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Koh Tao is an island in the developing country of Thailand where 
tourism is its main source of income. Along with tourism come 

impacts, both positive and negative, on the socio-culture, economy 

and environment. The purpose of this thesis is to identify how Koh 
Tao can enhance its long-term sustainability within tourism through 

determining what impacts affect the socio-cultural, economy, and 
environment.  

The methodology used in this paper is based upon a qualitative 
case study with semi-structured interviews along with 

observations. Secondary research was used as well in order to 
obtain information used in this paper. Descriptions of sustainable 

tourism and the possible impacts caused by tourism include the 
framework for this thesis. This allows the reader to understand 

what types of impacts will be considered when deciding how Koh 
Tao can enhance its long-term sustainability.  

The empirical works of interviews and observations have been a 
contribution to the discussion of which impacts affect the socio-

cultural, economy, and environment. 

I found that the majority of the tourism impacts in Koh Tao have a 
beneficial effect to the island. In order to obtain a more suitable 

balance between the socio-culture, economy and environment 
which leads to long-term sustainability, some changes within the 

environment should be made which would decrease the amount of 
negative tourism impacts allowing for more sustainability. 
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Koh Tao är en ö i utvecklingslandet Thailand där turismen är den 

huvudsakliga inkomstkällan. Tillsammans med massturismen 
kommer konsekvenser, både positiva och negativa, på 

sociokulturen, ekonomin och miljön. Syftet med min studie är att 

identifiera hur Koh Tao kan öka sin långsiktiga hållbarhet inom 
turismen genom att fastställa vilken påverkan den har på 

sociokulturen, miljön, och ekonomin. 

Metoden som används i denna uppsats bygger på en kvalitativ 

fallstudie, eftersom jag tyckte denna var mest lämplig för min 
forskning. Medan jag genomgick en kvalitativ fallstudie gjorde jag 

semi-strukturerade intervjuer tillsammans med observationer. 
Sekundär forskning har även använts för att få information som 

används i denna uppsats. 

Beskrivningar av hållbar turism och de möjliga effekterna som 

orsakas av turismen inkluderar ramen för denna avhandling. 

Det empiriska verket av intervjuer och observationer har ett bidrag 

till diskussionen om vilka konsekvenser som påverkar 
sociokulturen, ekonomin och miljön. 

Majoriteten av turismens effekter på Koh Tao har en gynnsam 

effekt på ön. För att få en mer lämplig balans mellan sociokulturen, 
ekonomin och miljön som skulle leda till mer långsiktig hållbarhet, 

bör vissa förändringar i miljön göras för att minska mängden av 
turismens negativa effekter. 
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1  
Introduction 

In this chapter the reader will be introduced to the background of 

this thesis for an enhanced understanding of the problem and 
purpose that follow. Research questions will thereafter be stated 

along with the disposition of the thesis. 

Background 

Paradise. It‟s a word that usually means the same for everyone. It 
is a place where the sun shines all day and the white sandy 

beaches allow for clear blue ocean water. Sunsets light up the 
evening skies turning everything into a beautiful orange and red 

color. The environment is filled with a warm and peaceful feeling. 
Everything is tropical. This is the same description, according to me 

and presumably many others, of a small island located in Thailand 

called Koh Tao. Koh Tao lies on the Gulf of Thailand located 70 
kilometers off Thailand‟s east coast with its size consisting of only 

21 square kilometers (Burke, 2010).  

 

Figure 1 Map of Koh Tao (http://www.wikivoyage.org/de/Tao) 

 

Some say that the island is shaped like a turtle, hence its nickname 

“Turtle Island.” The island can only be accessed by boat from its 
southern neighboring islands, Koh Phangan or Koh Samui. Koh Tao 

has only one main road that runs north and south which connects 
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the main beach on the north side, Sairee Beach and the beach 

farthest to the south, Chalok Baan Kao. The main village is called 

Mae Haad and is located in the middle of the island. Mae Haad is 
where the main pier is located along with some shops and 

restaurants. At one time Koh Tao wasn‟t even shown on the map of 
Thailand due to its small size. Up until 1947 the island was used as 

a political prison and from then on it was claimed by pioneers who 
had begun cultivating and harvesting the excellent soil 

(Partnership, 2010).  Due to its amazing marine life and coral reefs 
Koh Tao is listed as one of the major dive sites in Thailand and also 

the cheapest place in the world to obtain a PADI certificate in 
diving (Partnership, 2010). Below are two pictures taken on the 

beaches of Koh Tao where you can see the beauty that attracts 
tourists to the island. 

 

 

Figure 2 Sunset on Chalok Baan Kao Beach (Photo taken by Christy Polus) 

 

 

Figure 3 Sairee Beach, Koh Tao (Photo taken by Christy Polus) 

 

Koh Tao is also located in a lower-middle income1 country (also 

known as a developing country) where its per capita income is only 

                                                 

1 Economies are divided according to 2009 GNI per capita, calculated using the 

World Bank Atlas method. The groups are: low income, $995 or less; lower 

middle income, $996 - $3,945; upper middle income, $3,946 - $12,195; 

and high income, $12,196 or more (The World Bank Group 2011). 

http://data.worldbank.org/about/country-classifications/world-bank-atlas-method
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around US$3,000 and the average wage is approximately US 

$4.80/day (Mayer Brown JSM, 2010). The main source of income 

for the island is tourism and most of the businesses in Koh Tao rely 
entirely upon the constant income of foreign visitors for survival 

(Partnership, 2010). Nowadays, Koh Tao is a popular destination 
for backpackers and divers and draws thousands of tourists every 

year due to its beautiful beaches, thick jungles, panoramic 
mountain views, beautiful sunsets and most of all, breathtaking 

coral reefs (Burke, 2010).  

Tourism is one of the world's largest industries and one of its 

fastest growing economic sectors. According to statistics from 
UNWTO, in 2004 there was a record of the amount of tourists that 

had travelled around the world. The number of arrivals had 
reached nearly 764 million people. This was 70 million more 

tourists than it had been in 2003. According to these statistics 
made by UNWTO, one billion tourists will travel around the world 

by the end of this decade. These millions of tourists will continue to 

demand huge quantities of energy, water, and natural resources to 
support their vacations. However they will bring income to local 

communities and help to support employment as well (UNWTO, 
2010). 

This fact brings up to attention that tourism has a multitude of 
negative impacts on people's lives and on the environment. 

However tourism can also have positive impacts (UNEP, 2001).  In 
other words, tourism will bring negative impacts and positive 

effects for the environment, the society and the economy at local, 
national and global levels (UNEP, 2009). In order for a destination 

to be sustainable and long lasting within tourism, a place must 
organize and plan for a way to reduce the negative impacts and 

increase the positive impacts. For instance, great pressure can be 
put on the environment and natural resources while on the other 

hand, job opportunities can open up. While tourism increases in 

developing countries, mass tourism occurs due to no proper 
planning (Budeanu, 2000). However, sustainable tourism has been 

recognized as a way for developing countries to improve their 
economies and to help eliminate poverty.  While tourism accounts 

for approximately 3-10% of GDP in industrialized countries, it 
usually contributes a great deal more than that in developing 

countries (UNWTO, 2010). Even though Thailand is a developing 
country, it doesn‟t fit into this category since it only relies on 

tourism to offer 7 % of its GDP (TAT, 2003-2010). It‟s good to 
understand the country‟s economy as a whole; however the focus 

of this research is only on the small island of Koh Tao, where the 
island depends entirely on tourism (Partnership, 2010). According 
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to Williams (2011), Koh Tao gains over two billion baht per year 

due to tourism. This is approximately US$66 million. 

A destination, such as Koh Tao, can develop its tourism industry 
with the idea of sustainable tourism in order to increase the 

benefits and reduce the negative impacts of tourism. There are 
many different definitions of sustainable tourism. The one that I 

chose is the definition that the UN World Tourism Organization 
uses. Their definition enhances the purpose of this thesis and is 

therefore most suitable.  

