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Website Review: The North Carolina Birding Trail  (www.ncbirdingtrail.org)

	M ost birding trails have websites these days, of varying quality and usefulness. From an E.D. 
perspective, however, the website for the North Carolina Birding Trail (NCBT) is an exem-
plary model. 
	 The mission statement of the NCBT is “to conserve and enhance North Carolina’s 
bird habitat by promoting sustainable bird-watching activities, economic opportunities and 
conservation education.” The NCBT website highlights bird-watcher-worthy sites in three 
regions—mountains, piedmont and coastal—and includes the typical trail information that 
details habitat bird types, birds that can be witnessed at a particular site, site amenities, and 
driving directions. It provides downloadable maps of the sites and associated site descrip-
tions. The website also serves as a portal to various on-line resources regarding travel, 
conservation and education-related efforts throughout the state. Overall, the North Carolina 
Birding Trail website has a clean, easily navigable presentation sure to please any bird-watcher.
	 What makes this particular birding trail effort stand out among others, however, is the 
information targeted at non-bird-watchers. The potential and actual economic impact of 
bird-watching is recognized in the academic literature (see “Bird-watching, Ecotourism, and 
Economic Development”, (ARED, this issue). With the novel “Birder Friendly Business & 
Birder Friendly Community” training program, however, the North Carolina Wildlife Re-
sources Commission—who manages the NCBT—is trying to disseminate this information 
more broadly and helpfully to local businesses and communities.
	 This traveling workshop, as overviewed on the website, provides directed training on sev-
eral key topics: understanding bird-watchers and their needs as customers; effectively mar-
keting local businesses and communities to bird-watchers; the fundamentals of bird-watching; 
and conservation practices. Participating businesses are given a “Birder Friendly Business” 
logo to display and are advertised on the NCBT website as a “Birder Friendly Business.” 
There are currently well over one hundred businesses and communities listed. Unfortunately, 
what is missing on the corresponding Birder Friendly Businesses page on the website is 
discussion about why a business owner should be interested in marketing his or her business 
to birders in particular. Thus, the link between bird-watching activities, local businesses and 
conservation is not explicitly made here to the targeted audience. The question “What are 
the benefits of the NC Birding Trail?,” however, is asked and briefly answered in a separate 
downloadable Frequently Asked Questions document accessible from the home page. This 
document includes statistics from a recent recreational survey and makes the case for the 
contribution of bird-watching to local economies and in turn to conservation.
	A nother original component of this trail effort is the “Birder Calling Card.” These business 
cards are intended to be downloaded by bird-watchers and then left at businesses visited 
along the trail. The card informs the recipient that the bird-watcher visited because of the 
North Carolina Birding Trail and states “Please continue to care for your natural resources 
and I’ll be back to use the trail and patronize local businesses.” Recipients of the cards are 
then invited to contact the North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission for further infor-
mation. When widely circulated by the birding community, these calling cards have the poten-
tial to increase awareness by local businesses of the economic impacts of bird-watching.
	 Development of the North Carolina Birding Trail began in 2003. Bimonthly “Trail Mail” 
newsletters have kept website visitors informed on birding trail events since 2005. With the 
final phase of trail development scheduled for 2009, we can thus look forward to hearing 
more about the impacts of the innovative economic, conservation and educational strategies 
implemented for this birding trail as described on the website. 

- Sheri L.. Glowinski
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made goods and services. Further, the authors 
also cited a survey indicating that more than 
one-half of local businesses derived up to 25 
percent of their revenues from Hawk Moun-
tain visitors. Businesses thus acknowledged 
that birders were important contributors to 
the local economy. 

The above examples provide economic data 
from popular bird-watching hotspots. Lo-
cal economic data has also been gathered 
from studies conducted at birding festivals. 
For example, Kim et al. (1998) examined 
birder expenditures at the Annual Hummer/
Bird Celebration held in Texas. This 4-day 
event that takes place during September is 
the nation’s oldest festival of its kind. The 
authors obtained demographic and economic 
data from 517 survey participants and esti-
mated that the total festival expenditures for 
the approximate 4500 attendees were $1.27 
million with nonresidents contributing over 
80 percent of that total. The overall eco-
nomic impact was estimated at $2.5 million 
resulting in the creation of 73 local jobs. No 
attempt was made to validate the results using 
direct business surveys in the local area, how-
ever. Additionally, the authors noted that no 
estimate of economic leakages was made but 
suggested that artwork and optical equipment 
sold by nonresident festival vendors likely 
contributed significantly.

