
ESTUDIOS DE CASO EN 
AVITURISMO

Introducción
Las personas que observan aves constituyen un 
segmento creciente del mercado mundial del 
ecoturismo. En Canadá y Estados Unidos, millones de 
personas se dedican al avistamiento de pájaros, desde 
las aficionadas ocasionales hasta quienes buscan 
observar especies raras o específicas (en inglés: 
twitchers). Puede tratarse de personas que observan 
aves en su localidad, pero también de quienes se 
desplazan en automóvil o avión a zonas determinadas 
para observar flora y fauna silvestres (véase el folleto #2 
sobre fomento y comercialización del ecoturismo para la 
observación de vida silvestre y aves).

A efecto de atender a este segmento de ecoturistas, a lo 
largo y ancho de América del Norte han surgido 
festivales y ferias centrados en las aves, con más de 175 
eventos registrados en 2019.1 Estas iniciativas pueden 
significar una importante fuente de ingresos para las 
comunidades locales —en su mayoría rurales— que se 
localizan cerca de zonas cuya conservación reviste 
enorme valor ecológico (véase el folleto #6 sobre 
festivales de aves como experiencias ecoturísticas).

El presente folleto recoge las lecciones extraídas de dos 
estudios de caso en los que los festivales de aves y el
turismo ornitológico han promovido un mayor interés 

local y han cobrado gran relevancia al generar 
beneficioseconómicos y sociales, además de atraer la 
atención hacia la conservación de lugares y hábitats 
importantes para las aves playeras migratorias.

Los lugares identificados para estos estudios de caso 
fueron la bahía de Delaware, en Nueva Jersey, y el delta 
del río Copper, en Alaska, ambos en Estados Unidos. Los 
dos sitios son importantes para la conservación de las 
aves playeras a escala hemisférica y constituyen 
ejemplos de buenas prácticas en el diseño, coordinación 
y realización de festivales de aves y turismo para la 
observación de vida silvestre.

En la preparación de estos estudios se realizaron 
entrevistas con personas voluntarias, integrantes de 
juntas directivas, dependencias encargadas de la 
conservación de la vida silvestre y organizaciones sin 
ánimo de lucro, así como con la Cámara de Comercio de 
Córdova, Alaska. Se recogieron también los testimonios 
de diez personas clave, mismos que se complementaron 
con información procedente de los sitios web de los 
festivales o bien facilitada por sus organizadores, y se 
obtuvo información adicional a partir de una revisión de 
documentos y estudios publicados, al igual que de 
informes disponibles en internet.

Serie de recursos de capacitación en aviturismo

Cordova, Alaska is a remote community, di cult to 
access and with an economic activity mainly based 
on fisheries and on the use of natural resources. In 
the case of Cape May, New Jersey, and of the entire 
Delaware Bay, tourism is the main activity; the 
destination is visited annually by thousands of people 
and o° ers a variety of accommodation and

gastronomy options. Cape May also has access to 
a potential market of more than 30 million people 
living within a 5 km radius2. These cases 
demonstrate two extremes in terms of geographic
and economic context, but o° er lessons that can 
be applied in diverse geographic, social, and
economic conditions.

Alaska is also a destination of interest for wildlife viewing 
and outdoor recreation activities. In 2016, approximately
45% of visitors to Alaska engaged in wildlife viewing and 
34% in hiking/nature walks. The state received a total of 1.8 
million visitors, who spent approximately $2 billion in the 
summer season alone, excluding the cost of transportation
to and from Alaska8.

Cordova is a community located in the Southcentral region 
of Alaska, near the mouth of the Copper River. The Copper
River Delta is known for o° ering essential habitat for 
wildlife and welcoming the largest gathering of shorebirds 
in the western hemisphere during the spring migration
season. It is no surprise that the delta is ranked by the 
Alaska Department of Fish and Game as one of the state’s 
top ten birding hotspots, along with world-famous wildlife 
destinations such as Denali National Park, Kenai Fjords 
National Park, and Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge9.

