
Novateur Publication, India 
Geopark 

novateurpublication.com                                                                                                         5 

WHALE SHARK TOURISM 
 

Siti Aqdawiya Pakaya 
Geological Engineering, Universitas Negeri Gorontalo 

Sitiaqdawiya@gmail.com 
 

A. Introduction 
In February 2004, the Global UNESCO Network of Geoparks established in the UNESCO 
International Expert Group meeting in Paris. UNESCO Global Geopark is not a legislative 
appointment, but all the activities must comply with the international, regional, and national laws of 
the country where the geopark is established. 

The development of wildlife tourism has been around for the last twenty years. The success 
of this sector has been marked by increasing public interest in using the marine environment as a 
recreational object, this causes wildlife tourism to have a high chance of experiencing growth in the 
tourism industry (Cater and Cater, 2007). The empowerment of wildlife tourism is seen as one way 
to divert the local economy where consumptive use of marine resources is shifted to non-
consumptive uses whose use can be prolonged (Graham, 2004; Troëng and Drews, 2008). 

An understanding of the human dimension of wildlife tourism is an important element of 
successful wildlife management in nature-based tourism areas. Traditionally, gathering information 
about tourist demand and experience has been the domain of the private sector and has been 
acquired for commercial gain. On contrary, studies of human-wildlife interactions for species 
management are generally conducted from a biological science perspective, which tends to focus on 
the negative impacts on the wildlife concerned and ignore the dimensions of human interactions. 

In fact, natural resource management generally has the dual function of conserving wildlife 
while providing a quality recreational experience (Hammit and Cole, 1998; Manfredo, 2002). One of 
the Wildlife Tourism that is starting to be attracted by tourists is Whale Shark Tourism. By making 
whale sharks an important object, this tour becomes very interesting. It can be seen from the 
increase in visitors who are increasingly soaring. One of the efforts to preserve this tourism is to 
realize how vulnerable these animals are and what is their uniqueness. 

 

B. Discussion 
1. Whale Shark Uniqueness and Vulnerability 
1.1 Whale Shark Uniqueness 

Whale sharks are the largest of all fish and can reach a total length of more than 12 m 
(Stevens, 2007). The whale shark is the largest fish species in the world. It is characterized externally 
by a broad and flathead, with a huge and almost terminal mouth, very large gill slits, three prominent 
longitudinal projections on its upper side, a large first dorsal fin, a semi-crescent caudal fin, and a 
caudal fin. unique back, the pattern of checkered light spots and stripes on a dark background 
(Compagno, 1984; Last and Stevens, 1994). Although not much thing known about their habitat 
selection or migration patterns, the whale shark appears to be a highly mobile species. Whale sharks 
have been seen spending most of their time (often > 80%) at the surface (water depth < 20 m), with 
regular visits to depths of 300-500 m during the day while transiting the open ocean (Wilson et al., 
2006; Brunnschweiler et al., 2009).  
 Whale sharks are also known to congregate near the shore in some locations. This behavior 
makes them the subject of a highly profitable ecotourism industry worldwide (Martin, 2007; Rowat 
& Engelhardt, 2007). 
1.2 Whale Shark Vulnerability 

Although this kind of behavior frequently causes whale sharks to become targets for illegal 
fishing. As whale sharks are considered a vulnerable species, Bradshaw et al (2008) emphasize the 
importance of understanding their behavior as well as the pathways of their migration as they can 
travel from protected areas to areas that are still threatened.  

Norman (2005) states that whale sharks are among the species classified as threatened on 
the IUCN Red List. There has been a growing tourism industry that focuses on interacting with whale 
sharks in many locations around the world (Dearden, Topelko, and Ziegler, 2008). The vulnerability 
of this species and the increasing volume of tourists that emerge now become an indicator of 
ecological and economic problems for the development of whale shark tourism. Duffus and Dearden 
(1990) suggest that if there is an uncontrolled growth of a wildlife tourism site, the site may collapse 
due to two factors i.e. the loss of targeted species as the result of excessive environmental impacts, 
and decreased visitor numbers as a result of perceived adverse experiences. According to Manyoe, 
(2021) a tourism site must have a vulnerability value of 10% 

 Concerns have been raised according to the impact of these tourism opportunities on target 
species, in some studies suggesting the wildlife tourism is just another form of exploitation of 
dangerous marine resources (Ormas, 1999). 
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2. Whale Shark Tourism in the World 
Ningaloo Marine Park became the first place to provide whale shark tours, which was 

founded in 1989 which is located in Western Australia. Since then, Ningaloo's whale shark tourism 
industry has become increasingly recognized by the public. The Whale Shark has become a tourism 
icon not only for the region, but for the whole of Western Australia.   

In 1993, the Department of Environment and Conservation (DEC) began to regulate the 
course of this industry due to its growing popularity (Coleman, 1997). According to the DEC, the 
demand for whale shark tourism permits is too high, therefore, restrictions are imposed on the 
issuance of license numbers due to the priority of conservation interests (Wilson, Mau, and Hughes, 
2006). Whale shark habits that come seasonally are well known to tourists, from early March to late 
August. Therefore, the number of visitors will experience a spike up to two times compared to usual. 
However, the number represents a steady number since 2005 under current regulations, which allow 
for more than double the number of visitors in 1996. 