Chambliss et al. (2007) reported the eco-
nomic impact of a festival based in Brevard 
County, Florida. This 5-day long festival held 
in January, brought in an estimated 3000 bird-
ers into the area. These participants brought 
an estimated $929,870 of economic impact 
to the county, which represented a 50 percent 
increase over the 2005 festival. Approxi-
mately $800,000 of this impact is attributed 
to personal spending by birders, with the bal-
ance generated by spending related to festival 
organization. Notably, nonresident partici-
pants spent an average of $532 per individual 
during the festival, nearly three times the 
amount spent by residents, and generated an 
economic impact of $825 per person in the 
county. Overall, the economic impact of this 

festival generated the equivalent of 13.4 jobs 
in the area. 

Lynch et al. (2003) documented the eco-
nomic impact of a small birding festival 
which brought in over 230 birders into Gulf, 
Franklin and Bay Counties, Florida during 
October, the off-tourism season. Results from 
surveys (n=114) indicated birders spent over 
$35,000 in personal expenditures. Taking 
into consideration all festival expenses made 
including registration fees, a total of $52,098 
of direct expenditures was made by partici-
pants, resulting in $85,218 of local economic 
impact and 1.4 year-long jobs. An emphasis 
was made by festival organizers to use local 
contractors whenever possible, although no 
further validation of local impacts was made.

Caveats
Overall, the studies show that bird-watching 
has the potential to infuse regional economies 
with financial resources although the extent 
of the local impact varies depending on loca-
tion and type of bird-watching event being 
studied (i.e., festival or migratory hotspot). 
Few of the studies reviewed specifically 
addressed any of the components of regional 
E.D. as defined previously, especially with 
respect to improving life-sustaining goods 
and services and educational opportunities, 
so it is difficult to conclusively say whether 
the stated objectives of regional E.D. are met 
by those examples of bird-related tourism. 
However, several of the studies do indicate 
that employment is or may be enhanced. 
Studies require more in depth analysis and 
validation of the paths that revenue stemming 
from bird-watching takes in order to deter-
mine to what extent it enhances the objectives 
of regional E.D. in the areas in which this 
activity takes places. With appropriate plan-
ning, E.D. practitioners can capitalize on an 
area’s natural resources non-extractively and 
use the resulting financial resources that bird-
watching generates to fulfill the objectives of 
regional E.D.

Bird-watching has several attributes that 
make it a desirable economic activity for 
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a community. Like ecotourism as whole, 
bird-watching is a non-consumptive activity; 
it is based on existing natural resources and 
participants’ interest in those resources. Bird-
ing can provide revenues for communities 
outside the traditional tourist season when it 
capitalizes on spring or fall migratory events 
(Kerlinger and Brett 1995). Alternatively, it 
can provide revenues for communities that 
have no other tourist attractions (e.g., Platte 
River, Nebraska and High Island, Texas; 
Kerlinger and Brett 1995). Further, because 
birders generally have an interest in and 
money to spend on bird-related items such as 
artwork, books, and souvenirs and many stay 
at locally-based accommodations (Hvene-
gaard et al.1989, Leones et al. 1998), oppor-
tunities to enhance economic linkages, and 
thus regional E.D., exist. Also, bird-watchers 
travel. Wiedner and Kerlinger (1995) found 
that birders spent an average of 13 nights 
away from home to engage in bird-watching 
during 1988. Further, individuals who travel 
generally spend more than those who do not 
and in some cases much more (e.g., Eubanks 
et al. 1993). Thus, local communities inter-
ested in maximizing the benefit gained by 
bird-watching activities should aim to capture 
more overnight stays by birders (Leones et 
al. 1998). Increasing the visibility of other 
locations to visit can facilitate this process. 
Finally, birders, and nature tourists in general, 
spend more than non-birders. Thus, ecotour-
ism including bird-watching can be more 
lucrative for a community than other types of 
economic activities. 

Several caveats with respect to bird-watching 
as an economic activity need to be addressed. 
Because bird-watching activity based on 
bi-annual migrations is an inherently seasonal 
phenomenon, birding tourism is likely to 
reflect that same pattern. Thus, E.D. manag-
ers should take that into consideration when 
planning development options, as diversifica-
tion may be necessary for local development 
to be sustainable. As highlighted by Hven-
egaard et al. (1989), additional nature-based 
activities may serve to supplement economic 
investments by bird-watchers. 

