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Abstract. The severe mass coral reef bleaching event in 2010 has led to coral mortality in the Andaman Sea of 
Thailand. The present study aims to assess socio-economic impacts and tourist perceptions of the 2010 coral 
bleaching event in Mu Koh Surin, Mu Koh Similan and Trang Province, southern part of Thailand, based on 
questionnaire surveys, secondary data sources and interviews of key informants. The surveys revealed that 
52-91% of the tourists interviewed were aware of the 2010 coral reef bleaching event. Approximately 27-50% 
of tourists in the samples were SCUBA diving/snorkeling at the diving sites for the first time. The tourists 
mentioned that the diving was not as good as they expected it to be before coming to the islands because of 
coral bleaching. However they were happy to pay the extra fee of 10, 184 and 27 USD to see a better coral reef 
condition in Mu Koh Surin, Mu Koh Similan and Trang, respectively. About 85-95% of tourists interviewed 
said that they would like to visit the diving sites again. A proper management plan should be implemented with 
close collaboration between marine national parks and private companies in order to ensure sustainable tourism 
in the Andaman Sea. 
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Introduction 

Coral reefs are among high productive marine ecosystems 
that provide a variety of valuable goods and services 
to human, including recreational opportunities for 
SCUBA diving, snorkelling, and sight-seeing, coastal 
protection and nursery ground for commercial and 
recreational fisheries, and the welfare related to the 
existence of diverse natural ecosystems (Brander et al. 
2007, Uyrra et al. 2009). Although coral reefs provide 
many valuable services, several threats cause coral 
degradation such as destructive and illegal fishing, 
sedimentation, land-based pollution, eutrophication, 
mining, dredging, tourism impacts, and climate change 
related coral bleaching due to increases of temperature 
(Cesar, 2000). In 2010, the Andaman Sea faced the 
most extensive coral bleaching event (Yeemin et al. 
2010, Yeemin et al. 2011). Certain locations, such as 
Mu Koh Surin, were especially affected with recorded 
coral mortality over 80%. As high poverty levels in 
most coastal areas with coral reefs, the socio-economic 
impacts of coral reef degradation are a major concern 
of many tropical countries (Cesar, 2000, Grandcourt, 
Cesar 2003, Leujak, Ormond 2007, Cinner et al. 2012). 
Diving and other marine tourism are very important 
sources of income for communities along the coastline 
of Thailand. The socio-economic impacts of massive 
coral bleaching in the Andaman Sea are likely to be 
severe. Expressing losses from coral reef degradation 

 in monetary terms is becoming accepted and is 
gradually considered to strengthen the political interest 
in natural resources conservation and management.  

The present study aims to assess socio-economic 
impacts and tourist perceptions of the 2010 coral 
bleaching event in Mu Koh Surin, Mu Koh Similan 
and Trang Province, southern part of Thailand, based 
on questionnaire surveys, secondary data sources and 
interviews of key informants 

 

Material and Methods 

The present study is based on secondary data sources, 
questionnaire surveys and key informants interview. 
The questionnaire surveys were carried out for tourists 
at Mu Koh Surin and Mu Koh Similan in Phangnga 
Province and a group of islands in Trang Province, 
Thailand. Key informant interview included dive 
instructors, resort managers and owners and boat 
drivers. The tourist questionnaires were filled out by 
over 200 tourists, in the period November 2010-April 
2011. The questionnaires were in Thai and English.  

The questions related to the willingness-to-pay for 
improvement in coral reef quality, interest in the 
environment, knowledge concerning coral bleaching, 
and basic background questions, such as nationality, 
age, education, income, etc. The statistical analysis of 
the data from questionnaires and key informant 
interviews were kept simple, using descriptive statistics. 
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Results 

The surveys showed that most tourists at Mu Koh Surin 
and Trang Province were Thai but those at Mu Koh 

Similan were foreigners (Table 1). The surveys revealed 
that 52-91% of the tourists interviewed were aware of 
the 2010 coral reef bleaching event (Fig. 1).  

 

Nationality Mu Koh Surin Mu Koh Similan Trang Province 

Thai 100 3.3 89.5 

Japanese 0 1.6 0 

Dutch 0 6.6 0 

Norwegian  0 1.6 0 

New Zealand  0 3.3 0 

French 0 6.6 5.2 

Finnish 0 3.3 0 

German 0 11.5 1.8 

Russian 0 1.6 0 

Spanish 0 18 0 

Swedish 0 8.2 0 

American 0 4.9 0 

Austria 0 1.6 0 

English 0 21.3 0 

Italian 0 3.2 0 

Irish 0 3.3 0 

Belgium 0 0 3.5 

Table 1: Percentage of nationality for tourists visiting Mu Koh Surin, Mu Koh Similan and Trang Province 
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Figure 1: Were you aware of coral bleaching before you came here 
this year? 
 

 

 

Approximately 27-50% of tourists in the samples 
were SCUBA diving/snorkeling at the diving sites for 
the first time. The tourists mentioned that the diving 
was not as good as they expected it to be before coming 
to the islands because of coral bleaching (Fig. 2).  

The majority of tourists at Mu Koh Surin expressed 
the diving was not as good as they expected because 
of coral bleaching. However, the tourists were happy 
to pay the extra fee of 10, 184 and 27 USD to see a 
better coral reef condition in Mu Koh Surin, Mu Koh 
Similan and Trang Province, respectively (Fig. 3). 
When we asked the tourists about their opinion to visit 
this place again, about 85-95% of tourists interviewed 
said that they would like to visit the diving sites again 
(Fig. 4). 
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Figure 2: Was SCUBA diving/snorkeling as good as you expected?: A) Mu Koh Surin, B) Mu Koh Similan and C) Trang Province  
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Figure 3: Willingness to pay the extra fee to see better coral reef 
condition 
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Figure 4: Would you like to visit this place again? 

 
Discussion 

A previous study in the Indian Ocean suggested that 
the cumulative losses over a 20 year time period in net 
present value terms are between 8 US$ 600 million 
(optimistic scenario) and 8,000 million (pessimistic 
scenario). In the pessimistic scenario, the total coral 
damages over a 20 year time period are primarily 
from coastal erosion (US$ 2.2 billion), tourism losses 
(US$ 3.3 billion) and fishery losses (1.4 billion US$). 
In the optimistic scenario the losses are still considerable 
stemming mainly from losses in tourism (US$ 0.5 billion) 
(Cesar, 2000). However most tourists interviewed in 
our study said that they would like to visit the three 
diving sites in the Andaman Sea again so the tourism 
losses in Thailand would be lower. This supports 
Andersson (2007) who found that despite losses in 
utility due to coral bleaching the tourists still visited 
the recreational sites.  Future research in Thailand’s 
coral reefs should focus on the specific attributes that 
divers and other tourists are looking for in their holiday 
experience. This can support the marine national 

parks in the Andaman Sea for management of natural 
resources as well as tourism business. A proper 
management plan should be implemented with close 
collaboration between marine national parks and 
private companies in order to ensure sustainable 
tourism in the Andaman Sea. 
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