Doctoral School of Earth Sciences

Main theses of PhD dissertation

An examination of the geographical features

of canoe tourism in Hungarian rivers

Donka Attila

UNIVERSITY OF PECS
Faculty of Sciences

Pécs, 2022






1. INTRODUCTION

According to one method in order to minimalize conflicts generated by tourism it is
good to not only provide experiences to the tourists themselves, but to make tourism an
experience for the receptive region and its inhabitants as well. This “experience” is pri-
marily manifesting in material gains. If the income generated by tourism is not trans-
ferred away, but stays locally, it strengthens the local economy and community. Even
though all segments of tourism have geographical features, this experience | mentioned
first is mainly of an economical nature. My inquiries stem from another kind of experi-
ence though. Activities performed by tourists can match the needs of the local populace
in case of certain touristic products. Recreation, i.e. the physical and mental recuperation
of a human being first extends to everyday activities, thus happens in the area of resi-
dence, and secondly happens in foreign areas. Recreation combined with the thrills of a
new area ready for discovery is usually the main drive of tourism itself. | believe it is
necessary to examine a touristic activity which is primarily a leisure—recreational activ-
ity in nature, in which the geographical environment plays a pivotal role; with the pri-
mary goal to determine whether it is worthwhile to construct a separate touristic product
out if such an activity.

Paddle tour (mostly used as canoe trips and canoe tourism?, but also includes kayak

tourism) as a sport only weakly links to touristic services and is only of a small material
value to the tourism sector. Probably this is the reason for it being an under researched
field. Earlier research either looks at the sports and mainly the competitive sports side or
only examines the recreational side without looking at the touristic features. In spite of
all this, the activity is actively present in tourism in a way that through it we can examine
numerous problems of tourism, because even though it has serious touristic potential, it
did not develop dynamically as one could have assumed based on the favourable quali-
ties it enjoys since decades.
There is a growing demand for certain touristic activities in Hungary, but services cannot
always fulfil these demands. The novelty factor of the thesis lies in the fact that it tries
to find a synthesis between the different geographical aspects of canoe tourism while it
also examines it through the lens of leisure sport and its general role in tourism in order
to transform it into a valuable touristic product.

2. GOALS

The research that serves as a basis for this thesis had the aim to determine whether canoe
tourism is able (or can we enable it) to be transformed into a separate and stable touristic
product in the Hungarian market based on its geographical traits. Due to this we have
examined the traits and their exploitation by casting a look at active tourism in the wider
sense. The primary field of exploring these traits is the examination of the natural

1 The use of the term canoe tourism is widespread in the international scientific literature
so it will be used in the dissertation.



environmental features, factoring in the special needs of canoe tourism. In connection
with this, putting spacial concerns in the centre, we evaluated the infrastructural features
which are unique attributes of canoe tourism, including services on offer and further
possibilities contained within them.

For my research, since we only have very limited research in this field available, |
was also trying to find a place for canoe tourism in the taxonomy as well. This also
included the exploration of interconnections stemming from the development history of
the field. This way the misunderstandings could be avoided, which nowadays appear
during services and in the scientific papers as well.

Furthermore, the aim of the research was to explore the necessary attributes, and the
possible links between them, while also finding a sustainable cohesion towards recrea-
tional activities. While exploring the situation | wanted to also have a look at the different
approaches of geography and economics, and also at the current situation and trends in
active tourism and canoe tourism.

3. METHODS

It became clear during the study of the literature of the field that there is only a relatively
little number of sources which examine canoe tourism with diligent science. To build a
basis for the thesis, the relevant scientific research of active tourism and canoe tourism
was thoroughly explored.

It was necessary to explore the wider legal environment, which influences the field;

apart from the touristic features a special care was given to the legal framework of trans-
portation and education as well as to the relevant developmental documentation.
My research was primarily concentrating on exploring the attributes, and for this it was
necessary to analyse current tourist traffic data. Up to this point in Hungary it was not
customary to publish traffic numbers of individual attractions, thus I tried to explore the
size of the clientele of the products relevant to our interest not only through direct ac-
commodation statistics, but also through indirect means.

Data analysis also included an exploration of the hydrographic traits of water bodies

and weather elements that are important in connection with canoe tourism.
Field examinations provided the basis for primary research. This includes not only the
examination of basic geographical features of target areas, but also the defining traits of
individual water bodies, sailing conditions, the connection of shoreline settlements to-
wards the water and other features as well. Exploring these also led to the growing ac-
curacy of the research data. Examining the presence of services and the activities of
service providers also necessitated field research.

