

  sustainability-15-08496




sustainability-15-08496







Sustainability 2023, 15(11), 8496; doi:10.3390/su15118496




Article



Sustainable Development of Ecotourism in “Altynemel” National Park, Kazakhstan: Assessment through the Perception of Residents



Asyma Koshim 1, Aigul Sergeyeva 2,*, Yerkin Kakimzhanov 1, Aliya Aktymbayeva 1[image: Orcid], Mereke Sakypbek 1 and Akmaral Sapiyeva 1





1



Faculty of Geography and Environmental Sciences, Al Farabi Kazakh National University, Almaty 050040, Kazakhstan






2



Department of Geography and Tourism, K. Zhubanov Aktobe Regional University, Aktobe 030000, Kazakhstan









*



Correspondence: sergeyeva.aigul@gmail.com







Academic Editor: Tsung Hung Lee



Received: 29 April 2023 / Revised: 19 May 2023 / Accepted: 21 May 2023 / Published: 24 May 2023



Abstract

:

Protected natural areas of Kazakhstan, particularly national parks, occupy a unique role in developing ecological tourism. One way to ensure biodiversity conservation, environmental preservation, and regional sustainability is through promoting ecotourism in national parks. For the “Altynemel” National Park, ecotourism should be regarded as a priority type of tourism. The article considers the essential technologies and principles of implementation of ecological tourism in the National Park “Altynemel”. Identified and justified the uniqueness of this protected area—the equal value of natural and cultural heritage on its territory. We revealed the problems and constraints of ecotourism development in the national park and offered the ways of their solution. The article is written based on field research materials, methods of a local population survey, interviews, and focus group discussions. In this article, 201 representative families were interviewed using questions on a 5-point Likert scale, including 159 residents of the village of Basshi and 42 residents of the village of Nurym. The results show that the overall assessment of sustainability is mild in the two communities. As a result, we claim that sustainable development in the “Altynemel” National Park is far from perfect. Sustainable development in the “Altynemel” National Park could be better. In particular, tourism development’s positive economic and political impact has yet to be apparent.
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1. Introduction


The world scientific community recognizes the creation of specially protected natural areas (SPNA) as one of the most effective and efficient forms of conservation and restoration of natural and biological diversity [1]. As the world experience in the development of ecological tourism shows, protected areas contribute to the development of the local socio-cultural environment and benefit the local economy, involving residents in producing goods and services for tourists [2,3]. Many natural and valuable areas worldwide regard sustainable development as a defining influence on their development. It is also often used in purposeful spatial planning [4,5].



Ecotourism is a complex business with laws, principles, and development mechanisms. Sustainable tourism pays much attention to the need for sustainable development solutions based on ecological, socio-cultural, and economic principles [6].



In Kazakhstan, the ecotourism industry in the national parks is in its formative stage. The territorial network of national parks is a set of environmental and economic objects united by scientific, environmental, tourist, and recreational ties, with common goals of preservation of the natural, historical, and cultural heritage of the country for the present and future generations. It is a dynamically open system. Currently, the network of national parks has some areas for improvement that hinder the formation of the national parks system in Kazakhstan.



The main ones are:




	-

	
the young age of Kazakhstan national parks;




	-

	
the lack of landscape representation;




	-

	
the lack of coordinated actions between the national parks in the issue of increasing the tourist flow;




	-

	
the need for a unified branding policy [7].









Study Area.



The “Altynemel” State National Natural Park’s territory is in the central part of the Ili intermountain basin; there are the Altyn-Emel, Matay, Degerez, and Sholak mountains in the north. The southern natural boundary of the park is the Ili River and Kapshagay Reservoir. According to the physiographic zoning, it is a part of the Ili semi-desert area, the Ili-Balkhash-Alakol desert depression (Figure 1).



Scientists of the Kazakhstan Academy of Science scientifically substantiated the need to organize a specially protected natural area in the Ili Intermountain basin in early 1970. In April 1991, in order to preserve the unique natural complexes of the middle part of the Ili Valley, flora and fauna of the Chulak, Degerez, and Matay mountain systems, the above nature conservation site was named the “Altynemel” State National Nature Park, and they decided on the need to develop a feasibility study for planning the park. The same decree decided to limit land allocation for state and public needs and to organize the directorate of the “Altynemel” State National Nature Park. In 1996, the Resolution of the Republic of Kazakhstan’s Government №416, “On the organization of the state national nature park “Altynemel” in Taldykorgan oblast,” was adopted. Land plots of the Kerbulak district, with an area of 2095.5 km2, and land plots of adjacent land users of the Kerbulak and Panfilov districts, with an area of 2500.7 km2, were given to the national park for permanent land use. In 2007, “Ecoproject” LLP completed works on expanding the park’s territory, according to which it was planned to annex lots with an area of 1022 km2 to the existing park territory. Thus, the area of permanent land use of the park should amount to 2633.5 km2. In addition, on the rights of easement (this is the right to use other people’s property), SPNA was given 1968.8 km2, and 628.5 km2 were allocated for the protection zone. The total area of the territory protected by the park is 5230.5 km2 [8].



