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Abstract

Due to the growth of nature-based tourism worldwide, behavioural studies are needed to
assess the impact of this industry on wildlife populations and understand their short-term
effect. Tourism impact on dolphin populations remain poorly documented in developing
countries. This study investigates the effects of nature-based tourism on the behaviour of the
Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops aduncus) in southern Kenya. We used Markov chain
models to estimate transition probabilities between behavioural states in the presence and
absence of tourist boats, and assess the overall behavioural budgets. Based on these data and
the tourism intensity in the area, we quantified the potential tourist boat disturbance over the
period 2006-2013. Our results demonstrated that tourist boat interactions affected dolphins’
behavioural budgets, with a significant decrease in the overall amount of time travelling and
an increase in diving. The average duration of travelling and resting decreased significantly in
the presence of boats. Although the cumulative tourism exposure was not significant for the
dolphin population at their current levels, these impacts should be taken into consideration
with the potential tourism growth in the area. This is particularly important if tourism reaches
periods of high intensity, as we have shown that these periods could have a significant impact
for the species, particularly where home-range and core areas are highly overlap by this
activity. Understanding the effect of human disturbance variations from previous years may
help to predict the consequences on dolphin populations, towards achieving a more ecological
and economic sustainability of the activity.
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1 Introduction

Over the last decades, the impact of human disturbance on wildlife populations has increased
worldwide due to the growing of nature-based tourism, which involves tours to national parks
and wilderness areas where a major percentage of the world’s biodiversity is concentrated
(Balmford et al., 2009; Olson et al., 2001). Consequently, human-wildlife interactions are
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