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Abstract: According to recent statistical data outdoor adventure activities play an important role in today’s
tourism industry. This growing tendency based on several factors. Primarily there are more and more people
seeking for these types of outdoor activities. Young couples tend to establish family in a later age, typically in
their thirties. They have more time for active leisure activities such as hiking and nature walking. In addition,
they likely to spend a growing amount of money for any unique touristic experience. Nature walks sometimes
combined with other nature-based activities such as discovering wildlife in a given area. Not only are the
younger, but older generations also opened to outdoor recreational activities and sports too. There are several
options for observing wildlife depending on the geographical location; some of them may offer significant
physical challenges. Hungary’s North Great Plain region is predominantly flat, while the Bihor region in
Rumania is a real mountainous terrain. Hortobagy and the Tisza lake areas offer unique opportunities for
birdwatching in Europe. Like any other recreational activity, bird watching is proved to be beneficial for both
physical and mental health. Wildlife tourism and avitourism represents serious health-recreational and touristic
potential. There is a constant need for quality nature-based sevices, especially associated with wildlife tourism.
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Introduction

According to recent statistical data, outdoor adventure activities play a
significant role in today’s tourism market. The growing tendency is supported by
several different factors. First, the number of people participating in any outdoor
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activities is continually growing. A wide range of people who are actively seeking
outdoor activities. It is a tendency that young women give birth to a child at a later
age. This is why these couples have more opportunities to spend money on their
adventurous trips. Not only are the younger but senior generations also more likely to
choose outdoor activities. These people have high expectations which are a driving
force to develop higher quality outdoor services (Dunford, 2008). Since 1990 when
the Adventure Travel Trade Association (ATTA) was established a thousand members
from one-hundred countries have joined. Annual meetings called, Adventure Travel
World Summits have gained increasing popularity over the years (ATTA).

Adventure tourism and activities

Adventure Travel Trade Association (ATTA) defines adventure tourism as an
activity, which is characterized by at least two out of three criteria: 1. physical
activity; 2. performed in outdoors; 3. cultural interaction is present (Dunford, 2008).
Adventurous, outdoor activities may help to get out of our daily routine, breaking
out of our comfort zone. This way one may discover something new, through
overcoming his/her barriers. There is a broad definition of such outdoor activities
from whitewater rafting to traditional hiking. The North Great Plain Region is
geographically flat, without any mountainous region, compared to other parts of
Hungary, or especially Romania’s Bihor region the available outdoor activities are
somewhat limited. Just across the border, Bihor region is a paradise for nature-
lovers, with abundant trails for hikers, those who like caving, rappelling, via ferrata
or rafting, won't be disappointed either (Lazuran and Ungureanu, 2014; Ilies et al.,
2017; Dehoorne et al,, 2019; Oldu et al., 2019; Herman et al., 2019).

The geographical characteristics of the North Great Plain region make it ideal
for so-called ,soft" activities such as Nordic walking, fishing, bird-watching, canoeing,
horse-riding might be an option for more of thrill-seekers. ,Avitourism, or avian
tourism, is travel and tourism that focuses on and highlights local birding
opportunities). Avitourism is one of the fastest growing types of environmental
tourism or ecotourism" (Mayntz, 2017, p. 2). Avitourism, including bird-watching, is a
fast-growing sector of the international tourism market (figure 1).

Marine tourism,
such as whale watching

Avitourism Botanical tourism

Wildlife tourism biking, trekking

-and training

Source: Nature Conservancy
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These activities except for horse-riding may be suitable for any generation
regardless of age, and physical condition - the other advantage of these activities, that
they do not require any significant prior experience.

Major attractions of the Hortobagy, Tisza lake areas

Hortobagy and Tisza lake areas are one of Eastern Hungary’s main touristic
attractions, famous for its extraordinary flora and fauna. The Puszta, represented by
the Hortobagy National Park, consists of a vast area of natural grasslands, alkaline
pastures, meadows, and smaller and larger wetlands and marshes (UNESCO, 2018).
Since 1999, Hortobagy Natural Park and Reserve have been selected as a UNESCO
World Heritage site, a haven for migrating birds, birdwatching is a popular option,
for nature-lovers. A perfect location for hiking trails, one may discover its treasure
on a bike or riding a horse. Walking, cycling, horse-riding tours are widely available
in this region.

Tisza lake is the second largest lake after Balaton in Hungary with extraordinary
natural wonders. Several ecotouristic options are available including bird-watching,
canoeing, fishing, cycling, horse-riding, and sailing as well. The eco-center located in
Poroszlé is the largest sweet water aquarium in Europe (Tisza-t6, 2018).