 

“Sustainable tourism is the attempt to make a low impact on the 
environment and local culture, while helping to generate income, 

employment, and the conservation of local ecosystems2. Thus, 
sustainable tourism activities have minimal impact on the 

environment and culture of the host community”. 

 (UNWTO, 2010)  

 

Sustainable tourism should also maintain a high level of tourist 
satisfaction and ensure a meaningful experience to the tourists, 

raising their awareness about sustainability issues and promoting 
sustainable tourism practices amongst them (UNWTO, 2010). 

Sustainable tourism is rising throughout the world due to the rise 
of consumer demand, travel industry suppliers developing new 

green programs, and governments creating new policies which 
encourage sustainable practices in tourism (UNEP, 2009).  This 

leads me to introduce the green program that exists in Koh Tao. 

The island of Koh Tao has an organization called Save Koh Tao 

which was established by the community in 2000. It aims to 
conserve natural resources, the environment, and local traditions, 

which are significant capitals to sustainable tourism development 
on the island (Save Koh Tao, 2009). The organization sets up 

proper rules and regulations in order to manage the marine natural 

resources used in the tourism industry. They also participate in 
natural resource and environmental management to pass on clean 

beaches along with setting up joint clean up days.  

 

 

                                                 

2An ecosystem is a geographic area including all the living organisms (people, 

plants, animals, and microorganisms), their physical surroundings (such as soil, 

water, and air), and the natural cycles that sustain them (UNEP, 2001).   
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“Preserve Paradise…Keep it clean, keep it green!” 

(Save Koh Tao, 2009) 

 

Figure 4 Save Koh Tao Organization Logo (www.savekohtao.com) 

 

Koh Tao has an animal foundation as well which, along with caring 

for and treating animals, helps to maintain the amount of stray 
dogs on the island. The foundation is called Noister Thai Animal 

Rescue Foundation and is put on by people of the UK. The charity 
money goes towards the Koh Tao Animal Clinic for the treatment of 

animals along with neutering procedures. This is important for Koh 
Tao‟s tourism so that the safety of tourists is enhanced and for the 

cleanliness of the island. 

I chose to write this thesis about Koh Tao and its sustainability 

within tourism because of the potential that the island has due to 
its natural beauty and the local organizations that work to preserve 

the island. After researching different tourist locations in Thailand I 
made my choice to travel to Koh Tao and do a qualitative case 

study of the island where I am able to make observations along 

with conducting interviews.  

Problem 

As more regions and countries develop their tourism industry, 

significant impacts on natural resources, consumption patterns, 
pollution and social systems are produced. (Dodds, 2002-2011). 

Koh Tao is a small island located 70km from mainland which means 
that resources are limited and therefore it‟s even more important 

that the island develops its tourism in a sustainable manner. Since 
Koh Tao is located in a country where the average wage is 

approximately US $4.80/day (Mayer Brown JSM, 2010), people 
tend to think in short-term rather than long-term which can cause 

future economic and environmental problems. The island brings in 
over 400,000 tourists annually (Korn, 2011), which means that the 

environment will be impacted immensely as well.  

 



Save Turtle Island: A case study about the sustainability of tourism 

in Koh Tao, Thailand  

 

6 

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this thesis is to identify how Koh Tao can enhance 
its long-term sustainability within tourism through determining 

what impacts affect the socio-cultural, economy, and environment. 

In order to achieve my purpose of this study I will answer the 

following questions: 

 

 How do the impacts of tourism affect the socio-culture, 
economy, and environment in Koh Tao? 

 How can Koh Tao enhance its long-term sustainability within 
tourism? 

Delimitations 

This thesis was written during a three month time period spent in 
Thailand through a minor fields study program in Sweden. 

However, these three months were not all spent on the island of 
Koh Tao. The first couple of weeks were spent in other parts of 

Thailand before I found out about Koh Tao, which seemed and 

turned out to be the best place to observe and do interviews at, in 
my opinion. Part of these three months also includes traveling to 

and from Thailand along with travels within Thailand. This means 
that the field study was made for approximately nine weeks on 

location in Koh Tao. In this thesis, however, I will state that it was 
a three month time period due to the fact that I was given this 

time period to do my field study. While having difficulty upon 
arriving in Thailand to find a tourist destination to perform my case 

study, I was allowed the chance to see other parts of Thailand 
where tourism is popular and I have used this to my advantage. It 

opened my eyes and I was able to notice different things while 
doing my case study in Koh Tao which I may not have otherwise 

noticed.   

Disposition of Thesis 

Here you will find a short description of what each chapter in the 
thesis includes. 

Chapter 1 – Introduction  

In the first chapter the reader is introduced to the background of 

the thesis followed by the problem and purpose for a better 
understanding of what the thesis will demonstrate. Delimitations 

are thereafter offered and the chaptered is summed up with the 
disposition of the thesis. 
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Chapter 2 – Methodology  

In the second chapter the method used in this thesis is shown. The 

field work including the arrangement of interviews and 

observations is presented. Thereafter the literature will be shown 

followed by the validity and reliability which will sum up the 

chapter. 

Chapter 3 – Theoretical Framework 

Chapter three shows the theoretical aspect where sustainable 

tourism is presented followed by the impacts on the socio-culture, 
economy, and environment. 

Chapter 4 – Empirical Findings  

Chapter four contains a presentation of the empirical findings after 

interviews have been conducted along with the outcome of 

observations.  

Chapter 5 – Analysis  

In this chapter there is an analysis of the empirical findings along 

with identification of the impacts of tourism in Koh Tao. 

 Chapter 6 – Conclusion 

In the last chapter a conclusion will be made based upon the 
analysis stating how the impacts of tourism affect the socio-

culture, economy, and environment in Koh Tao. This will lead to 

how Koh Tao can enhance its long-term sustainability within 
tourism. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Save Turtle Island: A case study about the sustainability of tourism 

in Koh Tao, Thailand  

 

8 

 

2  
Methodology 

In this chapter the methodology used in this thesis will be 

presented. This includes a field study using a qualitative research 

approach. The interviews will be described followed by an 

introduction of the interviewees. Thereafter, the observations and 

literature will be shown followed by the validity and reliability which 

will sum up the chapter. 

Qualitative Research 

This study is based on field work that‟s been carried out for three 

months in Koh Tao, Thailand. Through in-depth interviews with five 
people in Koh Tao along with observations during my stay on the 

island, I have been able to gain the material needed for the 
empirical part of this thesis. According to Denscombe, qualitative 

research stays away from variables and focuses on specific factors 
and things „in context‟ (2007). According to Crabtree & Miller, field 

research is also known as qualitative research (1999). In other 

words, qualitative research associates with researcher involvement. 
Since it is field work that I am doing, the type of research I chose 

is based upon qualitative research. Qualitative research is defined 
as a form of social enquiry that focuses on the way people 

understand and interpret their experiences and the world in which 
they live (Holloway, 1997).  

According to Crabtree & Miller and their definition of qualitative 
research, one who is carrying out a field study through conducting 

interviews and observations is using a qualitative research method 
(1999). My purpose in this thesis is to gain a deeper understanding 

of how Koh Tao can enhance its long-term sustainability within 
tourism through determining what impacts affect the socio-cultural, 

economy, and environment. This is done through interviews and 
observations. Thus, qualitative research is the best way to carry 

out my field study. 

To use a qualitative research as a method, one explores the 
meanings, variations, and perceptual experiences of phenomena 

and often seeks to capture ones nature (Crabtree & Miller, 1999).  
According to Holloway, there are different approaches within this 

type of framework, but most have the same aim towards 
understanding the social reality of individuals, groups and cultures 

(1997). While undergoing a qualitative research one can use 
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memoing3 as a way to remind the researcher of events, actions and 

interactions to trigger the thought process. 