The park was established to protect the special ecological complex, historical and cultural artifacts, and rare and endangered plant and animal species. There are different landscapes on the park’s territory, with a total area of 520 thousand hectares: mountains, a sandy desert covered with crushed stone, and desert.



The park’s flora has about 1800 species of plants, among which 21 species are included in the Red Book of Kazakhstan. Approximately 60 species are rare, found only in the territory of Zhetysu Alatau and in the basin of the Ili River and Lake Balkhash. The Red Book of Kazakhstan includes 56 rare species of animals inhabiting the park: argali, kulan, gazelle, etc. [9].



In recent years, more than 25,000 tourists a year visited the “Altynemel” National Park, and this trend is increasing [10]. “Altynemel” differs from other national parks in Kazakhstan in a number of ways. In the beginning, tourism in the park takes the form of ecological excursions led by tour guides along the established tourist routes. As a result, the national park’s tourism has an educational and eco-cognitive component. There are no uninvited guests, it is not a type of mass leisure, and safety and comfort are offered to visitors. The park also boasts a well-developed tourism infrastructure, including cozy hotels, well-equipped tourist routes, and high-quality roads, which enables it to accept visitors of various types and cater to their demands. The national park, which is the only desert park in the republic and is situated in the Ili Valley, gives visitors the opportunity to explore various types of terrain, including mountains, plains, river floodplains, riparian forests, and sand, as well as the desert ungulates kulan and gazelle, up close. The culturally significant features of the national park, including the “Tabalytas” Petroglyphs, “Besshatyr” Mounds, “Spring of Sh. Ualikhanov”, “Oshaktas Stele”, and “700-year-old elm”, draw visitors as well.



Due to the region’s enormous potential for investment, several phenomena pose a danger to its ecological, scenic, and cultural characteristics. The region is suited for increasing tourism and investment due to its distinctive topography, which has a considerable impact on the scenery. Although the existing infrastructure is insufficient to meet the needs of the tourist market, the construction of new facilities must be carried out in strict accordance with environmental requirements, as this increases the recreational and anthropogenic pressure on the environment and biodiversity of the “Altynemel” National Park.



The main risks:




	-

	
Increased landscape erosion processes;




	-

	
Increased emissions and waste;




	-

	
Contamination of open water sources and groundwater;




	-

	
Threats to wildlife, especially kulans, gazelles, and argali;




	-

	
increased vulnerability of vegetation cover, especially relic turanga groves [11].









Infrastructure development of the “Altynemel” National Park is possible only with an ecosystem approach, which, on the one hand, will create favorable conditions for tourism development and, on the other hand, will minimize the harmful impact on the ecology of the park, which is a priority task.



All of the above facts emphasize the diversity of flora and fauna in Zhetysu Alatau. In this area, there are special memorials to paleontological discoveries of flora and fauna, which unquestionably raises the worth of biological and landscape variety and supports the case for natural preservation.



The two neighboring settlements of Basshi and Nurym, located in the “Altynemel” National Park territory, were chosen for our research. The villages of Basshi and Nurym are electrified, with good telephone and Internet connections. The roads are primarily asphalted in Basshi village, while Nurym village needs repair.



Basshi is a village in the Kerbulak district of the Almaty region of Kazakhstan. As well as it is the administrative center of Basshi rural district. According to the census of 2021, the village had 1.831 people (945 men and 886 women). Most residents of Basshi village are pastoralists. The population is more significant than in the other two nearby settlements, with 1.831 people, of which 1.571 are economically active; almost all are Kazakhs. There are four stores, one hotel, and guest houses in the center of the village. Nurym is a village in the Kerbulak district. It is part of the Basshi rural district. According to the 2021 census, 550 people (280 men and 270 women) lived in the village [12].



This study’s purpose is to develop ecotourism in the national park “Altynemel” by comparing the sustainable development in the two settlements of the villages Basshi and Nurym. The practical significance of the study is due to the need to form effective mechanisms of management of the national park, aimed both at the conservation of natural resources of the “Altynemel” National Park and the solution of social problems, the maintenance of economic activity in the rural district.




2. Literature Review


Factors of rational planning of the national park territory



Functional zoning is the determining factor of the rational organization of ecotourism territory. Zoning is a clear identification of modes of tourist use of the territory, which determines the creation of a differentiated planning structure and regulation of tourist flows to reduce the anthropogenic impact on the natural complexes [13]. The structure of the area affects the functional zoning, which is determined by the presence of the primary sources of recreational demand [14].



Tourist routes in the national parks are laid under functional zoning and objects for cognitive purposes. The design of tourist routes considers visiting and inspecting historical and cultural monuments, natural monuments, and ethnographic objects [15].