However, Cordova, with its population of 2,3 , receives 
less than 1% of all visitors to Alaska, amounting to an 
estimated 9, 0 visitors in 2 1610. A partial explanation can 
be found in the town’s remote location: no roads connect 
Cordova to other Alaskan towns and visitors must therefore 
rely on transportation by air or ferry. Compared to Delaware 
Bay, the context in which the Copper River Delta Shorebird 
Festival takes place is very di° erent; given the di culty to 
access the site and the distance, it implies a greater 
investment for tourists.
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The Copper River Delta Shorebird Festival was the first of its 
kind to be established in Alaska and has been held every 
year in May, since 199 (the 29th edition was celebrated in 
2 19). The festival was created in 199 , and is held every 
year during the first days of May. The festival was 
established as a response to the serious economic and 
environmental impact caused by the Exxon Valdez oil spill 
that a° ected an important region of Alaska. Founder Sandy 
Frost, a wildlife and environmental education specialist from 
the U.S. Forest Service, came to the site during the 
environmental crisis. Fishing, oyster farming, the culture, 
and the entire society had been disrupted and the main 
economic activities were impaired by pollution. At the same 

time, as the disaster was being dealt with, the great 
importance of the site for the conservation of shorebirds
was acknowledged and in May 199 , it was established as 
a reserve of hemispheric importance as part of the 
Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network. For the
local inhabitants, however, this great show of wildlife was 
nothing new.

Thus, a small group of people met in the local chamber of 
commerce with the Forest Service to discuss ways to help 
the community overcome the economic and environmental
crisis. The idea was to generate a feeling of pride, informing 
the local population, visitors and birdwatchers of the great 
value the site has for more than one million shorebirds that 
arrive there annually. This festival was one of the first to be 
established in the United States. The basis of its success 
was the planning founded on the certainty of the migration 
cycles and the possibility of predicting the arrival of 
shorebirds in Cordova each year. Frost's goal was for 
Cordova to be known not only for its fisheries, but also for 
its importance to shorebirds. This festival was the first in 
Alaska and, naturally, it influenced the creation of other 
festivals in the region and in the United States. In the 
beginning, participants were mainly ornithologists,
scientists, and students. However, over the years, the profile 

of the visitors has diversified. For the tourists, the 
attraction to Cordova was also generated by the 
distance-education programs created by the Forest 
Service, including programs to promote international links
to important sites during the migration of shorebirds11. 
Once the festival was established in the community, it 
was able to grow every year. Annually, the festival draws 
between 2 -3 people, of which at least 5 travel to 
Cordova from other States to participate in the event.

There are no specific data on the contribution of bird 
tourism to the economy in Cordova, since, unlike Cape 
May, the locality is not a tourist destination � �; 
rather, the economy is based on fisheries. In this sense, 
the bird festival is a relevant activity that generates local 
income that complements and stimulates tourism services
before the start of the summer, but it does not have a 
substantive role in the overall economy.

The Cordova Chamber of Commerce coordinates the
festival with the institutional and financial backing of the 
U.S. Forest Service. In addition, there is a local committee
with a diversity of members, including guides, scientists, 
representatives of the fishing community, hoteliers, and
artists. In 2 16, a survey was conducted in the 
community to find out about the situation of businesses,
by analysing the relative impact of activities and events 
perceived by the establishments. Ninety-six percent of
businesses reported positive impacts from the festivals 
(including the shorebird festival).

In addition, some tour operators of small cruise ships are 
developing wildlife photography packages in the spring, 
which include a visit to Cordova for shorebird photography.
Some of these trips cost between US$3, -US$4, per 
person for 5 days.

According to 2016 visitor information for the Southcentral
region of Alaska, tourists to the area come mostly from 
Western US (39%) and the Southern States (22%). A 
smaller proportion of visitors come from Canada (3%) or
other countries (1 %). The average age is over 5 years and 
there are slightly more women than men (52% vs. 48%), 
with an average annual income of $113, . 64% of visitors 
have a college degree and 22% have children at home. 
Thus, visitors to the region tend to be educated and enjoy a 

certain level of economic security. Tourists spend an 
average of US$65 (not including the cost of 
transportation to Alaska). Average tourist spending 
varies greatly among the localities, mainly due to the cost 
of accommodation and food12.

Other bird festivals in Alaska

In the town of Homer (5, inhabitants) the Festival of 
Shorebirds of Kachemak Bay, organized by the Friends of
Alaska National Wildlife Refuges, is also held in the 
month of May and has been for the past 27 years. This 
festival has better access, as it is possible to enter it 
from the city of Anchorage; the number of people 
registered is between 9 and 1, and the estimated 
economic benefit to the local economy is US$5 , .13
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Birdwatchers have been identified as a growing segment 

of the global ecotourism market. In the United States 

and Canada, millions of people engage in birdwatching, 

from the casual observers to the extreme “twitchers”.