Thus, while doing my field study based on qualitative research, I 
will also be using memoing as a way to use everything I have seen 

and learned so that I don‟t forget anything. 

Interviews 

The interviews I have conducted are used for obtaining information 

that is not observable.  According to Merriam, the information that 
can be attained through interviews includes a person‟s feelings, 

thoughts or intentions (1994). A reason for conducting interviews 
can be when one is interested in events in the past that cannot be 

reproduced. It‟s possible to learn about the interviewees‟ 
perspectives when carrying out an interview (Merriam, 1994). The 

interview questions, which can be found at the end of this paper, 
are divided into three parts. The first part includes questions about 

the socio-culture, the second is a group of economy questions, and 

the third part includes environmental questions. The questions 
were developed on my own through research which is from the 

theoretical section of this paper. This includes the impacts of all 
three areas (socio-culture impacts, economy impacts, and 

environmental impacts). At the interviews I have used a qualitative 
interview method while having semi-structured interview questions. 

 A semi-structured interview can make an interview more flexible 
by allowing the researcher and interviewee to generate a more 

interesting and open discussion which goes beyond specified lines 
(Bryman, 2001).  

Before interviewing people I had organized the questions so that 
the topics I wanted to cover could be clearly asked. This means 

that the questions were designed to leave the interviewees open to 
talk about their own ideas and knowledge. By using a semi-

structured interview I was given the chance to ask additional 

questions when I found it appropriate and it gave the interviewees 
opportunities to explain. While deciding who I would be 

interviewing, I ended up choosing based upon who I would 
consider to give the most useful information along with who was 

available. 

                                                 

3
 While undergoing a qualitative research one can use memoing as a way to remind the 

researcher of events, actions and interactions to trigger the thought process (Holloway, 

1997). 
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I was able to interview five people in Koh Tao. Two of them I 

interviewed are a part of the Save Koh Tao organization. I had read 

about the organization online and later went straight to the 
organization where I was able to set up times to meet with two 

members for interviews. This allowed me to do interviews where I 
could ask questions about the environment in Koh Tao along with 

some socio-culture questions. I then interviewed two different 
women owning their own restaurant and accommodation in Koh 

Tao. Both of them I met while eating at their restaurants. I chose 
to interview them based upon the location of their restaurants and 

accommodation and also because both of them had owned other 
tourist attractions which I found helpful in interviewing them. While 

interviewing them I was able to gain information about the 
economy and socio-culture in Koh Tao. The last person I 

interviewed was a veterinarian at the animal clinic. I found out 
about the clinic from reading up online and I then went to the clinic 

to set up an interview with one of the veterinarians. Since the 

island is full of stray dogs and cats, the interview allowed me to 
learn more about the environment in Koh Tao. All of the 

interviewees gave me a lot of information to use however the most 
useful and knowledge gaining interview was the one with Simon 

Williams. Simon Williams was one of the two guys I had 
interviewed from the Save Koh Tao organization. We were able to 

communicate perfectly and he was full of information about Koh 
Tao and the environmental aspects. 

2.1.1 Interviewees 

Here is a list and short description of the five people I have 
interviewed. 

Nakasai Korn 

Nakasai is on the comittee for the Save Koh Tao foundation. He is 

37 years old and has been on the commitee for seven years. He 
has lived in Koh Tao his whole life. Due to the fact that he has 

grown up in Koh Tao and works on a committee, he was very well-
knowledged and gave me much information.  

Simon Williams 

Simon is a 24 year old Englishman who moved to Koh Tao two 

years ago. He is a diving instructor with an interest in preserving 
the island of Koh Tao, and is therefore a member of the Save Koh 

Tao foundation. 

NantidaWitoon 

Nantida is a 47 year old woman who has owned a restaraunt and 

apartments on Sairee Beach along with her husband for nine years. 
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They also own a souvenir shop and provide a transportatino 

service. She has three kids. She moved to Koh Tao with her family 

when she was twenty years old andher father had owned the land 
she built on. 

Kulap Willapana 

Kulap is 39 years old and owns a restaraunt, hotel, and motorbike 

rental on Sairee Beach. She is married and has two children. She 
has lived in Koh Tao her whole life. 

Sunan Kanggan 

Sunan is one of the veternarians at the Koh Tao Animal Clinic. He is 

43 years old and has lived in Koh Tao his whole life. He has worked 
at the clinic for seven years. 

Observations 

Observing is a method researchers use to collect data while 
undergoing fieldwork. There are a few advantages to this method 

including that as time in the field passes the researcher has a 

greater chance of witnessing the phenomenon. Also, since 
information that is gained from interviews might not reflect actual 

behavior, observations allow the differences between real and 
verbal behavior to be apparent (Crabtree & Miller, 1999). The 

observations that have been used in this thesis have taken place 
while undergoing a three month field study in Koh Tao. The 

observations have been made in a variety of ways during my field 
work. First, I used this as a spontaneous daily method and took the 

time and opportunity to study the environment whenever I went 
out.  I would then use the method of memoing so that I wouldn‟t 

forget anything I saw. At other times, I had planned beforehand to 
go out and observe things.  I had even rented a scooter so that I 

could get around to many different parts of the island and see 
things with my own eyes. At times, I would even have informal 

conversations with tourists about environmental aspects in Koh Tao 

which allowed for a more open minded way of thinking and seeing 
things.  

Secondary Research 

This study was made using mostly primary research, such as 
interviews and observations. However secondary data has been 

used through books, internet, and magazines which allowed me to 
learn and write about aspects that can‟t be found through primary 

research. By using secondary research I‟m able to find facts that 
I‟m not able to through primary research, such as economic data 

along with facts about the island itself.  
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Validity and reliability 

Validity and reliability are very important aspects so that the 
research is proved to be true and reliable. As (Maxwell, 2005) says, 

it‟s crucial to demonstrate that one‟s research is not a self-fulfilling 
prophecy when addressing the validity [and reliability].  Below I 

have shown how my work is valid and reliable so that the reader 
can trust the research being made. 

2.1.2 Interviews 

The interviews were the most useful source of information for this 
thesis. Each interview was conducted in English. English is my first 

language and for four of the interviewees it was their second 
language, while the other interviewee uses English as his first. For 

the four Thai people I had interviewed, the English language was 
sometimes a bit of a problem which implied difficulty to understand 

each other. To fix this problem, I would restate the questions in 
different ways until they understood and could answer in a way for 

me to understand. I had even used a recording device which 
allowed for me to turn back to the recording for help when my 

notes weren‟t enough. This is a task used to help the risk of 
incorrect transcriptions and to secure the reliability (Kvale, 1996). 

Before each interview I had informed each interviewee about the 
study I am conducting and I had received their acceptance to do 

the interview and use their answers in my paper. Each interview 

took place at their workplace and lasted between thirty minutes to 
one hour. During the interviews I had the recording device and I 

also took notes. I then wrote down my impressions and 
afterthoughts direct after the interviews were conducted. I then 

went back to my apartment where I went over the questions and 
answers and typed them up so that nothing was forgotten. Thus by 

doing this my paper‟s reliability is strengthened.  

2.1.3 Observations 

The fact that people have different perceptions and memory 

explains why facts recorded by researchers are likely to differ from 
each other. Thus, it shows why different observers can come up 

with different impressions of situations (Denscombe, 2007). That is 
why I have taken into consideration how my memory will affect 

this, and have written things down (memoing) soon after my 
observations have been made. I realize that my perceptions on 

things will differ from day to day, depending on my mood and 
feelings, so I have done my best to be aware of this and try not to 

let it influence my observations.  Also, while observing things, I 
would decide on whether or not my observations were valid and 
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reliable and could be used in my study. I would double check my 

observations and use them if I felt that they were reliable. 