Transport accessibility of the national park territory is a determining factor of the degree of their economic development and preservation of the unique natural landscapes. Currently, in the “Altynemel” National Park territory, works on improvement are carried out, focused on developing tourism and recreation. Park workers’ pay attention to the construction and maintenance of the road network and the expansion of tourist routes.



Conducted economic and geographical studies have shown a set of local problems in the park’s territory. This is a traditional triangle consisting of environmental, social, and economic problems and characterizing almost any territory where people exist. Ecological problems include the need to preserve the local nature, its uniqueness, and the priority of the reserved purpose [16]. Planning cognitive ecological tourism and studying the influence of natural and anthropogenic factors is a rational way of solving the national park’s ecological-socio-economic questions of sustainable development [17]. Implementing the geo-ecological approach and developing geo-information technologies will allow to development of ecological excursion routes considering landscape features and reduce the anthropogenic impact in the protected areas [18].



With the help of GIS technologies, the following tasks are solved in the territory of the national park [19]:




	
Control and redirection of visitors. There is a specific flow of tourists who want to visit the territory with cultural and historical sites (for example, Mynbulak cordon) and stay there for 2–3 days, requiring overnight accommodation. Such points (with hotels) are developed locally.



	
Consideration of the functional zoning of the national park. Despite its imperfection, there are zones of protected areas, buffer zones, and areas where certain anthropogenic activities are allowed. This is where limited recreational use in the form of cognitive ecotourism is possible;



	
Recreational load control. Ecological routes direct the tourist to permitted places and lead away from protected areas;



	
Solving environmental problems. Excursion trails reduce the manifestation of the pyrogenic factor, directing tourists to safer areas.



	
Economic expediency of ecotourism development in protected areas. Ecotourism employs employees and the local population and the use of cultural objects. As a part of the tourist infrastructure, ecotourist routes solve several social and economic problems of the national park within the legal framework.








The attitude to strict environmental restrictions has been ambiguous. It remains ambiguous since they entail both an increase in the cost of economic activity and land and a more complicated procedure and an increase in the timing of environmental impact assessment of recreational development projects. On the other hand, the conditions have created the preconditions for a positive attitude to the ideology of environmentally responsible use of natural resources, which is fundamental to the development of the civilized tourism and recreation industry. The question of a unique approach to the development of tourism in the “Altynemel” National Park, considering the preservation of natural complexes, was comprehensively discussed at different levels. Foreign experience of preservation and rational use of recreational resources was actively studied [20,21]. At present, about 17 zones of recreational development have been formed in the national park. It is necessary to note the growing network of tourist routes, the total length of which reaches 350–400 km.



We used traditional data collection methods to study geosystems and their components, recreational, geo-ecological potential, and stability analysis: a literature analysis, cartographic materials, field expeditions, descriptive, and comparative-geographical methods, digital terrain model SRTM (Shuttle Radar Topography Mission), etc. Furthermore, we processed spatial information in ArcGIS.



The research procedure carried out to study the conditions of tourist activity and investment projects was as follows: the analysis of local conditions and planning of tourist zones of the “Altynemel” National Park within the framework of the expedition. The field study tasks were the assessment of the territory’s tourist attractiveness, tourist pressure, social sphere of nature protection, and spatial planning. The use of nature for mass recreation introduces significant changes to the environment. The first principle of ecotourism is to minimize such impacts. The task of urban planning consists of managing these processes at all levels of design, contributing to the conservation of nature, the rational use of its resources, and the creation of favorable conditions for tourism. The particular value in a complex of nature protection measures gets the functional zoning of territory [22].



E.A. Kotlyarov distinguished three main zones [23]: (1) especially valuable territories; (2) a zone of extensive recreational development; (3) a peripheral zone. Thus, the planning measures corresponding to the first principle of ecotourism include functional zoning of territories of ecotourism, at which its separate sites are allocated under various kinds of use according to their natural features. The planning organization of ecotourism is organized according to the zonal type—each zone has its system of planning elements. Functional zoning is based on the landscape principle, where the zoning pattern is determined by the type of morphological structure of the landscape and the zoning regime—the maximum permissible capacity of landscapes [24]. Some researchers believe that zones should be allocated following the natural and cultural values of the protected area, the recreational capacity of sites, and especially vulnerable landscapes [25,26].



Providing persuasive arguments allows planners to make decisions using a systematic and comprehensive framework while maintaining high transparency. In such cases, multicriteria decision analysis (MCDA) [27] is widely used to support decision-making. MCDA offers a set of methods for selecting the most appropriate solution in a structured analysis [28]. The geographical component may be included thanks to the interaction between MCDA and GIS technologies. It significantly improves stakeholder communication in all facets of the decision-making process [29,30].