Research in 1995 showed that there would be no significant reduction due to lack of 
participant satisfaction, this also led to the minimum separation distance of whale sharks and 
humans is increased. As a result, the regulations regarding the separation distance were changed by 
the management of tourist attractions. A follow-up survey in 1996 documented a reduced impression 
of crowding among tourists as well as a reduction in the incidence of tourists touching whale sharks, 
an act that is both prohibited and counterproductive. 

All whale shark tourism organizers are certified by the Ecotourism and Nature Accreditation 
Program (NEAP), which defines ecotourism as ecologically sustainable tourism with a primary focus 
on natural area experiences that encourage environmental and cultural understanding, appreciation, 
and conservation. Several places in the world have become one of the best places with whale shark 
tourism, namely the East Coast of Africa, Honduras, Ningaloo Reef-Australia, Holbox Island, and 
Mujeres Island located in Mexico, Teluk Cendrawasih and Botubarani located in Indonesia. 
 Whale shark tourism fulfill five criteria according to the definition of ecotourism, as follows: 
1) Whale shark tourism is based on activities in nature, 2) Whale shark tourism provides a kind of 
alternative to exploit this species, which makes this industry also committed to sustainably building 
a sustainable economy. ecological. Thus, it becomes a positive international force and leads to better 
change, 3) Whale Shark Tourism is also able to become an educational tool for the environment, 
characteristics, and habits of Whale Sharks, 4) The existence of this industry benefits the local 
community where it is located by providing fieldwork and attract tourists, 5) The existence of Whale 
Shark Tourism also benefits other tourism industries, especially accommodation and restaurant 
providers. 
 
3. Whale Shark Tourism in Indonesia 

Indonesia is one of the countries that have very high biodiversity, especially the marine 
diversity available in each region. With the wealth it has, Indonesia can build a wildlife tourism 
industry, one of them is Whale Shark Tourism. 

We can find whale sharks in almost all water areas in Indonesia, such as in Sabang, Padang, 
Ujung Kulon, Thousand Islands, Probolinggo, East Kalimantan, Bali, Nusa Tenggara, Gorontalo, 
Central Sulawesi, Maluku, and Papua. The appearance of whale shark species in Indonesia is 
relatively seasonal, but not in Kwatisore, Cenderawasih Bay, Papua, and Saleh Bay, Sumbawa. In the 
sea area, whale sharks can be seen throughout the year (Tania, 2014). Whale shark species are fully 
protected and this decision was issued by the Minister of Maritime Affairs and Fisheries of the 
Republic of Indonesia Number 18/KEPMEN-KP/2013 concerning the Determination of the Full 
Protection Status of Whale Sharks (Rhincodon typus). 

 
4. Whale Shark Tourism in Gorontalo 
 We know that whale sharks have a preference for living or being active in waters with sea 
surface temperatures of 21°C and 25°C. The description of sea surface temperature conditions shows 
that whale sharks live quite comfortably in waters with a warm tropical climate, such as on the 
Botubarani beach, Gorontalo. 
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 Gorontalo is one of the areas in Indonesia which is a spot where whale sharks can be found. 
Specifically, the location is in the village of Botubarani, Bone Bolango district, Gorontalo Province. 
The development of Whale Shark Tourism will continue and is expected to be a trigger for the 
economic development of local communities. And this is also in line with the initiation of the 
Gorontalo Geopark development. 
 The use of whale sharks as a tourist attraction has been running both at home and abroad. 
This fish was previously the target of illegal fishing due to the high price of fish fins. However, over 
time whale sharks can be used for non-extractive fishing activities or in other words as a tourist 
attraction, and their safety has been regulated by applicable law. 
 Gorontalo Whale Shark Tourism is one of the best in Indonesia since its appearance has 
attracted local and foreign tourists. With the total number of whale sharks recorded at 40 individuals 
and all of them male, so that Gorontalo become the fourth region in Indonesia with the most whale 
sharks. Conservation of this tourism continues to be carried out and developed, one of that has done 
by installing an acoustic marker which is carried out by BPSPL Makassar. 
 

C. Conclusion 
 The tourism sector has often been a pillar of the economy in a region, the promising 
prospects make this sector very attractive to various countries in the world. Indonesia is no 
exception, with its natural beauty spread throughout the existing regions, making Indonesia 
prioritize the tourism sector as a means of developing the country's economy. In Indonesia, one of 
the marine tourism that is experiencing development is whale shark tourism. This tour is also 
regulated in the law so that its continuity is more maintained. Gorontalo is one of the areas with high 
prospects for developing this tourism. By continuing to prioritize the development in every line of 
tourism, it is expected to support the local economy. 
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Glosarium  
External: the outside of the body 
Ecology: interactions that occur between living things with each other and also 

interactions between creatures with the environment. 
Conservation: is the preservation or protection of a certain area or animal 
Acomodation: something can be in the form of objects or services provided to facilitate needs 

or facilitate needs. 
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