2.1.4 Secondary Research 

While using the internet as a secondary research, one must be 

aware of where the sources are coming from so that everything is 
valid and reliable. I was fully aware of all the inaccurate 

information that exists online and careful not to access or use any 
of the sites that aren‟t valid. In order to assure the credibility I 

focused on governmental websites, official websites, and peer-

reviewed electric journals. 
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3  
Theoretical Framework 

In this chapter the theoretical framework is presented. In order for 

the reader to better understand the theories used in this thesis, 

sustainable tourism and tourism impacts are offered.  

Sustainable Tourism 

Sustainability is a summary of the increasing concern for the 
environment and natural resources while it also has increasing 

significance in social and economic matters (Mowforth & Munt, 

1998). Tourism will never be completely sustainable and this is 
because every industry has impacts, but people can do things in 

order for a place to become more sustainable (Dodds, 2002-2011). 
According to the UN World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), 

sustainability principles refer to the environmental, economic, and 
socio-cultural aspects of tourism development, and there must be 

an established suitable balance between these three dimensions to 
guarantee its long-term sustainability. While achieving sustainable 

tourism is a continuous process, it also requires constant 
monitoring of impacts, introducing the necessary preventive and/or 

corrective measures whenever necessary (UNWTO, 2010).  
Managing the aspects of the natural and physical environment 

towards sustainable tourism must as well coexist with the economy 
and socio-culture and a balance must be found between these 

(Edgell, 2006).  On the next page is a venn diagram to enhance 

the reader‟s perception of the relation and balance between the 
socio-culture, economy and environment. 
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Figure 5 Environmental, Socio-Cultural, and Economic Venn Diagram 

(www.freethinkr.wordpress.com) 

 

You can see that in order for tourism to be sustainable, there needs 
to be sustainability within the natural and built environment, 

economic development, and an equitable social environment. 
According to Edgell, sustainable tourism is part of an overall shift 

that recognizes the economic growth along with concerns for the 
environment and social values, which are the strengths for long-

term improvement in tourism development (2006). By planning for 
future tourism a destination can enhance its sustainability. 

However, tourism will always bring both negative impacts and 
positive effects for the environment, the socio-culture and the 

economy at local, national and global levels (UNEP, 2009).  

Socio-Cultural Impacts 

Socio-cultural impacts of tourism, in other words, are „people 
impacts‟ (Mathieson & Wall, 1982).  They have to do with the 

effects on the people of the host communities whether it is directly 
or indirectly. Sustainable tourism should respect the socio-cultural 

authenticity of host communities, conserve their built and living 
cultural heritage and traditional values, and contribute to inter-

cultural understanding and tolerance (UNEP, 2001). Below are 
socio-cultural benefits and costs caused by impacts of tourism 

according to Global Development Research Center (2008). These 
impacts will be taken into consideration when determining what 
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Koh Tao can do to enhance its sustainability within the tourism 

industry. 

 

Benefits: 

 Tourism can enhance local cultural awareness 

 Tourism enhances local community esteem and provides an 

opportunity for greater understanding and communication 

among peoples of diverse backgrounds 

 The quality of life of a community can be enhanced by economic 

diversification through tourism 

 Public spaces may be developed and enhanced through tourism 

activity 

Costs:  

 Rapid tourism growth can result in the inability of local 

amenities and institutions to meet local demands 

 Without proper planning and management, litter, vandalism, 

and crime often accompany tourism development 

 The authenticity of the social and cultural environment can be 

changed to meet tourism demands 

 Youth in the community begin to emulate the speech and attire 

of tourists 

 Historic sites can be damaged through tourism development and 

pressures 

 There can be long-term damage to cultural traditions and the 

erosion of cultural values, resulting in cultural change beyond a 

level acceptable to the host destination 

 

According to (UNEP, 2009), the socio-cultural impacts of tourism 

include the effects on host communities of direct and indirect 
relations with tourists, and of interaction with the tourism industry. 

Host communities are often the weaker party in interactions with 
their guests and service providers, leveraging any influence they 

might have. However, these influences aren‟t always clear since 
they can depend on value judgments, difficult to measure, and 

often indirect or hard to identify (UNEP, 2009). Research made on 
the socio-cultural impacts of tourism falls into three categories. 

These three categories include the tourist, the host, and the 

tourist-host relationship. The tourist demands tourist services and 
the movitations, attitudes, and expecations of the tourists. The 
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host offers services to the tourist which is concerned with the 

tourist industry. Lastly, the tourist-host interrelationship is 

concerned with the nature of the contact between the hosts and 
tourists, along with the consequences (Mathieson & Wall, 1982). 

When tourism brings about changes in value systems and behavior 
the impacts will occur and thus threatens native identity. These 

changes often take place in the community structure, family 
relationships, traditional life styles, ceremonies and moral 

principles. Nonetheless, tourism can generate positive impacts such 
as cause peace, foster pride in cultural traditions, and help avoid 

urban transfer by creating local jobs (UNEP, 2009). 

Socio-cultural impacts are unclear. In other words, the same 

impartially described impacts are seen as beneficial by some 
groups, and are perceived as having negative aspects by other 

stakeholders (UNEP, 2009). One may keep in mind that socio-
culture impacts of tourism refer to the changes in the quality of life 

for the residents at tourist destinations (Mathieson & Wall, 1982). 

Economic Impacts 

It is a fact that tourism has major effects on the economies of 
tourist destination areas (Mathieson & Wall, 1982). In order for 

these effects to be positive, sustainable tourism should ensure 
practicable, long-term economic operations in which provide socio-

economic benefits to all stakeholders that are fairly distributed. 
This includes stable employment and income-earning opportunities 

and social services to host communities, and contributing to 
poverty alleviation (UNWTO, 2010). The key indicators in positive 

economic impacts are increase in employment, rise in income 
levels, strengthening of existing and creating alternative livelihoods 

(Equations, 2008). Below is a list of the economic impacts of 
tourism including both benefits and costs according to Global 

Development Research Center (2008).  

 

Benefits: 

 Tourism generates local employment, directly in the tourism 
sector and in support and resource management sectors 

 Tourism stimulates profitable domestic industries, hotels and 
other lodging facilities, restaurants and food services, 

transportation systems, handicrafts and guide services 
 Improved road systems and infrastructure that contributes to 

the entire destination can be justified and supported by the 
benefits from tourism development 
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 Often the jobs created through tourism can be low-paying 

and unskilled but they constitute an important step for the 

poor to improve their economic situation 
 Tourism helps to diversify the local economy 

 

Costs: 

 Higher demand created by tourism activity may increase the 

price of land, housing and a range of commodities necessary 

for daily life 

 Demands on health service provision and police services can 

increase during the tourist seasons at the expense of the 

local tax base 

 

The tourism industry produces considerable economic benefits to 

both the host country and the tourist‟s home country. According to 
Mathieson & Wall, the development of tourist facilities and 

recreational opportunities is often seen as a major positive 
contribution to the economy (1982). One of the main motivations 

for a place to promote itself as a tourism destination is due to the 
expected economic improvement. This occurs especially in 

developing countries (UNEP, 2009). Along with the other impacts, 
economic development brings along both positive and negative 

consequences. According to the World Tourism Organization 
(WTO), 698 million people have traveled to a foreign country in 

2000 and spend more than US $478 billion. International tourism 
receipts and passenger transport total more than US $575 billion 

which makes tourism the world‟s number one export earner (UNEP, 
2009). As for Thailand, its economy receives 550 billion baht 

(almost US $16 billion) from international tourism revenue (TAT, 

2003-2010). 

Environmental Impacts 

Environment is a definition of people and the social, economic and 

cultural conditions that affect their lives along with the concerns of 
land, air, water, flora, and fauna (Mathieson & Wall, 1982). 