The goals of the national park include the development of sustainable forms of recreation. Legislation and the availability of tourist and recreational resources allow the development of ecological tourism in national parks. This rational type of nature management, if properly organized, promotes the sustainable development of territories at the local, regional, and state levels, contributes to the formation of environmental awareness and environmentally responsible behavior in citizens, contributes to the socio-economic growth of regions, and replenishes the revenue part of the national park budget [31,32]. National parks are national-park territorial tourist-recreational systems full-fledged participants in market economic relations. Ecological tourism is consistent with the concept of sustainable development. It can balance human needs for recreation and the preservation of natural and cultural-historical tourist resources, which will lead to regions’ environmental, economic, social, and cultural sustainability [33,34].



As the global ecosystem protection agenda continues to unfold, the impact of protected areas on the socioeconomic development of local communities continues to be the subject of intense debate [35]. The conflicts between the interests of environmental protection and socio-economic development are particularly acute when the organization of a national park removes large areas of land from economic circulation. Under these conditions, determining how to shape the interaction of people with nature in the landscapes, they are a part of is not losing its relevance [36,37].



A review of the literature showed that the issues of assessing the social and economic consequences of legal restrictions on the life of citizens and economic activity within the boundaries of protected areas are actual but have yet to be studied. To a large extent, researchers have studied in depth the issues of cost estimation of all kinds of biological objects and resources, including specially protected natural areas [38], the assessment of the value and usefulness of the use and conservation of tourist resources of national parks using the method of transport costs [39], and the assessment of ecosystem services [40]. There is extensive literature devoted to methods for assessing direct production losses and lost benefits as a result of environmental restrictions [41], the development of socio-economic and compensatory mechanisms1 [42], and the assessment of the region’s economic damage from the environmental factor [43].



An assessment of the socioeconomic consequences of legal restrictions on the life of the population in national parks will allow development measures to ensure a balance between the preservation of unique natural resources and the creation of conditions for the residence of citizens and their economic activities within the boundaries of protected areas [44].



Socioeconomic Condition of the Population in the National Parks


Indicators of social status (employment, income per capita, and level of wages) of the population in the location of the National Park are worse than the national average. There is a high unemployment level in the settlements near the national park, which determines the agricultural orientation of the area [45]. Low profitability of this industry, reduction of production volumes, as well as ineffective activity does not allow the territory to provide the growth of financial income of the population; in this connection, the local population is mainly engaged in the development of personal subsidiary plots, partly in trade and participate in the organization of tourism [46].



The social problems include difficult conditions and low living standards of the local population, including the national park’s employees. For example, low salaries and difficult working conditions are reflected in high staff turnover and the desire of the local population to leave the nearby villages and move to the city [47]. Economic problems include general reductions in funding and the partial transfer of the national park to self-sufficiency. The transport network plays a significant role in the socioeconomic development of the territory [48,49].



Drinking water is one of the most pressing problems for the residents of Basshi and Nurym villages. The second problem that worries the villagers is allocating land for grazing. According to them, the lands allocated for investment projects are either unused or given for sublease.



The Basshi and Nurym villages are located in an area with harsh natural and climatic conditions. In addition to high summer temperatures, strong winds prevail here, and there are no natural high tree plantations that would create ecological conditions for the living of the local population. In addition, a severe problem is the need for more fuel supply for residents. Despite the ban, saxaul plantations are intensively cut down, the border of which in recent decades has receded for several kilometers and now runs 7–10 km from the settlements. Furthermore, Turanga (a rare tree for the region), bushes of comb, calligonum, and white acacia are cut down. The isolation of tree and shrub vegetation from populated areas dramatically changes the conditions for grass growth. As a result of the degradation of vegetation cover, highly productive fodder species are replaced by weedy, often not eaten by cattle species (brunette, woodruff, etc.). To protect Basshi and Nurym villages from strong winds and, consequently, to improve the microclimate of these settlements, it was proposed to create green protection zones, including recreational and leisure areas on the windward side of the villages.





3. Materials and Methods


We used a quantitative method to collect and analyze data. Moreover, we gave the questionnaire to assess the sustainable development of ecotourism in the National Park “Altynemel”. The National Park “Altynemel” is the largest in Kazakhstan.



Our preliminary observations of the territory help us conduct surveys efficiently. Field surveys were conducted from 3 May 2022 to 23 May 2022, with respondents selected from Basshi (159 people) and Nurym (42). The primary respondents were residents of Basshi and Nurym villages, including park workers, guides, hotel and guest house owners, cooks, cab drivers, etc.



Table 1 contains comprehensive details regarding the replies chosen from the locals.



The survey used a five-point Likert scale. We used eighteen indicators to measure progress in improving sustainable development. This was based on the population’s perception of sustainable development of ecotourism: environmental (4 indicators), socio-cultural (4 indicators), economic (5 indicators), and political (4 indicators). We calculated the weight of the indicator according to the formula [50,51]:


   W  i     =    Mean   indicator     Total   indicators   mean   scores    × 100  



(1)







This formula defines the weighting of indicators in the three dimensions to determine sustainability:


   y i  =    r   i      − 1  m  ×  W i   



(2)




where ri—average scores of indicators of the sustainability, Wi—Indicator weight, and m—the four intervals of the sustainability barometer.



