SCIENTIFIC CORRESPONDENCE

Science educational and recreational benefits of the Bioresources
Nature Park at Nilambur, Kerala, India

Throughout the tropics, growing human
population, overexploitation and endan-
germent of biological resources are lead-
ing to habitat loss of flora and fauna, and
in turn loss of biodiversity"z. In this con-
text, the need for intensive in situ con-
servation measures, both at regional and
global scale, has been stressed’. Howev-
er, due to various anthropogenic activi-
ties, such measures alone may not be
always effective and feasible. Hence,
apart from in situ conservation, ex situ
conservation and mass propagation of
plants are important not only to conserve
but also to sustainably utilize these re-
sources. In India, several large- and
small-scale botanical gardens have been
established for ex situ conservation. Sev-
eral of these botanical gardens have also
become popular travel destinations and
entertainment sites for local people. In
recent years, the Botanic Gardens Con-
servation Secretariat (BGCS) has identi-
fied that botanical gardens need to play
three major roles, namely public educa-
tion, ex situ conservation and scientific
research in order to facilitate plant con-
servation and sustainability’. In several
countries, as in ours, awareness among
people on the richness of bioresources
and their ecological and socio-economic
importance is generally poor’. Thus, to
serve multifold objectives of ex situ con-
servation of various groups of plants and
promotion of nature education and eco-
tourism, different approaches are needed.

In this direction, KSCSTE-Kerala For-
est Research Institute (KFRI), Peechi has
established a Bioresources Nature Park
(BNP) (Figure 1), in its Sub Centre cam-
pus (76°1528”E long. and 11°18'14”N
lat.) at Nilambur, Malappuram district,
Kerala to assemble a live collection of
different taxonomic groups of plants and
offer nature education. While numerous
studies have been conducted to explore
the educational and recreational benefits
of museums, zoos and other learning
institutions, such studies are lacking in
botanical gardens®’. Thus, in the present
study, the following two hypotheses have
been established: (i) the BNP can im-
prove visitor’s experience in relation to
knowledge acquirement, and (ii) educa-
tional and entertainment functions of the
BNP are closely knitted together and
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therefore enhance the visitor’s satisfac-
tion. Here we test these two hypotheses
using an experimental study.

In the study location (BNP), besides
conservation themes for lower groups of
plants such as algae, bryophytes and pte-
ridophytes, plants generally found in
specialized ecological niche such as
xerophytes (cacti and succulents) and
hydrophytes (aquatic plants), beneficial
plants (e.g. medicinal plants) and orna-
mental plants (e.g. orchids) are also seen.
A Taxonomic Garden is also situated in
the BNP. The on-site survey carried out
at the entrance of the BNP used a two-
page questionnaire (in Malayalam and
English), which included questions re-
garding: (a) main objective of the visit,
(b) experience during the visit, (c) degree
of satisfaction with the visit, and (d)
general opinion and suggestions of the
respondents. It was ensured that the res-
pondents had finished touring the BNP
before being randomly invited to com-
plete the questionnaire. In total, 556
qualified questionnaires were obtained.
The Likert five-point scale with the
choices ‘definitely not, probably not, un-
certain, probably yes and definitely yes’,
of scores 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 respectively,
was distributed to examine the degree of
satisfaction: ‘willing to revisit the BNP’
and ‘willing to recommend the BNP to
friends and colleagues’. The backward
conditional linear regression analysis was
performed to assess the influence of visit

to all theme areas in the BNP on the tra-
vel experiences (feeling relaxed, improv-
ing friendship, getting close to nature,
gaining botanical knowledge, seeing
diverse types of plants, gaining know-
ledge on gardening and plant propaga-
tion, gaining knowledge on environment
protection, enjoying beautiful garden
views, and learning about various uses of
plants) and regression analysis was per-
formed to test the effect the visitor’s
demographic characteristics on the visit
to theme areas in the BNP using SPSS
version 10.0 at a significant level of
0.5.

Among the 556 respondents, 309 were
first-time visitors, 115 were second-time
visitors and 132 people visited the BNP
three times or more. The fact that about
90% of the respondents were willing to
revisit (495 respondents) and recommend
the BNP to their friends and colleagues
(510 respondents) reflected that the BNP
has become the most popular travel des-
tination and public nature education site
for local people. The visitors’ satisfac-
tion with the BNP is also influenced by
whether they visit all theme areas or just
walk around the park. Thus, a significant
difference between visitors to the theme
areas and those who did not was record-
ed for both the statements related to
satisfaction, namely willing to revisit the
BNP (P =10.045) and willing to recom-
mend the BNP to their friends and col-
leagues (P = 0.025). It was found that a

Figure 1.

Bioresources Nature Park, Kerala Forest Research Institute Sub Centre, Nilambur.
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few respondents were not willing to revi-
sit (18 respondents) or recommend the
BNP to their friends and colleagues (19
respondents), perhaps due to lack of cer-
tain facilities like restrooms, dining halls
and sitting spaces. Also, the travel moti-
vation of some visitors is solely to enjoy
the BNP as a picnic spot. However, the
objective of the BNP is to serve as a
nature education centre, and therefore it
may not be attractive to such visitors.

A majority, i.e. 43% of the total res-
pondents spent 1-2 h in the BNP, while
30% of the total respondents spent 2—3 h.
Some of them stated that the BNP is a
compact and well-planned garden. Thus,
within a short period, a large number of
plants in thematic areas can be seen
which can enable visitors to gain signifi-
cantly more knowledge about biodiversi-
ty. At the same time, some visitors were
not able to spend much time in the BNP.
Some visitors primarily came to gain
access to nature (393 respondents) and
enjoy the scenery of the garden (409 res-
pondents). However, after the visit they
felt significantly higher satisfaction than
expected as they gained additional edu-
cational experience like exposure to
plant diversity (408 respondents), gar-
dening and plant propagation (372 res-
pondents).

Responses to benefits accrued by the
visitors to the BNP were compared using
backward linear regression between
those who visited different theme areas
and those who just walked around the
BNP. Visitors to different theme areas

mentioned that they gained more know-
ledge on plants (P =0.04), and on plant
propagation and gardening (P = 0.02).
The study also indicated that compared
to visitors who come from other places,
those from in and around Nilambur
gained more experiences, e.g. enjoyed
the beautiful garden (P =0.03) and felt
relaxed (P =0.045). The respondents
also stated that the theme areas and bio-
diversity knowledge dissemination in the
BNP are not conflicting with its enter-
tainment aspects. On the other hand, the
educational and entertainment aspects of
the BNP are closely linked together and
therefore enhance the visitors’ satisfac-
tion.

This study presents a comprehensive
analysis on the role of the BNP in offer-
ing nature education and recreation to the
visitors. The study results suggest the
positive feelings about nature education
attempts and amenities provided in the
BNP. However, sustained efforts are
needed in the BNP for further improve-
ment of its educational role and attrac-
tiveness to visitors.
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