Sustainable tourism should make the best of use out of 
environmental resources that make up key elements in tourism 

development while maintaining essential ecological processes and 
helping to conserve natural heritage (UNEP, 2001). Below is a list 

of the environmental impacts of tourism including both benefits 
and costs according to (Global Development Research Center , 

2008).  
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Benefits: 

 Improved waste management can be achieved 

 Increased awareness and concern for the environment can 

 Parks and nature preserves may be created and ecological 

preservation supported as a necessity for nature-based 

tourism 

Costs: 

 Negative changes in the physical integrity of the area 

 Rapid development, over-development and overcrowding can 

forever change the physical environment and ecosystems of 

an area 

 Degradation of parks, preserves and other attractions such as 

beaches may occur through over-use and poor management 

 

Having both natural and man-made environmental quality is 

essential to tourism. However, according to UNEP (2001), the 
relationship that tourism has with the environment is complex and 

it involves many activities that can have negative environmental 
effects. The negative impacts of tourism development can 

gradually destroy the environmental resources on which it depends 
(UNEP, 2001). On the other hand, tourism can generate beneficial 

effects on the environment by causing environmental protection 
and conservation. It is a way to raise awareness of environmental 

values and it can even cause protection financially for natural areas 
(UNEP, 2001). Negative impacts from tourism occur when the 

amount of tourist usage is greater than the environment's ability to 

handle it. Tourism that is not controlled can cause threats to many 
natural areas around the world which can put pressure on a place 

and lead to impacts such as soil erosion, increased pollution, 
discharges into the sea, natural habitat loss, increased pressure on 

endangered species and heightened vulnerability to forest fires. 
Uncontrolled tourism usually puts a strain on water resources and 

can force local people to compete for the use of critical resources. 
There are three main areas within tourism‟s environmental 

impacts. These include depletion of natural resources, pollution, 
and physical impacts (UNEP, 2001). 
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3.1.1 Depletion of Natural Resources 

The development of tourism can put pressure on natural resources 

when consumption increases in areas where resources are already 
scarce (UNEP, 2001). 

Water Resources 

According to UNEP (2001), water is one of the most critical natural 

resources. The tourism industry normally overuses water resources 
for hotels, swimming pools and personal use of water by tourists. 

This can result in a shortage of water and degradation of water 

supplies. It may also produce a greater volume of waste water. 

Local Resources 

Tourism can cause great pressure on local resources such as food, 
energy, and other raw materials that may already be in short 

supply (UNEP, 2001). Due to the fact that tourism is seasonal, 
many destinations have ten times more inhabitants in the high 

season as in the low season. A high demand is placed upon these 
resources to meet the high expectations tourists often have with 

things, such as proper heating/cooling and hot water (UNEP, 
2001). 

Land Degradation 

The increase of construction due to tourism and recreational 

facilities increases pressures on landscapes and resources, such as 
minerals, fossil fuels, fertile soil, forests, and wildlife. It‟s often that 

forests receive negative impacts of tourism through deforestation 

caused by land clearing (UNEP, 2001).  

3.1.2 Pollution 

Tourism can cause different types of pollution, such as air 
emissions, noise, solid waste and littering, releases of sewage, and 

oil (UNEP, 2001). 

Air Pollution and Noise 

Transport by air, road, and rail is constantly increasing. It‟s 

reported that the number of international air passengers worldwide 
rose from 88 million in 1972 to 344 million in 1994. Since tourism 

accounts for more than 60% of air travel, they are responsible for 
an important share of air emissions (UNEP, 2001). Since tourism 

involves travelling [in most cases] by car, ship, train, bus, or 
airplane, the contribution of air pollution is enhanced (Mathieson & 

Wall, 1982). The impact on the air quality caused by motor vehicles 
in rural areas is most likely significant except for congested areas 

(Mathieson & Wall, 1982). 
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Another problem is noise pollution motor vehicles and planes. It 

can cause annoyance and stress and even causes distress to 

wildlife. For instance, noise generated by motors can cause animals 
to alter their natural activity patterns (UNEP, 2001). 

Solid Waste and Littering 

In areas with a lot of tourist activities are going on and there exist 

appealing natural attractions, waste disposal is a serious problem. 
Inappropriate disposal can be a major problem to the natural 

environment, including rivers, scenic areas, and roadsides. Solid 
waste and littering can make the physical appearance of the 

beaches and shorelines bad and can even cause marine animals to 
die (UNEP, 2001). Along with this, accommodations are often built 

without the right kind of planning and this leaves problems such as 
litter, sewage disposal, fires and erosion (Mathieson & Wall, 1982). 

Sewage 

There is often an increase in sewage pollution which is usually 

caused by the construction of hotels and other facilities. 

Wastewater pollutes the ocean and damages the flora and fauna. 
Also, sewage runoff causes damage to coral reefs. Sewage 

pollution can even be a threat to the health of humans and animals 
(UNEP, 2001). 

3.1.3 Physical impacts 

Attractive landscape sites, such as beaches, are usually 

characterized by ecosystems and it‟s common that degradation 

occurs as a physical impact (UNEP, 2001). Since oceanic islands 
are often small and isolated they tend to have limited resilience to 

environmental disruptions and end up experiencing pressures from 
a variety of activities (Mathieson & Wall, 1982). Oceanic islands 

can also experience pressures from activities such as tourists 
walking on living organisms or the removal of sea shells. Moreover, 

oil can seep from motorboats and will affect the coral and fish life 
(Mathieson & Wall, 1982). 

The types of ecosystems that are usually most threatened with 
degradation are ecologically fragile areas such as coral reefs and 

sea grass beds. Since these ecosystems are attractive to the 
tourists and developers the pressures are often severe (UNEP, 

2001). 

Marina Development 

Habitats and disruption of land-sea connections (such as sea-turtle 

nesting spots) can be disrupted due to overbuilding and extensive 
paving of shorelines. Coral reefs are especially fragile marine 
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ecosystems and suffer worldwide from reef-based tourism. 

Evidence shows that the impacts on the coral result from shoreline 

development, trampling by tourists and divers, boats, and pollution 
from sewage (UNEP, 2001). 

Anchoring and Other Marine Activities 

Anchoring, snorkeling, sport fishing and scuba diving are some of 

the activities that can cause degradation of marine ecosystems 
such as coral reefs (UNEP, 2001). 
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4  
Empirical Findings 

In this chapter the empirical findings will be presented. This 

includes the findings of the socio-cultural, economy and 

environmental impacts based upon interviews and observations. 

Socio-Cultural Impacts 

Both positive and negative tourism impacts have affected the Thai 
culture in Koh Tao. First I will describe the positive impacts. The 

culture is very strong and lively in Koh Tao and performing arts, 

such as fire dancing, are huge throughout the island. Tourists can 
choose from a variety of restaurants along the beach where Tai 

food is on the menu and fire dancers are performing every night. 
More proof showing that Thais conserve their cultural heritage and 

traditional values was found when I got the opportunity to be in 
Koh Tao for Songkran, the Thai New Year celebration. This tradition 

is a very much celebrated holiday by locals and even by tourists. It 
is tradition to have water fights on this day, where people are 

dumping buckets of water on people and using water guns. A 
restaurant on the beach threw a big barbeque party where there 

were more tourists than local Thais celebrating the holiday with 
food, drinks, and water fights. Below is a picture that I had taken 

of a group of Thai people spraying local tourists with water guns. 

 

 

Figure 6 Celebration of Songkran (Photo taken by Christy Polus) 

 

While talking to Nakasai Korn, he said that tourists are informed 
about some Thai culture because of the relationships between Thai 

people and tourists (April 7, 2011).  
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“At many hotels where people are diving there are Australians and 

English people [along with other ethnicities], who are working as 

dive instructors and they are also working with Thai people”. 

 (Korn, 2011) 

 

Another positive impact of tourism is on the arts and crafts 

industry. While walking the streets in Koh Tao one can find many 
shops with traditional wood carvings and handmade jewelry. These 

are popular amongst tourists who buy them as souvenirs. Nantida 
Witoon has her own souvenir shop located in her restaurant where 

she stated that she is able to make many bracelets, statues, and 
other Thai crafts for tourists to buy (May 3, 2011). When talking to 

Simon Williams on April 8, 2011, he informed me that the local 
cultural awareness has been greatly enhanced due to tourism.  