The study used a sustainability barometer to determine gradations of sustainability [52,53]. Additionally, we used four interval scales from 1 to 100, with a classification of “unstable (bad)” for 1–25% of the scales. A rating of “potentially unstable (bad)” was given to 26–50%. 76–100% were categorized as “stable (excellent)” and 51–75% as “potentially stable (good)”. According to the interval scales, the average score ranged from 1 to 5, with 1.0–2.0 denoting unsustainability, 2.0–3.0 denoting possible unsustainability, 3.1–4.0 denoting potential sustainability, and 4.1–5.0 denoting sustainability. The following formula was used to calculate accomplishment scores in order to measure the relationships’ contribution to sustainability:


   D   i      =    y i     W i    × 100 %  



(3)







Sustainable ecotourism development will allow residents to generate income and create new jobs. To determine the sustainability of ecotourism development in the National Park “Altynemel”, consider the following indicators: environmental, sociocultural, economic, and political aspects (Table 2 and Table 3).




4. Results


4.1. Environmental Factors


Since the “Altynemel” National Park territory is under state control, only legal activities are allowed for its citizens and businesses, including those involving its natural resources. Due to the environmental aspect, the residents’ perceptions of Basshi and Nuryma villages are approximate. Residents are well aware of the land conditions of the national park and biodiversity and have the right approach to nature conservation. Since it is native land, the protection of its nature is considered the primary goal of the respondents.




4.2. Socio-Cultural Factors


When comparing the baseline descriptive analysis, Basshi village has a high perception of indicators of the positive socio-cultural impact of tourism. The maximum average score for the “Rehabilitation and preservation of local cultural and historical values (SO1)” indicator is Basshi = 4.14 and Nurym = 3.37. Residents of the Basshi pay great attention to preserving cultural values. According to the indicator “Restoration and realization of national traditional customs and traditions, holidays (SO2)—Basshi = 3.68 and Nurym = 3.20. In both villages, residents treat national holidays equally.




4.3. Economic Factors


The national park’s tourism product contributes to the diversification of the region’s tourism offer, the formation of regional tourism industry centers, and, if the appropriate infrastructure is in place, the development of inbound tourism. National parks have a staff of highly qualified professionals in science, nature conservation, and environmental education; their knowledge and experience will undoubtedly be in demand in the formation of tours with a visit to the national park. It is national parks with access to information about the unique objects of the territory and the natural phenomena observed in them, which is of particular value for tour operators working in the domestic and inbound tourism markets.



Regarding the economic aspects, the results of both villages showed an average level. Basshi and Nurym villagers received an average score for “Employment opportunities for residents (EC2)” (Basshi = 3.66 and Nurym = 3.49). Moreover, for “Promote investments supporting local development (EC3),” the lowest average score was in Nurym village (1.94). This is due to the quality of the road and remoteness from the main areas of a tourist destination. In this regard, the residents of Nurym village, although located on the park’s territory, see few economic benefits from tourism. Residents of two villages positively respond to the “Increase in household income of residents (EC1)”; the average score is higher—3. The fact that Kazakhstan’s state budget is mostly funded by the oil and gas industry and that tourism is not a top priority for economic growth is one of the key reasons why they disagree that “Tourism increases state tax revenues.”




4.4. Political Factors


In the concept of sustainable tourism development, tourist destinations must be comfortable for all, but not to the detriment of nature, so to further develop tourism and competitiveness of the national park should, first of all, solve the problem of road accessibility, as well as the lack of funding for tourism, which affects the presence of many other barriers. In addition, a high percentage of survey responses showed that residents need to be better informed about the opportunities for tourism development in the national park.



Residents of Basshi and Nurym villages could be more optimistic about the political dimension. Two villages showed a low level of promotion of investments to support local development—Basshi = 2.21 and Nurym = 1.43. This shows that the government needs to pay more attention to attracting investment to manage ecotourism activities. Residents of Nurym village scored the lowest average score on the “Poverty Reduction Strategy” through Tourism Development (PC4) “(1.65), as the awareness of the population by the relevant authorities was conducted at a lower level.



The opinions on “safety management of the local population and tourists are largely the same (Basshi = 2.7 and Nurym = 2.61),” according to the survey. When conducting research in the study area, we discovered that the government needs to focus more on providing funding for the establishment of local restaurants, hotels, and other projects that offer services to draw tourists.