Field examinations took place in more than one turn from 1992 onwards. The first
scientific examinations took place between 1994 and 1999, followed by another set of
examinations partly leading to different geographical areas between 2001 and 2004. The
third stage of field work began in 2014.

Apart from field research, current and former key players in canoe tourism were
interviewed to provide a scientific basis for the results gained by the aforementioned



other methods. The interviewees were either in leading positions in country-wide organ-
izations, or leaders or workers of service provider companies and associations, or tour-
ism officers of different national parks, or accommodation providers, or members of the
local administration.

A survey of the services provided also took place. This is partly based upon the in-
terviews, and partly upon the market presence of the organizations.

4. RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH
1. Results on the framework of canoe tourism

1. Agquatic trips constitute a special part of canoe tourism, yet it is better to consider
them to be a part of active sports tourism due to their similarities with other such
touristic product in this category. Comparative studies have shown that similarly
to other active touristic products this activity can produce much more income even
if parallel to it there remain public services on the market as well.

2. The decades-long sports movement past and its characteristics defined the ap-
proach of the actors, especially on the service providers part that these character-
istics are still present in canoe tourism today.

3. There are many elements missing to make canoe tourism a valid touristic product.
These elements primarily include a high quality infrastructure and complex ser-
vices.

4. A modern basic infrastructure for canoe tourism is currently under development
with the state taking part. Two factors constitute a risk: the basic infrastructural
elements currently in development are not being established in a network-like
fashion, and the cooperation between service providers in the market and local
administrative actors with an interest in the development seems to be rather lack-
ing.

5. Legal background is insufficient; there is a need for more accurate rules in which
sports, tourism, transportation and their safety aspects all play a balanced role.

IL. Result concerning target areas

Since natural environment serving as a basis for canoe tourism can be considered rather
constant in long term, they were the primary focus of these observations together with
an analysis of the shoreline settlement locations and the evaluation of accommodation
close to the water. Through these we get a thorough picture of the location of potential
target areas, as well as of the special attributes of each of these target regions.

Touristic usefulness is basically determined by hydrographic features. These are:
speed of water, streambed width, water depth, number of bends, closeness to nature of
the shores, currents and the surface coverage by plants. The result of examining these
determined the eligibility for canoe tourism of individual canoe tourism according to the
features (Figure 1).
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The eligibility of rivers for canoe tourism shown according to the speed of water (A) and the
plant coverage levels of the water surface (B), with relative values of some Hungarian bodies of
water

Number of bends is determined by the sinuosity factor. The experience of the tourists in
canoe tourism is not only dependent upon the speed of the water, thus I felt the necessity
to introduce a new indicator. The indicator of diversity | have established incorporates
sinuosity, average water speed and the speed attainable with a sports tool:

D= % X (Vi + S¢), in wich elements are:

D (diversity): indicator of diversity based upon the course of the river
(measurement unit: bend/hour),

B (bend): number of bends,

L (length): length of the examined river(course),

Vw (velocity of water): mean current velocity,

Sc (speed of canoe or kayak): speed of the water sport craft.

The rivers were evaluated according to the diversity indicator (Figure 2).
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I determined the hydrographical prerequisites of canoe tourism by using a weighting
scale value system (Figure 3).
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Figure 3.
Weighted values of the natural features of rivers in connection with canoe tourism

Quantitative research based on the hydrographical qualities provided us with values
showing the suitability of rivers for canoe tourism (Figure 4).
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Figure 4.
The results of the quantitative research examining the effect of hydrographic features
of rivers and river courses which are eligible for canoe tourism on canoe tourism itself



1. The numeric results of the natural features shows a strong parallel with the water
bodies already in use by canoe tourism, which further prove the assertion that the
defining factors are not of a social nature in canoe tourism.

2. The regions where natural qualities were suitable for them to become popular, fre-
quented destinations for canoe tourism did in the meantime establish basic infra-
structural prerequisites.

3. Social attributes in some of the regions do not favour tourism, yet in the case of
canoe tourism the attractiveness of natural elements usually overwrites this and
tourists appear on these rivers as well.

4. The total length of the water courses where tourism is theoretically possible is
4117 km long. Taking natural features into account, the total length suitable for
canoe tourism is 3050 km (74%).