 

“The Save Koh Tao foundation was set up by western tourists since 

the local Koh Tao people weren’t conserving this island. So many 

boat anchors and sewage has caused damage to the coral reefs 
over the years and makes a huge impact on diving. Western 

people, like me, come here to dive and we thrive on the beauty in 
the water so somebody had to make a difference and it ended up 

being us tourists”. 

 (Williams, 2011) 

 

The growth in tourism has provided negative effects as well.The 

traditional language of Thai is spoken throughout Koh Tao, but the 
English language is taking over. This is due to the fact that it‟s 

important to speak English in order for better job opportunities for 
Thais within the tourism industry (Korn, 2011).  

 

“The children in Koh Tao grow up and they meet people from all 

over the world and hear many languages. They are very much 

around other people and cultures. They don’t have their local 
culture as much”. 

 (Korn, 2011) 
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“I live because of tourists and it makes me happy. I’m very happy 

making friends from all over the world and my family has jobs 

because of tourists eating my food and living in my homes”. 

 (Willapana, 2011) 

Economic Impacts 

The tourism industry produces considerable economic benefits to 
Koh Tao. Koh Tao is motivated to promote itself as a tourism 

destination since the economy is quite poor. Tourism in Koh Tao 
generates local employment for hotel owners, restaurants, shops, 

transportation systems and guide services. It is obvious that in Koh 
Tao, most jobs are created with low pay and even unskilled, but it‟s 

an important step for the poor to improve their economic position. 
Koh Tao has a high import of goods from the mainland of Thailand 

which is used in the tourism segment. This is due to the fact that 
the island is very small and located in the middle of the Gulf of 

Thailand located 70km from mainland. According to Nakasai Korn, 

who has lived in Koh Tao his whole life, there isn‟t much land to 
have cattle or much of anything. Almost everything is being 

imported. This includes water which is a major import onto the 
island. However, the local production includes fruit, chicken, and 

fish (April 7, 2011). 

After interviewing two women who owned restaurants and 

accommodation in Koh Tao, I found that the Thai people tend to 
work in a short-term mind frame. They can‟t afford to save for the 

future, because they want and need the money “right now.” This 
has a very negative effect to having the opportunity to grow and 

expand as a business. Not much can be saved up for or improved. 

  

“Local employment in tourism in Koh Tao is only expanding. The 
island is still building up its tourism so much that there is always 

work for Thai people”  

(Korn, 2011) 

 

According to Willapana, tourism is the reason she has her business 
(2011). It‟s not often that local Thai people are eating at her 

restaurant but she is very busy serving tourists daily. She had also 
said that her business has grown in the past years while tourism 

has as well. More people eat at her restaurant and stay in her 
hotel. 

Nantida Witoon owns a restaraunt, apartments, souvenir shop, and 
provides a transporation service. She had started out owning a 
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restaraunt and later made her way into apartments, a souvenir 

shop, and transportation service. Since tourism has risen so much, 

her business has expanded. However, along with tourism rising, 
the cost of living for local Thais has gone up as well. Nantida 

Witoon stated that it is more expensive for her to live now than it 
was years ago (May 3, 2011). 

When talking to Simon Williams, a member on the Save Koh Tao 
foundation, I also found out that the roads in Koh Tao have 

expanded extremely due to tourists renting motorbikes on the 
island.  

Environmental Impacts 

Koh Tao relies heavily on the environment and marine life for 
tourism due to the fact that the beauty and ocean life is what 

attracts tourists to Koh Tao (Williams, 2011). With 400,000 tourists 
annually, the environment is affected immensely. While observing 

Koh Tao, I found more negative aspects of the treatment of the 

environment than I did positive. Even though the island has a 
foundation to help preserve and save Koh Tao, there still exist such 

negative impacts. It was obvious to me, through interviews and 
observations, that the workers are trying to make money “today” 

and don‟t respect or care for the environment “tomorrow.” Since 
the environment is such a broad topic, I have broken it down into 

sections. 

4.1.1 Depletion of Natural Resources 

There is a lack of numerous resources on the island due to Koh Tao 

being a small island in the middle of the ocean where over 400,000 
tourists come annually (Williams, 2011). Fortunately, Koh Tao is 

located near two other islands where it can get supplies from. 
According to Williams, the impact of tourism has caused a shortage 

of energy on the island (2011). This is why many of the hotels in 
Koh Tao have cold showers and fan only. Moreover, the water 

supply is used so frequently for hotels and swimming pools which 
cause pressure on the amount of fresh water. As for food on the 

island, there is never an overall shortage. However, one may go to 
a restaurant and order a salad where they may be out of a certain 

ingredient, such as feta cheese, etc.  

4.1.2 Pollution 

There are many motorbikes in Koh Tao in relation to the size of the 

island. This causes air pollution and even noise pollution. It is 
extremely cheap for a tourist to rent a motorbike and the locals get 

fast money out of this, so it‟s seen again as a short-term way of 
thinking. The following picture is one that I have taken outside a 
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restaurant in Koh Tao where there were 16 motorbikes parked 

outside on a little street next to the beach.   

 

 

Figure 7 Picture of motorbikes on Koh Tao (Photo taken by Christy Polus) 

 

Not only do motorbikes and cars cause air and noise pollution but 
boats as well. There is a pier on the island of Koh Tao where the 

bigger boats dock, however the government has not set up any 
policies for other boats to not be allowed to park boats outside the 

beaches. There are boats all along the beaches which are close to 
the restaurants and hotels causing noise and air pollution. 

According to Simon Williams, approximately 30 boats anchor along 
Sairee Beach daily (April 8, 2011). These include diving boats and 

fishing boats along with tour boats. After observing I found that to 
take a swim in the ocean, tourists will always be surrounded by 

boats, whether it is one or several. In many areas where the water 
reaches the sand, it is even black due to boat oil. 

 

 “The increase in sewage and trash pollution is obviously caused by 

tourists and the construction of tourist buildings. This has a 

negative effect on the ocean which has damaged the coral reef”  

(Williams, 2011) 

 

According to Simon Williams, the government has set up policies 

for sewage control and site protection however sewage is still a 
problem around a few bays in Koh Tao (April 8, 2011). 
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4.1.3 Physical Impacts 

The coral reefs are being destroyed off of Koh Tao due to boats 

anchoring, divers, and snorkelers, and pollution from discharges 
into the sea. At one time, sea turtles were all around the island 

(which is another reason as to why the island is nicknamed “turtle 
island”), but nowadays they aren‟t so common due to disruption of 

their environment (Williams, 2011). Since Koh Tao is named as one 
of the top 10 best diving destinations in the world, it‟s extremely 

important that the ocean and coral reef stays protected. This is 

why the Save Koh Tao foundation has raised awareness, does 
research, and monitors the coral along with endangered species. 

The foundation has even set up proper rules and regulations for 
managing the marine (Williams, 2011). Below is a sign from the 

Save Koh Tao foundation asking help from others to clean the main 
beach. 

 

 

Figure 8  Save Koh Tao help wanted sign (Photo taken by Christy Polus) 

 

The Save Koh Tao foundation has a marine conservation team 

which consists of over 45 divers (including foreigners and Thai 
people). They have done things like dam protection, grass 

plantation, and marine preservation. The foundation has saved 
coral from runoff due to construction in a few areas on the island 

(Williams, 2011). 

The island of Koh Tao has a problem with stray dogs and cats, so 

the local animal clinic spends a lot of their time neutering the 
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animals in order to stop this increase. According to Sunan 

Kanggan, over 15 cats and dogs are neutered monthly in Koh Tao 

in order to help the over population of cats and dogs (May 5, 
2011). The stray animals can carry diseases, be harmful, and 

cause disruption. They are also part of the reason for litter, since 
they go through the trash to find food. The pictures below I had 

taken while visiting the animal clinic. 