Eubanks et al. (2004) noted that although 
bird-watching is a non-consumptive activ-
ity, bird-watchers are not non-consumptive. 
Thus birding tourism can generate negative 
impacts in addition to the beneficial. For 
example, Kerlinger and Brett (1995) noted 
that the increase in birder visitation at Hawk 
Mountain Sanctuary created environmental 
concerns such as traffic jams, vehicle exhaust 
fumes, noise, and trail deterioration. Further, 
bird-watching activities such as photography 
can have negative effects on the birds them-
selves, especially when rare or endangered 
species are involved (Klein et al. 1995, 
Sekercioglu 2002, Yasué and Dearden 2006). 
Lastly, revenue leakages can be high, espe-
cially with respect to the lodging and travel 
sectors (e.g., Leones et al. 1998, Taylor et al. 
2003). Thus, local economies can experience 
a loss even while revenue is being created. 
As bird-watching often commences in early 
morning, and thus birders may prefer to 
be close to bird-watching attractions, local 
economic benefit in the lodging sector could 
be maximized by enhancing local linkages, 
e.g., by promoting locally owned lodging in 
the vicinity of bird-watching hotspots. 

Conclusions
To summarize, bird-watching appears to have 
potential as a tool for regional E.D. However, 
for bird-related tourism to be a sustainable 
development option, at home or abroad, 
planners should recognize that any form of 
ecotourism, bird-watching included, is not a 
panacea in spite of its many benefits (Krüger 
2005, Che 2006). Comprehensive planning 
that addresses environmental (e.g., visitor 
impacts), social (e.g., educational opportuni-
ties) and economic (e.g., leakages, infrastruc-
ture) issues is necessary for bird-watching to 
generate revenue and support regional E.D. 
as well.

In the case of La Tigra National Park, Mal-
donado and Montagnini (2004) proposed 
several options to improve the park’s eco-
nomic support via tourism, mainly increasing 
visitation, entrance fees and/or souvenir sales. 
Not surprisingly, the authors did not include 
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an emphasis on enhancing bird-related tour-
ism in the park as an economic strategy. In 
light of the data presented in this paper, sev-
eral actions could be implemented at LTNP to 
promote visitation and economic contribution 
by bird-watchers in particular. As bird-watch-
ers are willing to pay over and above exist-
ing fees for the ability to participate in this 
pastime (Hvenegaard et al. 1989, Eubanks 
et al. 2004, Stoll et al. 2006), an increase in 
entrance fees, especially for non-national 
tourists, could be a feasible option to increas-
ing revenue. An increase in birder visitation 
could be facilitated by several means. First, 
several of the park’s residents are knowledge-
able in the local birdlife (SLG pers. obs.), 
therefore, these residents could be trained to 
guide birders in the park (e.g., Jacobson and 
Robles 1992). Given the presence in the park 
of the highly sought-after Quetzal, guides that 
could lead birders to areas where this species, 
in particular, could be found would be in high 
demand. Their services would ideally need to 
be advertised, e.g., at LTNP’s main manage-
ment office located in Tegucigalpa, at the 
park’s two visitor centers and on Honduras’ 
tourism website (www.letsgohonduras.com), 
for this service to be productive economi-
cally. An additional resource useful to bird-
watchers that could be sold for a profit would 
be a multi-lingual bird list for the park with 
an accompanying photographic guide. Park 
managers currently have in their possession 
many high quality photographs of the birds 
and other scenery from the park from a recent 
scientific study (SLG pers. obs.), thus produc-
tion costs would be lessened by the availabili-
ty of this resource. Further, the sale of locally 
produced goods, e.g., bird-related artwork, 
would provide opportunities for birders to 
contribute to the economy of the park and its 
associated communities. When publicized 
using effective advertising channels, the 
availability of these goods and services could 
help to increase bird-watcher visitation and 
spending in LTNP, thus promoting regional 
E.D. based on non-extractive use of the area’s 
natural resources. While the suggestions here-
in are directed towards LTNP’s ecotourism 
issues, they are not unique to this location. 

Independent of the site, they are important 
considerations that can be applied to other 
areas by E.D. practitioners implementing 
bird-tourism as an economic strategy.
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