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Tourism has helped fuel much of Thailand's rapid 

growth 1n recent years. Yet the country 1s 1n 

danger of killing the goose that lays this golden 

egg. Lack of regulation, coupled with 

inappropriate development, has meant that many 

of the country's most important tourist sites are 

1n danger of being over-developed and despoiled. 

In response to this problem, a new report has 

found that many Thais are not only very -+ 

A summary of EEPSEA Research Report 2002-RRS, An Economic Valuation of Coastal 
Ecosystems in Phang Nga Bay, Thailand, by Udomsak Seenprachawong (School of 
Development Economics, National Institute of Development Administration, Thailand; contact: 
udomsak.s@nida.nida.ac.th) 



Many Thais are passionately 
-+ concerned about the 

protection of marine and coastal 

tourism destinations , but wo uld be 

willing to pay to see such sites 

conserved. The report r ecommen ds 

that tourism itself holds many of the 

answers to the problem and suggests 

ways in which conservation measures 

can be financed and put into 

practice. 

The study was done by Udom sak 

Seenprachawo ng, at the time a 

facul ty member of Thailand 's 

Sukhothai Thammathirat Open 

University. He looked at Phang Nga 

Bay on the country's southern 

seaboa1·d. His findings mirror those 

of his earlier report on the islands 

of Phi Phi. (EEPSEA 200r- RR7) . 

Both studies are r elevant to many 

other ma r ine sites in the country. 

Phang ga Bay 
Phang Nga Bay is a large area of 

amazing natural beauty in the 

Andaman Sea. It is internationally 

famous for its tourist attractions that 

include the beaut iful beaches of 

Phuket and the magnificent coastal 

views of Pha ng Nga and Krabi. 

One of the most important 

marine habitats in the area are the 

coral reefs along the coastline and 

offshore. T he bay is also h o m e to 

over 6o,ooo ha of mangroves. 

Local communities are highly 

dependent on these habitats because 

they protect shrimp nurseries and 

fishery areas. There are also a 

number of nation al parks in the 

area where endangered species such 

as sea turtles b reed. 

The unique beauty of Phang Nga 

Bay is u nde r threat from both 

unregulated tourism -wh ich h as 

been going on since the early rg8os 

- and the proposed Southern 

Map of Phang Nga Bay 

Seaboard Developm ent Project 

(SSDP). Already trees have been 

removed , wetlands filled in and 

beaches polluted by poorly treated 

wastewate r. Surveys have shown a 

slow and steady declin e of c01·al in 

the area because of elevated 

sediment in the water . As currently 

planned, the SSDP will involve the 

con struction o f many new projects -

such as deep-sea ports and highways 

- close to important and sensitive 

tourist sites in the Bay. 
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tncerned about the environment 
Conservation vs Development 
Given the rapid rate of destruction 

in the area, options fo r sustainable 

coastal management need to be 

urgently identified. 

Seenprachawong's study aimed to 

address the conflict between 

conservation and development by 

assessing the economic value of 

preserving the natu ral environment 

in the bay. This information is vital 

if informed decisions are to be 

made about the expansion of 

environmental ly-damaging 

commercial activities. 

T h is work is vital not just in 

Phang Nga Bay, but elsewhere in 

Thailand. The country's 2,705 km 

long coastl ine is under th reat of 

degradation. Between 1961 and 

1993, for example, Thailand's 

mangrove forests have been reduced 

from 367 , ooo ha to less than 

168,676 ha. 

Giving People Choices 
To get the information he 

n eeded , Seenprachawong used a 

"choice experiment" to estimate the 

value that visito rs and locals would 

place on changes in t he qual ity of 

Phang Nga Bay's marin e and coastal 

YOUR CHOICE ~ 

Increased living coral cover 

Increased income from fishery 

Flood occurrence 

Increased area protected 

ecosystems. A choice experimen t 

gives respo ndents a number of 

o ptions and asks them to choose th e 

o ne they most p refer. A rando m 

sample of 300 Thais (not 

foreigners) was selected and fo ur 

teams of surveyors conducted face

to-face interviews. 

The respondents were asked to 

choose between three target levels -

average, good or excellent - for 

environmental improvem ent. These 

targets related to living coral cover 

(a measure of flora and fauna 

b iodiversity), income fr om fishery (a 

measure of local livelihood), flood 

occurrence (a measure of ecological 

function) and ar ea protected (a 

measure o f the rare an d endangered 

species under protection) . Each 

ch o ice of target was linked to an 

income tax hike, the amount that 

would be required to finance 

successful implementation. 

In this way the su rvey investigated 

the importance respondents placed 

on the recreational use , consumptive 

use and indirect and non-use value 

of P hang Nga Bay' s ecosystems. The 

qu estionnaire and the attributes 

used in the choice experiment were 

developed in cooperat ion with 

research ers specialized in marine 

Choice set from Phang Nga Bay Questionnaire 

Status quo 

No change 

No change 

Every year 

No change 

Your increased income tax in 2002 (Baht) 0 

Note: 40 Baht = 1 USD 

ecosystems fr om Marine Science 

Institute of University of the 

Philip pines. 