5. River courses which already developed canoe tourism make up for 2555 km. River
courses with a potential for larger traffic make up for 318 km, while those with a
potential for smaller traffic make up for 177 km. Since the natural features of the
latter one are adequate, these are highly suitable for further development.

6. According to the numerical evaluation the river courses with the best values in
Hungary make up for 1231 km in total, on 13 different rivers. Rivers with lower
ratings also have canoe tourism traffic though.

7. Current destinations are in many cases very crowded. Research however found
new potential target areas too. Guest prefer the water bodies with a smaller traffic,
yet tourists show only meagre interest in newly found destinations. We can sum-
marise the question of adding to the target areas by stating: the addition of newer
target areas can only be met favourably if current popular destinations already of-
fer canoe tourism as a valid tourism product.

8. Service infrastructure (or the lack thereof) next to the rivers is the greatest obstacle
in turning canoe tourism into a touristic product. In many cases the settlements
themselves have a good attitude towards canoe tourism, yet an open-minded, de-
veloping settlement is not enough, since touring is linear service —without services
along the whole course the destination itself is not attractive. Settlements leading
the way can affect others, but they still might be seriously lagging behind, thus
worsening the reception of the whole river on the market.

IIL The receptiveness of settlements

1. Earlier canoe tourism only meant wild camping or camping where it was possible,
but the demand for better accommodation arose since; tourists are attracted by
higher quality services as well. It is not clear yet however, if an accommodation
service can live only off canoe tourism, so settlements and accommodation service
providers must also offer other products, leading to the complexity of offered ser-
vices, since they can sell other touristic products to canoe tourism as well.



2. The examination of shoreline settlements leads to a standardisation in connection
with the shore itself and with canoe tourism. According to these, shoreline settle-
ments can be put into four groups (Figure 5).
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Figure 5.
A standardisation according to the relation of settlements towards the shoreline

IV. Conclusions regarding service providers

1. The majority of service providers have their roots in the movements era, before
the fall of socialism. This does not affect service quality, but does affect elements
in their viewpoints. Even if they put emphasis on economic points following their
self-interests, they often lack a service provider viewpoint, a certain client-centric
thinking.

2. Service providers are still characterised by a duality. Apart from service providers
who clearly live off the market, there is still a great number of communities, asso-
ciations, which also mainly perform activities on the market, but due to the view-
points of the old system, they believe it better if their non-profit face is in the fore-
ground. There is a vast difference between the majority that simply offers sport
services and some tourist agents too (Figure 6).
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Figure 6.
Types of canoe tourism service providers according to the nature of their activities



V. The supply side

Apart from physical constraints there are no other defining factors in the reason why
canoe tourism does not spread to certain rivers. The lack of touristic infrastructure does
not stop canoe tourism to appear on a river, even despite the fact that in order for canoe
tourism to become a true, economically sustainable touristic product quality services are
necessary. Thus, it is imperative while turning canoe tourism into a touristic product to
show local communities the opportunities which make this natural and therefore sus-
tainable kind of tourism achievable primarily by exploring the natural values. Further-
more, the touristic expertise of the destinations and the experiences of service providers
have to be integrated.

V1. The duality of demand — Results laying the foundation for further research

Research concerning demand can be summarised like this.

1. The quantitative examination of demand can only be done indirectly.

2. Classic canoe tourists have not too many demands. Time spent in nature and the
feelings associated with this play the major role in their decisions. So they primar-
ily do wild camping and do not necessarily require other services, but are rather
price sensitive.

3. Newly appearing segments (adapting to the dynamic growth of other fields in ac-
tive tourism) demand complex services and are ready to pay more to get them.
Renting sports tools is not enough for them, and they usually want to buy quality
accommodation, food and other additional elements — meaning a travel package.

4. Tour length also shows demand well. Earlier, until the end of the 1990 longer tours
of 10-14 days were typical, but this changed until the end of the 2000s to one week
long tours. Nowadays the typical tour is even shorter, takes 2-4 days or only just
one day which is easier to fit into a weekend. This process of becoming shorter is
in harmony with the global trends of tourism, the ever quicker lifestyle and espe-
cially with the arrival of new segments with less specialised interests.

5. Due to the strong dependence on nature, seasonality is a strong factor, but there is
a growing demand for special destinations of the winter season as well. But since
there is only one such canoe tourism destination in Hungary, seasonal traffic
means a great strain for this creek.
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