 

 

Figure 9 Neutering of a cat at the KohTao animal clinic (Photo taken by Christy 

Polus) 

 

 

Figure 10 Noister Thai Animal Rescue Foundation (Photo taken by Christy Polus) 
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5  
Analysis 

In this chapter the analysis of my empirical findings are presented 

along with identification of the impacts of tourism. 

Socio-cultural Impacts 

In the category of socio-culture, a destination should respect the 
socio-cultural authenticity of its host communities, conserve their 

built and living cultural heritage and traditional values, and 
contribute to inter-cultural understanding and tolerance. (UNEP, 

2001). As stated in the theoretical framework, the socio-cultural 
impacts on a destination can be both positive and negative. 

According to Global Development Research Center, tourism can 
enhance local cultural awareness (2008). While observing Koh Tao 

I found that the Thais conserve their cultural heritage and 

traditional values through performing arts, such as the traditional 
fire dancing. I also found that the traditional holiday of Songkran, 

the Thai New Year celebration is a very much celebrated holiday by 
locals and even by tourists.  

Another positive impact of tourism is on the arts and crafts 
industry. The fact that while walking the streets in Koh Tao one can 

find many shops with traditional wood carvings and handmade 
jewelry shows that they are popular amongst tourists who buy 

them as souvenirs and great for the local Thai people who make 
them and sell them. After interviewing Nakasai Korn, a Thai on the 

committee for the Save Koh Tao foundation, I found that tourists 
are informed about some Thai culture because of the relationships 

between Thai people and tourists. There are many Thais working at 
the resorts in Koh Tao where tourists are diving so it becomes a 

multi-cultural area.   

Tourism can enhance local cultural awareness (Global Development 
Research Center , 2008). It was shown in Koh Tao that the local 

cultural awareness has been greatly enhanced due to tourism.  The 
following is a quote made by a member of the Save Koh Tao 

foundation which is one explanation as to how tourism has 
enhanced local cultural awareness. 
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“The Save Koh Tao foundation was set up by western tourists since 

the local Koh Tao people weren’t conserving this island. So many 

boat anchors and sewage has caused damage to the coral reefs 
over the years and makes a huge impact on diving. Western 

people, like me, come here to dive and we thrive on the beauty in 
the water so somebody had to make a difference and it ended up 

being us tourists”. 

(Williams, 2011) 

 

The growth in tourism has provided negative effects as well.The 

traditional language of Thai is spoken throughout Koh Tao, but the 
English language is taking over. This is due to the fact that it‟s 

important to speak English in order for better job opportunities for 
Thais within the tourism industry (Korn, 2011). The kids in Koh Tao 

are constantly meeting people from all over the world and hear 
many languages so they don‟t have their local culture as much 

(Korn, 2011). 

 

“I live because of tourists and it makes me happy. I’m very happy 

making friends from all over the world and my family has jobs 
because of tourists eating my food and living in my homes”. 

 (Willapana, 2011) 

 

Tourism enhances local community esteem and provides an 
opportunity for greater understanding and communication among 

peoples of diverse backgrounds (Global Development Research 
Center , 2008). As Kulap Williapana stated, she is happy making 

friends from all over the world along with having a job due to 
tourists.  

Economic Impacts 

The key indicators in economic impacts are an increase in 

employment, rise in income levels, strengthening of existing and 
creating alternative livelihoods (Equations, 2008). In Koh Tao there 

has been an increase in employment, rise in income levels, and a 
strengthening of livelihoods.  

Tourism in Koh Tao generates local employment for hotel owners, 
restaurants, shops, transportation systems and guide services. It is 

obvious that in Koh Tao, most jobs are created with low pay and 
even unskilled, but it‟s an important step for the poor to improve 

their economic position.  
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Tourism should generate local employment, directly in the tourism 

sector and in support and resource management sectors (Global 

Development Research Center , 2008). According to Nakasai Korn, 
local employment in tourism in Koh Tao is only expanding. The 

island is still building up its tourism so much that there is always 
work for Thai people (2011). 

Tourism stimulates profitable domestic industries, hotels and other 
lodging facilities, restaurants and food services, transportation 

systems, handicrafts and guide services. According to (Willapana, 
2011), it‟s not often that local Thai people are eating at her 

restaurant but she is very busy serving tourists daily. She had also 
said that her business has grown in the past years while tourism 

has as well. More people eat at her restaurant and stay in her 
hotel. This shows that tourism has stimulated business in Koh Tao. 

Nantida Witoon owns a restaraunt, apartments, souvenir shop, and 
provides a transporation service. She had started out as owning a 

restaraunt and later made her way into apartments, a souvenir 

shop, and transportation service. Since tourism has rised so much, 
her business has expanded. However, along with tourism rising, 

the cost of living for local Thais has gone up as well. Nantida 
Witoon stated that it is more expensive for her now than it was 

years ago (May 3, 2011). This falls into the category of how jobs 
that are created through tourism can be low-paying and unskilled 

but they constitute an important step for the poor to improve their 
economic situation (Global Development Research Center , 2008). 

When talking to Simon Williams, a member on the Save Koh Tao 
foundation, I found that the roads in Koh Tao have expanded 

extremely due to tourists renting motorbikes on the island. This is 
a both a positive and negative aspect since, according to (Global 

Development Research Center , 2008), improved road systems and 
infrastructure in which contributes to the entire destination can be 

justified and supported by the benefits from tourism development. 

However, this has caused the ability for more motorbikes to be on 
the island which causes negative environmental impacts.  

Environmental Impacts 

I found the environmental impacts to be the broadest aspect of this 
thesis since I was able to retrieve the most information about this 

topic. Koh Tao relies heavily on the environment and marine life for 
tourism due to the fact that the beauty and ocean life is what 

attracts tourists to Koh Tao (Williams, 2011). While observing Koh 
Tao, I found more negative aspects of the treatment of the 

environment than I did positive. Even though the island has a 
foundation to help preserve and save Koh Tao, there still exist such 
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negative impacts. It was obvious to me, through interviews and 

observations, that the workers are trying to make money “today” 

and don‟t respect or care for the environment “tomorrow,”  which 
is bad for the environment. 

First of all, tourism development can put pressure on natural 
resources when it increases consumption in areas where resources 

are already scarce (UNEP, 2001). This is shown as an issue in Koh 
Tao since there is a lack of numerous resources on the island due 

to Koh Tao being a small island in the middle of the ocean where 
over 400,000 tourists come annually (Williams, 2011). Fortunately 

Koh Tao is located near two other islands where it can get supplies 
from as well. According to (Williams, 2011), the impact of tourism 

has caused a shortage of energy on the island. This is why many of 
the hotels in Koh Tao have cold showers and fan only, as stated in 

the empirical section. Moreover, the water supply is used so 
frequently for hotels and swimming pools which cause pressure on 

the amount of fresh water.  

An ever-growing problem, according to (UNEP, 2001), is noise 
pollution from airplanes, cars, and buses, as well as recreational 

vehicles. There are many motorbikes in Koh Tao in relation to the 
size of the island. This causes air pollution and even noise 

pollution.  It can cause a lot of annoyance or stress as well as 
distress to wildlife. It is extremely cheap for a tourist to rent a 

motorbike and the locals get fast money out of this, so it‟s seen 
again as a short-term way of thinking. The island of Koh Tao even 

has a problem with stray dogs and cats, so the local animal clinic 
spends a lot of their time neutering the animals in order to stop 

this increase. According to Sunan Kanggan, over 15 cats and dogs 
are neutered monthly in Koh Tao in order to help the over 

population of cats and dogs (May 5, 2011). This causes excess 
pollution since the animals are starving and going through all the 

trash. 