Flora and fauna of the Bihor region

The area of Apuseni and Bihor mountains boasts rich flora and fauna, an ideal
place for wildlife tourism. The Apuseni Nature Park situated in Rumania in the
territory of Alba, Bihor and Cluj counties. This protected area is home to mammals
such as the bear (Ursus arctos), the Carpathian elk and the black goat (Rupicapra
rupicapra). Rare alpine birds, such as the ural owl (Strix uralensis), the nutcracker
(Nucifraga caryocatactes) and the lesser spotted eagle (Aquila pomarina) may be
observed in the park. !

Birdwatching and mental well-being

Commonly, walking around in nature rich in vegetation, listening to the birds is
a useful tool against stress. Nature walks, hiking, while observing species such as birds
may even alleviate anxiety, depression too. More and more people seeking inner
peace, for those visiting a natural reserve, observing wildlife may be a possible option.
Now we have scientific evidence, that hiking and bird-watching may be beneficial for
one’s mental health.

Researchers from University of Exeter have recently published a study,
involving over 270 participants of varied ages, incomes, and ethnicities. They
confirmed that the feathery creatures are a fantastic natural remedy for your mental
health. Research conducted by the University of Exeter, the British Trust for
Ornithology, and the University of Queensland has demonstrated that people living in
greener predominantly suburban areas are significantly less exposed to depression,
anxiety, and stress (Cox et al,, 2017). In 2016, two researchers also conducted a study

1 http://romaniatourism.com/park-nature-apuseni.html
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suggesting bird-watching has a significant beneficial effect on mood, through feelings
of relaxation, and interconnection to the natural world (Cox and Gaston, 2016).

According to Kaplan (1995), there is scientific evidence that interactions with
nature promote psychological well-being, improved mood state (Barton and Pretty
2010), and reduced stress and anxiety (Grahn and Stigsdotter, 2003; Hartig et al,
2003; Maas et al,, 2009). Natural environments, such as natural reserves may provide
psychological benefits and also have the potential to be a practical approach to reduce
stress and preserve mental health (Hartig et al., 2014; Shanahan et al.,, 2015).

Several researchers suggest that observing birds may be beneficial for
people's mental health status (Curtin, 2009; Brock et al., 2017; Cox and Gaston,
2016, Cobar et al., 2017).

From 2018, medical doctors in the Island of Shetlands may officially prescribe
nature walks and birdwatching as a natural treatment for chronic and debilitating
illnesses. The physical activity associated with spotting local species such as lapwings,
long-tailed ducks, and oystercatchers may help treating stress related illnesses, heart
disease and diabetes etc. (Guardian, 2018).

The financial impact of anxiety and mood disorders

Some scientific evidence, cross-sectional and longitudinal studies suggest, that
mood disorders such as depression, may lead to disability or impaired work
productivity (Simon, 2003). The overall costs of treating mood disorders may reach an
estimated €187.4 billion per year in Europe (Gustavsson et al., 2012; Olesen et al,,
2012). After stress, they are one of the most widespread work-related health issues
(13.7% of all reported work-related cases; Eurostat, 2012). This phenomenon may be
originated from the increasing gap between people and nature that is resulting from
more urbanized, sedentary lifestyles (Soga and Gaston, 2016). Hiking in nature
includes activities such as observing wildlife or bird-watching may be one of the
solutions to relieve stress and anxiety.

Conclusions

Wildlife tourism combined with other recreational activities such as hiking;
canoeing may not only promote mental health but improve physical fitness too. It may
be challenging to estimate the extent of these beneficial effects, researchers such as
Brock et al,, and Curtin investigated the interaction with nature and everyday wildlife,
who emphasized the positive psychological effects. Cox et al., 2017 delivered one of
the most comprehensive surveys, including 236 respondents on this topic. They
collected data utilizing the short version of the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale
(DASS 21) study. Primarily mental, psychological status, socio-demographic, personal
data, additionally the amount of physical activity was assessed. We may conclude
that, hiking and observing wildlife have a beneficial effect on the individual’s overall
mental and physical health status, this way the healthcare industry is impacted too.

In the future, we advise to measure the magnitude of physical activity
associated with every bird-watching (wildlife observing) trip, in North Great Plain
Region, or Bihor region using a self-assessment survey method. Focusing not only the
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mental rather the cardiovascular benefits of observing wildlife (hiking), this may
further enhance the popularity of nature-based tourism.

Acknowledgment: This study was supported by the EFOP-3.6.2-16-2017-00003
project which is financed by the European Union and the European Social Fund.
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