Along with the choice experiment , 

the q uestionnaire also i nvestigated 

attitudes towards the environment, 

current uses of the mangroves and 

coral reefs, and the socioeconomic 

characteristics of the respondents. 

T hroughout, the study emphasized 

both mangroves and coral reefs since 

they are often found together and 

their benefits are closely linked. 

And the Result is? 
Seenp rachawong found that many 

T h ais are passionately concer ned 

abou t environmental protection. 

Indeed, over 35 % of the 

respondents considered protecting 

natural habitats and wildlife to be 

the most important issue for 

Thailand . Nearly half strongly 

agreed wi th the statement "We have a 

duty to protect the environment 

frqm development regardless of the 

cost" . A very high percentage of the 

respondents (8o% ) believed that 

natural resources are of valu e 

because of the benefits they can 

p r ovide to future generations and 

88% agreed that mangroves and 

coral reefs should be conserved 

Plan A Plan B 

25% No change 

No change 60% 

Every 2 years Every 4 years 

20% 50% 

200 700 
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because o f the wild life they suppo r t. 

Amo ng other attitudes t hat 

supported t he con tention that Thais 

care for t h e e nvironmen t was th e 

finding that n ear ly 57 % of th e 

responden ts agreed with th e 

statement " I sh o uld pay for the 

p rotection of p ar ks and n ature 

reserves eve n if I d o not visi t them" . 

How Much is Protection 
Worth? 

When it came to putting a f ig u re 

o n h ow much people value 

e nvironme ntal con cern s, 

Seenprach awo ng found that, on 

average, his respo ndents wou ld each 

be willing to p ay 2,263 Bah t (USD 

57) for a 3 5% to 65% in crease in 

environme n tal quality. Taking into 

acco u n t the numbe1· of peop le who 

might b en e fit from su ch 

improvements, Seenprachawong 

calculated tha t the to ta l ann ual value 

of su ch an increase would b e worth 

5, 784 mi llio n Bah t (USD 144.6 

mi ll ion) , equivalent to 8 % of g ross 

provincial p rodu cts o f Phuket, 

Ph ang Nga , and K rab i provinces 

combined. Fro m his questio nna ire, 

Seenprachawong fo und that the 

p rotec tion o f a diversity o f flora and 

fauna , which p rovid es rec reat io n al 

and to urism b en efits, is p erceived as 

being the m ost impo r tant attribute of 

Phan g N ga Bay. H e fo und th a t 

individuals would b e willing to pay 

1,133 Baht (USD 28) per year for 

improvemen ts in this a rea. 

How to Save the Bay 
I n ligh t o f these findings, 

Seenprachawo ng d rew o n 

international research to propose 

recommendatio ns o n how Phang Nga 

Bay's en vironm e nt sh o uld be 

p rotected. H e pro posed that th e 

government sh o uld impose an officia l 

morato r ium o n a ll n ew hotels and 

re lated to urist accommo d atio n 

deve lopments. H e a lso suggested that 

a ll majo r d evelo pme nt proposals 

m ust b e acco m panied by a th o rough 

en viron m ental impact study and t hat 

th e operatio n of j e t skis and simila r 

h igh- powered marine c1·aft should b e 

pro hibited in the e n vironmentally 

sen sitive areas. 

To raise money fo r conservation 

work, Seenp rachawo n g 1·eco m men ded 

that the governme nt in troduce a two 

tiered basic en trance fee fo r marine 

p arks in Ph an g Nga Bay, with 

d ifferent ra tes for residents and 

fo reigners. T h ais sh o uld p ay an 

en tra n ce fee o f 4 0 Baht ( U S D I) 

while fore ign ers shou ld pay 400 Bah t 

(USD IO) . H e a lso suggested that 

supplementary user fees sh o u ld also 

b e levied when visitors use specific 

recreational sites in the bay an d that 

a h o te l room tax of 4 0 Baht/ USD I 

p er n ight also b e implem e n ted fo r 

n o n -T hais . He pro posed that 

m o n ey could b e raised in a number 

of o ther ways at the s ite. For 

example , park managers could 

implement a "Friends o f the Sea 

Turtle" program . An "adoption 

p rogram" could b e u sed to generate 

revenue for a specific s ite. 

Seenprachawong also 

recommended tha t his findings be 

incorpo rated into a n extended co st 

b en efit analysis of the SSDP. This is 

vita l since the econ o m ic losses the 

scheme wo uld inflict by d am aging 

to urism , coastal pro tectio n and 

fish eries may well outwe igh its 

economic benefi ts. 

O verall , Seenprach awo ng advised 

th at, properly regula ted and 

contro lled, tourism in Phang Nga 

Bay of fers a way to combin e 

en viro nmental conservatio n with 

econ o mic development. This is an 

appealing prosp ect, p a rticularly in 

Thailand, where econ o mic 

d evelo pment alte rnat ives in rural 

a reas are limited and mon ey fo r 

conservation is scarce . 

40 Baht = I U SD ( N o ve mber , 2002) 
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