Estonia could benefit from nature tourism
Millions of euros are being spent in nature tourism today. Estonia should use its great opportunities to get some of this money, said Tim Appleton, co-organiser of The British Birdwatching Fair (Birdfair).
You are here for the first time, what are the impressions?

My friends and I came here for four days to get acquainted with Estonia and the wildlife here. Our first impression: a lot of snow and very cold! Seriously though, we are positively surprised. Please don’t be offended, but the truth is that we had a western world stereotyped image of Estonia - as an Eastern block country, thinking that Estonian quality would be perhaps lower than western. The reality, however, was diametrically opposed: amazing logistics, excellent hotels, very good food. I have to admit that the food was the main thing we were worried about.  But in fact, we may consider this trip a gastronomic voyage.

You came here to watch birds. Did you find what you were searching for?

Currently, the season is just beginning and it is a shame that spring is very late, so we did not see all the expected species. However, the trip may be considered a success in every way, as we saw 60-70 bird species in four days, Steller’s Eider among them. This is an exceptional bird, rare, and it cannot be seen in Britain. We came to Estonia mainly to see that bird and for most of us this was our first sighting.

There is much to see in Estonia and the chance for nature tourism to be a major industry and business. In Britain it is already big business.  The RSPB, (Royal Society for the Protection of Birds) has more than a million members. Their annual turnover is 100 million pounds and they employ 15,000 people. My organization, the Wildlife Trust has more than 700 000 members.

More and more people are travelling around to watch birds. And the number of birds in Western Europe is decreasing because of modern agriculture. 

Estonia is not progressed that far?

Your wildlife is the crown jewel! Many Western Europeans would be willing to give anything to see it. Serious enthusiasts want to see butterflies, dragonflies, insects, flowers. You have it all, a diversity which you should be proud of. Brown bears, wolves, a number of other mammals, which Western European people have not seen in a long time.

To come and see a brown bear is a real thrill as most people only see him on the TV. These people are willing to sit down and wait for hours in the forest for the bear to show. The advent of digital cameras has increased the number of fans, because everyone can take photos now, and they can enjoy the wilderness even more this way.
Estonia has excellent opportunities to introduce its wilderness and nature tourism. Let it be birds, mammals, butterflies, insects: many people from outside Estonia have a major interest in them - millions of people who want to practice birdwatching, who want to experience something special. They have the opportunity to come here, this is cheap and easy for them.

In England everything is very nice, but if you look closely, we do not have fields of weeds and insects, all the hedges are neatly shorn. Try to find a place in England, where you cannot see any artificial objects. 
Modern agriculture and a keenness to be more efficient is a matter in Estonia as well and  Estonian villagers want to live a good life too, but it is important to find ways to compensate farmers for using traditional methods. That way they would not deplete nature, but at the same time would be able to gain a normal income. If you use chemicals, then everything changes. You lose the balance, insects and butterflies and all life will disappear. Poland was a fantastic land for nature tourism. The eastern part is still beautiful, however, dramatic changes are happening. You should learn from it. You must find a way to maintain what already exists and ecotourism is one possibility.

You cannot imagine how many tourists want to see local people here, and see part of their lives. For us it was very interesting for example to see how bread is made. However, it also provides a source of income for locals.

But our summer is so short.

It affects the general tourism, but in wildlife tourism the season is longer. It is March now and you can birdwatch until at least October. It is important to extend the season as long as possible. This is a good for tour operators, bus companies, hotels and restaurants as well.
What should we follow when developing ecotourism?

In developing ecotourism, you should have very good guides who know the wildlife well. Our few days experience with Estonian Nature Tours has been very good. I would recommend to produce some books, by which interested people can choose the suitable nature trails for themselves.
The geographical location gives Estonia a very interesting product from an eco-tourism point of view. In addition to coastal areas, for example, border areas. What kind of wildlife is there along the border with Russia, and in neighbouring countries? Estonia has a big advantage in good flight connections. Currently, various low-cost airlines fly here.

The average nature tourist leaves around 1300 euros to Estonia.

Tourism is an important branch of the economy and an export sector, and a nature tourist spends significantly more money in a country than a traditional tourist. 

According to Bank of Estonia, the export of Estonian tourism services was 815.2 million euros in the previous year. How much of that is directly related to nature tourism is unfortunately not known.

However, it is clear that in such countries as Great Britain, Holland, Germany, Denmark, Switzerland, Belgium, France, Italy, Australia, Japan and the United States, they are selling wildlife holidays abroad.
It is also known from different studies that the nature tourist is more educated and broad minded than traditional tourists, and that visits by nature tourists are supporting mostly rural areas. 

Estonian Nature Tours owner and CEO Marika Mann believes that 1000-1500 nature tourists will visit Estonia this year for the purpose of bird watching and nature watching. Her company alone will serve about 600 tourists.
Estonian Nature Tours turnover this year should double in comparison with the previous year – to 256 000 euros. Mann said that nature tourist spends here at least 1278 euros, so the total amount would be 1.9 million euros this year.

Tim Appleton said that the most important part of nature tourism is highly skilled guides – it is important to have a variety of different types of specialists in the field who are skilled in different European languages​​.

Marika Mann said that Estonia has currently 12-13 guides with practical experience and with their help Estonia could welcome at least 3, 000 tourists. 
As the number of tourists is increasing gradually, there is a parallel interest in nature enthusiasts who want to train themselves more and Mann said that for the year 2015 there will be up to 25 guides who will be actively working as a guide. 
"If Estonia would value local entrepreneurs, guides and tour operators more in the future, then it will also receive more taxes in the form of VAT," Mann notes.

If the state fails to do so, then we are going to receive foreign travel arrangements and nature enthusiasts who are coming with their own guides, which in turn means that some taxes would not be collected. 
