology expand-
ed to most parts of the region as a likely response 
to soaring participation of outdoor recreation and 
resultant impacts in natural and protected areas 
(Leung & Lee 2003). During this expansion stage 
concepts and methods of recreation ecology devel-
oped in Europe and North America were adapted 
by East Asian colleagues, though unique measure-
ments were also developed. Results of long-term 
impact monitoring studies on trails were also re-
ported (Yoda & Watanabe 2000). These studies en-
joyed greater international exposure as more of 
them were published in English language. The pri-
mary focus of research during this stage, howev-
er, was still placed on mountainous protected areas 
and trail-related impact problems.

Since 2000 recreation ecology research in East 
Asia has continued to grow with more sophisticat-
ed methodologies applied in recent studies. At this 
strengthening stage theoretical discussion on rec-
reation ecology began to appear. More recent stud-
ies tend to frame research questions in the context 
of sustainable tourism/ecotourism management 
(Deng et al. 2004).

Through several decades of recreation ecology a 
modest body of literature has accumulated for East 
Asia. However, the diversity and maturity of re-
search is still low and research efforts are highly 
uneven within the region. Recreation ecology re-
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search in the region remains to be scholarly pur-
suits with very weak ties to management practices. 
The biggest challenge of all, is how impact and ac-
ceptable impact should be defined in the East Asian 
context. With the sheer amount of visitors to protect-
ed areas there are few options besides high concen-
tration of use and site hardening. Some common-
ly used impact indicators, such as soil compaction, 
may not be as relevant in East Asian protected ar-
eas. Other challenges include lack of baseline data, 
high levels of non-recreation human influence on 
protected areas that may mask recreation impacts, 
lack of devoted researchers in the field, communi-
cation barriers due to language and cultural differ-
ences, development-dominated planning strategy 
in some protected areas, and difficulties in gauging 
the amount and character of use in high-density use 
environments.

Despite the challenges there are numerous oppor-
tunities for recreation ecology in East Asia. There 
are many under-examined research topics and geo-
graphic areas, especially non-mountain protected 
areas. Some established knowledge in recreation 
ecology, such as use-impact and productivity-resil-
ience relationships, can be evaluated in unexplored 
habitats and landscapes of the region that may yield 
new understandings. Landscape-level ecological 
effects of recreation impacts, such as fragmentation 
and wildlife disturbance, can be examined. Due to 
high levels of use in most protected areas, research 
on effective methods of restoration and environ-
mentally and socially sound methods of site hard-
ening is likely to make a unique contribution to the 
region. The feasibility and utility of establishing a 
region-specific set of visitor use/impact indicators 
and associated monitoring protocols for East Asia 
can also be examined (Leung & Lee 2003). Finally, 
ways to enhance communication between research-
ers and protected area managers and facilitate ap-
plication of research results should be investigat-
ed.
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