The study area is attractive for all discussed areas of active tourism and the placement of recreational infrastructure. The provision of the engineering infrastructure of the park still needs to be completed. This applies to cordons, many of which have no power supply. Most cordons have private power generators (“shepherds”). Some cordons have solar panels, and only the Shygan cordon has a transmission line from the village of Bashy. Springs, rivers, or wells supply the cordons with water. The engineering infrastructure of the central farmstead, administrative building, hotel, and production base provides almost all necessary utilities, though there is no sewage system everywhere. The residential production fund of the National Park “Altynemel” consists mainly of cordons where park inspectors and members of their families live. Today, there are 31 cordons on the territory of the “Altynemel” National Park; almost all of them were built by the “people” construction at the expense of the National Park. Some cordons (Kyzylauyz, Shygan, Taigak, Zhantogai) simultaneously serve as guest houses and are notable for their excellent amenities. Currently, seven cordons are in good condition but need routine repairs, 14 need significant repairs, and eight non-standard cordons require reconstruction. There are ten checkpoints with barriers in the national park. Eight bivouac sites have been built in the park. Figure 2 shows the infrastructure of the national park.



Infrastructural unpreparedness of the territory and ecological overloading of treasured landscapes of all recreational zones is the most acute problem of the protected natural area. However, the most problematic area in the National Park “Altynemel” remains the sanitary and hygienic sphere (garbage disposal). Even among the best tourist sites, only one is engaged in a selective (separate) collection of waste (glass, metal, plastic, organics to compost), guided by environmental motivation.



Unlike nature reserves, the “Altynemel” State National Nature Park is open to the public on most of its territory. The National Park operates three tourist routes:




	-

	
Automobile and pedestrian routes—1. Basshi village—state natural monument “Singing barkhans”—spring of Ch. Valikhanov—Turanga grove—stone steles “Oshaktas”;




	-

	
Automobile and pedestrian routes—2. Rock paintings “Tanbalytas”—burial mounds “Besshatyr”;




	-

	
Automobile and pedestrian routes—3. v. Basshi—Katutau mountains—Aktau—Kosbastau cordon.









Figure 2 shows other developed routes.



The historically established outline of the tourist route and existing objects of tourist attraction determined the configuration of the recreational area of the created trail. It includes areas with favorable bioclimatic and landscape diversity. Some areas of the national park are located in the planning areas and close to settlements and places of tourist recreation. The authors proposed the creation of a visitor service area, the primary function of which is the placement of tourist service facilities.



Around the world, zoning schemes are usually used to balance the needs of conservation and development while ensuring the full implementation of comprehensive service functions of national parks. Functional zoning of a national park is the differentiation of an area according to conservation priorities and natural resource management regimes for the most effective and long-term resource management.



To make a map of the functional zoning of the “Altynemel” National Park territory, the authors used various archival space materials, data on administrative borders, cartographic images, and fieldwork materials as initial data (Figure 3). The National Park’s land was divided into seven functional zones as a consequence of zoning: protected area; environmental Stability Zone; tourist and recreational activity zone; regulated short-term rest areas; long-term rest areas; zone of limited economic activity; security zone.



As the functional zones of different purposes, we identified four zones: park conservation zone; environmental stabilization zone; zone of tourist and recreational activities; zone of limited economic activities; protection zone. The primary purpose of functional zoning is to optimize the ratio of environmental and recreational components, considering the prospects for its development.



As a result of our work, we characterized the area as a classic process of littering with plastic, paper, glass, and other waste. In addition, we established the hidden pit dumping of household waste. On the other hand, the untimely removal of containers and containers with solid waste is an element that violates the aesthetics of the landscape.



Thus, in the last decade, in the places of mass recreation on the Kapshagay coast, there have been processes of burying household waste due to the increasing volume of consumer waste. Nevertheless, the problem can be solved if “launch” organizational, financial, economic, and technological mechanisms for implementing already developed schemes, including the sanitary cleaning of settlements. Expeditionary studies of the last summer seasons allow us to state that the district akimats should solve the problems with waste in the tourist area. However, unfortunately, the akimats cannot solve this problem because of the inconsistency of powers between it and the national park, the functions performed, and financial security.



There are disparities in the sustainability of tourist development between the two villages, as shown by a comparison of the descriptive analyses of the Basshi and Nurym settlements (Figure 4).



Although the residents of Basshi and Nurym assessed the development of the national park at the same level (potentially sustainable and potentially unsustainable), on four factors that differ from each other. The population of Basshi were considered to be more sustainable tourist destination than the residents of Nurym by roughly 30%, if we compare the four indicators used to analyze the four selected communities. One of the reasons for the low score is that Nurym village locates away from the road Basshi, so the residents of Nurym refrain from associating themselves with the development of various tourism sectors in the national park.



In the sustainable ecological dimension, a relatively high level of development—residents of Basshi village receive 77.77%, and residents of Nurym village consider the development of tourism stable at 62.26% (Table 4).



Residents of the hamlet of Basshi rate their degree of development in the sustainable ecological component at 77.77%, while those in the village of Nurym view 62.26% of it as stable (Table 4). Given that the people of Bassha awarded the development of ecotourism in the national park a reasonably good rating, this shows that the aim of the development of ecotourism in the national park has been partially met. According to Table 4’s evaluation of the socio-cultural aspects of tourism, inhabitants of two settlements scared at a possibly stable level (Basshi = 72.27 and Nurym = 55.33). Demonstration of national traditions to tourists is often organized in Basshi village.