Oceanic islands can especially experience pressure from various 
activities. Tourists walk on living organisms when wading in the 

ocean water, for example. The removal of sea shells for making 
jewelry for tourists is another example of this depletion. An island 

may have difficulties attaining fresh water and may use salt water 
in septic tank systems. Also, oil seeps from motorboats and ferries 

with affect the coral and fish life (Mathieson & Wall, 1982). 

An example of this is how the coral reefs are being destroyed off of 

Koh Tao due to boats anchoring, divers, and snorkelers, and 
pollution from discharges into the sea. Also, since at one time, sea 

turtles were all around the island but nowadays they aren‟t so 
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common, it shows that tourism has caused negative impacts on the 

environment. The fact that tourists have set up the Save Koh Tao 

foundation to raise awareness, do research, and monitor the coral 
and endangered species, shows that tourism has effected Koh 

Tao‟s environment in a positive way as well. Since most of the local 
Thais in Koh Tao have lived on the island their whole life, they have 

somewhat of a narrow approach to things and they don‟t see that 
by helping preserve the island would give them a better economy. 

This is another reason it‟s great the tourists are there to help show 
them this information and teach them about preservation. 
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6  
Conclusion 

In this chapter a conclusion will be made based upon the analysis 

stating what impacts affect the socio-culture, economy, and 

environment in Koh Tao. A description of how Koh Tao can enhance 
its long-term sustainability within tourism will be thereafter 

presented followed by suggestions for further studies. 

The purpose of this thesis is to identify how Koh Tao can enhance 
its long-term sustainability within tourism through determining 

what impacts affect the socio-cultural, economy, and environment. 
Therefore, I will now answer the first question of my purpose: 

 

How do the impacts of tourism affect the socio-culture, economy, 

and environment in Koh Tao? 

 

Based upon my research through interviews and observations, I 
have come to the conclusion that there are both positive and 

negative effects within the socio-cultural, economy, and 

environment within tourism in Koh Tao, as was to be expected. The 
following chart will show which impacts of tourism are affecting 

these three areas, and whether it‟s a benefit or cost to the island 
and the Thai people. 

 

 
Figure 11 Chart of the Socio-Cultural Impacts in Koh Tao by Christy Polus 

 

I can see that most socio-cultural impacts of tourism in Koh Tao 

are beneficial to the socio-culture. The disruption to the young 
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members of Koh Tao and the traditional community ways of life is a 
cost to the local Thai people along with the authenticity of the 

socio-cultural environment which has changed to meet tourism 
demands. Furthermore, the socio-cultural impacts are quite 

beneficial for Koh Tao. 

 

 
Figure 12 Chart of the Economic Impacts in Koh Tao by Christy Polus 

 

I can see that most economic impacts of tourism in Koh Tao are 

beneficial to the economy. The increase in price of land and 
housing in Koh Tao is the only cost while there are many benefits 

from the economical impacts. Furthermore, the economic impacts 
are quite beneficial for Koh Tao. 

 

 
Figure 13 Chart of the Environmental Impacts in Koh Tao by Christy Polus 
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I can see that most environmental impacts of tourism in Koh Tao 
are a cost to Koh Tao. The only exception is the increased 

awareness and concern for the environment in Koh Tao. 
Furthermore, the environmental impacts are quite costly for Koh 

Tao. 

To summarize, the majority of the tourism impacts in Koh Tao have 

a beneficial effect to the island. The socio-cultural impacts show 

that the benefits are for an enhancement of local cultural 
awareness, a greater understanding and communication among 

peoples of diverse backgrounds and the quality of life is enhanced 
by economic diversification. However there is a disruption to the 

young members of Koh Tao and the traditional ways of life. The 
economic impacts are mostly beneficial as well. However the 

environmental impacts in Koh Tao are almost all costs to the 
island. The only exception is the increased awareness and concern 

for the environment in Koh Tao. 

 

I will now answer the second question of my purpose: 

 

How can Koh Tao enhance its long-term sustainability within 
tourism? 

 

For a destination to enhance long-term sustainability it should 
make a low impact on the environment and local culture, while 

helping to generate income, employment, and the conservation of 
local ecosystems (UNWTO, 2010). There should also be a suitable 

balance established between these three dimensions to guarantee 
its long-term sustainability (UNWTO, 2010). When looking back at 

the venn diagram on page 15 it shows that in order for tourism to 
be sustainable, there needs to be sustainability within the natural 

and built environment, economic development, and an equitable 
social environment. If I look at the tourism impacts in Koh Tao 

then I see that their is an overall low impact on the local culture 
(social environment). There is also a beneficial impact on the 

income and employment system in Koh Tao (economic 
development). This gives a quite even balance to garauntee long-

term sustainability. However, the third dimension of environment 

(natural and built environment) has a huge amount of costly tourist 
impacts which leave an unbalanced remaining. In order to fix this, I 

would believe that motorbikes should be banned for tourists to 
rent. This would decrease the amount of pollution. There should 

also be a limit to the amount of boats in which can come close to 
the beach in order to stop killing coral and oil leakage.  If these 

changes could be made then there could be a more suitable 
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balance between the socio-culture, economy, and environment in 
Koh Tao leading to an enhancement in its long-term sustainability 

within tourism. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

Since I was on location in Koh Tao performing a minor field study, I 

wanted to take the opportunity to focus mostly on making 

observations and carrying out interviews with local people. I 
believe it would be interesting if a deeper research was made 

where more numbers and statistics were involved. In other words, 
a quantitative research could be made to find more facts about the 

economical and financial situation along with using more 
mathematical models and theories. Doing this would involve much 

more time and research and wouldn‟t need to be done on location.  
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Interview Questions 

 

Socio-culture 

1. What types of culture exist here between Thai people and 

tourists? 

2. How are tourists informed about the local Thai cutlure in Koh 

Tao? 

3. Are the kids in Koh Tao effected by the english language, and 

if so how? 

4. Are the kids in Koh Tao effected by the great culture variety 

that exists in Koh Tao, and if so how? 

5. Has the local cultural awareness, such as Save Koh Tao 

foundation, been ehhanced due to tourism? 

6. Is there much vandalism and crime in Koh Tao and if so, is 

there any reason to believe it‟s due to tourism? 

7. Are there many historic sites in Koh Tao in which have been 

damaged because of torusim development and/or pressures? 

8. In what ways has tourism effected the Thai culture in your 

eyes? 

 

Economy  

9. Do you believe that tourism has helped to generate your local 

business, therefore enhancing local employment in Koh Tao? 

10. Has tourism in the past few years caused an economical 

increase within your restaurant and accommodation? 

11. Approximately what percentage of the goods used in 

your restaurant and accommodation are imported? 

12. How many people are employed for you and are they 

Thai? 



 

 

 

13. What other business opportunities have opened for you 

because of tourism, if any? 

14. Have the roads, although there are very few, been 

improved immensely since tourism has developed? 

15. Has the cost of living gone up with the rise in tourism? 

 

Environment  

16. What sort of things does the Save Koh Tao foundation 

do to help preserve the environment on the island? 

17. What sort of problems within the environment have 

evolved in Koh Tao over the past few years and is this due to 

tourism? 

18. What importance does the nature have when it comes to 

attracting tourists to Koh Tao? 

19. Due to mass tourism in Koh Tao, is their a low amount 

of any of the following? 

a. water resources  

b. energy  

c. raw materials  

d. food 

20. Are there any policies arranged by the government that 

control sewage, recycling, site protection, etc in Koh Tao? 

21. Is their a connection between environment preservation 

and tourism in Koh Tao? 

22. Is rapid tourism growth causing over development and 

poor management in Koh Tao? 

23. How are the marines being protected in Koh Tao, such 

as the coral reef? 

24. Approximately how many boats are being anchored 

around Koh Tao daily? 



 

 

 

25. Do you believe tourism in Koh Tao is sustainable or that 

it can be achieved? 

 