5. Discussion and Conclusions


The findings of the research are used as the foundation for programs that will promote active tourism. Using a combination of GIS and MCDA techniques, we were able to apply a sizable number of criteria for coming to a compromise between two major land use priorities: sustainable tourism and improvements in the overall tourist infrastructure. In order to add to the debate on the practical issues of employing the MCDA approach, an effort was made in this study to modify the analysis’s scope for practical reasons.



We evaluated the sustainability of ecotourism in the national park by looking at the perspectives of locals in settlements on the ecological, sociocultural, economic, and political effects of tourism. This method aids in conceptualizing socioeconomic worthwhile and having a favorable effect on the environment.



The study came to the conclusion that the two primary settlements of the tourist destination of the National Park “Altynemel” were unhappy with the two aspects (economic and political) growth of sustainable tourism, which are the key driving factors of the development of the local territory.



In the village of Nurym, which is somewhat removed from the main highway, particularly few people now recognize the economic advantages of the tourist sector. At the same time, the state has not come up with a solid plan for getting the locals involved in tourism.



This generally suggests that the “Altynemel” National Park’s ecotourism is still not very sustainable. It is crucial to include the local community in plans for the development of sustainable ecotourism in order to ensure best practices and a high degree of development of the national park.



We gave the following recommendations to improve the sustainability of ecotourism based on the “Altynemel” National Park:



The appropriate tourist management organizations should first emphasize the advantages of ecotourism development for the local population’s economy. “Promoting the development of other sectors of the economy” and “increasing government tax revenues” are the metrics related to the economic aspect with the lowest average score. Marketing tactics, advertising, and cooperative groups may boost neighborhood productivity and help nearby small companies succeed. To do this: (1) state agencies should ensure a high degree of implementation of the economic aspects of Basshi and Nurym settlements; (2) state agencies should promote the strategies “Attracting Investment to Support Local Development” and “Reducing Poverty through Tourism Development” in Basshi and Nurym settlements. It is better to improve the participation rate and the level of empowerment in tourism to implement the points mentioned above.



National parks, being one of the effective forms of natural and recreational resources, can become initiators and centers of active expansion of sustainable development strategy in the surrounding areas. They combine the protection of natural and cultural complexes with the conduct of tourist and recreational activities, acting as tourist and recreational systems where the concept of sustainable tourism can be successfully implemented.



The “Altynemel” National Park can be considered a tourist-recreational system of the lowest level in several aspects:




	-

	
economic, when the organization and functioning of the national park are associated with creating jobs, developing ecotourism in the region, and related infrastructure (involvement of residents in the service of visitors to the national park). The most common ways of this direction are the development of paid services (lodging, meals, guide services, trade services);




	-

	
academic, in which the national park’s resources become a regional center for ecological education. In practice, it is the activity and potential of the park in various forms of its work with pupils and students;




	-

	
environmental protection allows using the potential of the national park, which has a large staff of state inspectors, to realize the state ecological control.









The authors hope the MCDA methodology demonstrated in this study will become a practice in developing local legislation. Applying this methodology will increase the environmental awareness of the local community, providing an understanding of the potential consequences of the investments made.
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Figure 1. The settlements of Basshi and Nurym. The figure is constructed according to the data of the Landsat 8 OLI satellite. 
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Figure 2. Map of infrastructure development and tourist routes of the “Altynemel” National Park. 
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Figure 3. Map of functional zoning of the territory “Altynemel” National Park. 
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Figure 4. Sustainable development of settlements Basshi and Nurym. Source: Own development. 
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Table 1. Detailed information about the selection of resident responses (n = 201).
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	Characteristics
	Basshi (n = 159)

Percentage
	Nurym (n = 42)

Percentage





	Gender:
	
	



	Male
	56.5
	60.2



	Female
	43.5
	39.8



	Age (year):
	
	



	Young people (18–34)
	31.3
	29.7



	Average age (35–54)
	57.5
	55.1



	Older age (≥55)
	11.2
	15.2



	Education:
	
	



	Secondary education
	76.4
	85.5



	Higher education
	24.9
	14.5
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Table 2. Average scores and ranking of indicators of the sustainability of ecotourism development based on Basshi village in the implementation of each indicator.
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Factors

	
Indicators

	
Mean Indicator

	
Score (ri)

	
Rank






	
Environmental

	
The level of environmental education of the local population (EN1)

	
4.68

	
5.57

	
3




	
Training and development of local knowledge in ecotourism management (EN2)

	
4.37

	
4.52

	
1




	
Local people’s ideas about the peculiarities of geomorphological monuments and terrain in the park (EN3)

	
3.75

	
4.98

	
2




	
Local Perceptions of Biodiversity in the national park (EN4)

	
3.95

	
6.35

	
4




	
Socio-cultural

	
Rehabilitation and preservation of local cultural and historical values (SO1)

	
4.14

	
5.28

	
5




	
Restoration and realization of national traditional customs and traditions, holidays (SO2)

	
3.68

	
3.51

	
3




	
Improvement of social infrastructure (SO3)

	
3.17

	
2.82

	
1




	
Features of the organization of ethnographic tourism in the national park (ethno-aul, national games, etc.) (SO4)

	
3.78

	
4.51

	
4




	
Easy access to attractions and major tourist sites (SO5)

	
3.61

	
4.02

	
2




	
Economic

	
Increase in household income of residents (EC1)

	
3.45

	
3.22

	
1




	
Employment opportunities for residents (EC2)

	
3.66

	
4.01

	
5




	
Promote investments that support local development (EC3)

	
3.42

	
4.80

	
3




	
Economic efficiency of the agricultural organization (EC4)

	
2.41

	
1.38

	
2




	
Increase in state tax revenues (EC5)

	
2.54

	
1.65

	
4




	
Political

	
Attract investment for sustainable development (PC1)

	
2.21

	
1.09

	
1




	
Safety of tourists and locals (PC2)

	
2.7

	
2.01

	
3




	
Existence of educational promotion and public awareness strategies (PC3)

	
2.80

	
2.09

	
4




	
Existence of a strategy to reduce poverty through tourism (PC4)

	
2.62

	
1.65

	
2








Table was developed based on Equations (1)–(3).













[image: Table] 





Table 3. Average scores and ranking of indicators of the sustainability of ecotourism development based on Nurym village in the implementation of each indicator.
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Factors

	
Indicators

	
Mean Indicator

	
Score (ri)

	
Rank






	
Environmental

	
The level of environmental education of the local population (EN1)

	
3.62

	
5.01

	
4




	
Training and development of local knowledge in ecotourism management (EN2)

	
3.25

	
3.44

	
1




	
Local people’s ideas about the peculiarities of geomorphological monuments and terrain in the park (EN3)

	
3.40

	
3.65

	
2




	
Local Perceptions of Biodiversity in the national park (EN4)

	
3.31

	
3.87

	
3




	
Socio-cultural

	
Rehabilitation and preservation of local cultural and historical values (SO1)

	
3.37

	
3.84

	
3




	
Restoration and realization of national traditional customs and traditions, holidays (SO2)

	
3.20

	
3.38

	
2




	
Improvement of social infrastructure (SO3)

	
2.52

	
1.94

	
1




	
Features of the organization of ethnographic tourism in the national park (ethno-aul, national games, etc.) (SO4)

	
3.56

	
4.41

	
5




	
Easy access to attractions and major tourist sites (SO5)

	
3.44

	
4.14

	
4




	
Economic

	
Increase in household income of residents (EC1)

	
3.21

	
3.52

	
4




	
Employment opportunities for residents (EC2)

	
3.49

	
4.22

	
5




	
Promote investments that support local development (EC3)

	
3.01

	
2.90

	
3




	
Economic efficiency of the agricultural organization (EC4)

	
1.94

	
0.92

	
1




	
Increase in state tax revenues (EC5)

	
2.11

	
1.12

	
2




	
Political

	
Attract investment for sustainable development (PC1)

	
1.43

	
0.30

	
1




	
Safety of tourists and locals (PC2)

	
2.61

	
2.01

	
4




	
Existence of educational promotion and public awareness strategies (PC3)

	
2.52

	
1.91

	
3




	
Existence of a strategy to reduce poverty through tourism (PC4)

	
1.65

	
0.66

	
2








Table was developed based on Equations (1)–(3).
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Table 4. Sustainability indices for Basshi and Nurym villages.
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Factors

	
Weight

(Wi)

	
Weighted

Scores (yi)

	
Achievement Percentage (%)

	
Interpretation






	
Basshi




	
Environmental

	
27.48

	
21.11

	
77.77

	
Sustainable (excellent)




	
Socio-cultural

	
30.44

	
22

	
72.27

	
Potentially sustainable (good)




	
Economic

	
25.40

	
15.61

	
61.45

	
Potentially sustainable (good)




	
Political

	
15.95

	
7.2

	
45.1

	
Potentially unsustainable (poor)




	
Total

	
100

	
67.92

	
64.14

	
Potentially sustainable (good)




	
Nurym




	
Environmental

	
26.29

	
16.37

	
62.26

	
Potentially sustainable (good)




	
Socio-cultural

	
31.1

	
17.21

	
55.33

	
Potentially sustainable (good)




	
Economic

	
26.64

	
13.27

	
49.81

	
Potentially unsustainable (poor)




	
Political

	
15.89

	
7.91

	
49.77

	
Potentially unsustainable (poor)




	
Total

	
100

	
54.76

	
54.29

	
Potentially sustainable (good)








Table was developed based on Equations (1)–(3).
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