They may observe birds locally, or travel by car or plane 

to areas known for wildlife viewing. (See brochures 02 

on marketing ecotourism for birdwatching).

To cater to this segment of ecotourists, bird-centered 

festivals and fairs have cropped up across North 

America, with over 175 events registered in 2 191. Such 

o° erings can be an important source of income for rural 

communities located in proximity to high-conservation

value areas in North America. (See brochure 06 on 

organizing bird festivals). 

This brochure presents a review of the lessons learned 

in two case studies where bird festivals and bird 

tourism have promoted greater local interest and have 

been relevant for generating economic and social

benefits, as well as for garnering attention to the 

conservation of important sites and habitats for 

migratory shorebirds.

The sites identified for this study are the Delaware Bay 

in New Jersey and the Copper River delta in Alaska. Both 

sites are important for the conservation of shorebirds at 

a continental level and are examples of good practices 

in designing and coordinating bird festivals and wildlife

tourism.

In preparing this study, interviews were conducted with

civil organizations in New Jersey, as well as with the 

Chamber of Commerce in the case of Cordova, Alaska, 

and with volunteers, board members, and wildlife 

agencies that also participate in the activities. 

Testimonials from 10 key informants were collected. 

The results were complemented with information from

festival websites or provided by festival organizers. 

Other information was obtained from the review of 

previously published documents and studies and 

available online reports.

Cape May, bahía de Delaware, 
Nueva Jersey

Cordova, Alaska, es una comunidad remota, de difícil 
acceso y con una actividad económica basada 
principalmente en la pesca y en el aprovechamiento 
de los recursos naturales. En el caso de Cape May, 
Nueva Jersey, y de toda la bahía de Delaware, el 
turismo es la actividad principal; el destino es visitado 
anualmente por miles de personas y ofrece una gran 
variedad de opciones de alojamiento y gastronomía. 

Además, Cape May tiene acceso a un mercado 
potencial de más de 30 millones de personas que viven 
en un radio de 500 km.2 Estos casos demuestran dos 
extremos en términos de contexto geográfico y 
económico, pero ofrecen lecciones que pueden 
aplicarse en diversas condiciones geográficas, sociales 
y económicas. 

Cape May es una de las localidades de mayor afluencia 
de avituristas en los Estados Unidos, debido a su 
ubicación en una de las rutas migratorias más 
importantes de Norte América. Durante la primavera 
como en el otoño se pueden observar más de 400 
especies, incluyendo una cantidad considerable de 
individuos de halcón peregrino, halcón columbario y 
águilas pescadoras, así como en el mes de mayo 
confluye en la península el increíble fenómeno de la 
época de reproducción de cientos de miles de 
cacerolas de mar en sincronía con la migración de las 
aves playeras.

La observación de aves tiene una larga historia en 
Cape May. Los primeras actividades de observación de 
aves rapaces en datan al menos al 1931.3 En 1976 se 
estableció el Observatorio de Aves de Cape May, 
resultado de los esfuerzos de organización de grupos 
de observadores para el conteo de poblaciones de 
aves en rutas de paso y descanso en la bahía. Pete 
Dunne, fundador del Observatorio, identificó los 
mejores puntos de observación de gavilanes y aves 
rapaces. Además, creó con Roger Tory Peterson, un 
concepto único para su tiempo, las Series mundiales 
de observación de aves3 que se celebran en el mes de 
mayo de cada año, donde se reta al conteo de la 
mayor cantidad de especies en 24hrs. En todo el 
mundo hay varios "maratones de aves", como el Global 
Big Day.

La asociación no gubernamental New Jersey Audubon ha 
sido factor clave para la institucionalización y adopción 
local de estas actividades. En mayo del 2019 se celebró 
el 36 avo evento de las series mundiales, atrayendo 
observadores dentro de los Estados Unidos como 
internacionales. De manera central a las actividades se 
encuentran dos festivales de aves organizados 
anualmente por New Jersey Audubon, uno en el otoño 
(octubre) y otro en la primavera (mayo). El festival del  

otoño es el más longevo de los Estados Unidos, desde 
1946. El festival inició como una reunión y celebración 
informal de los amantes de las aves bajo la sombrilla de 
la organización. Debido al éxito de éste se decidió 
promover un festival de primavera, donde se observan 
todas las aves migratorias y en especial el espectáculo 
de las aves playeras y cacerolas de mar. Además de las 
aves otros atractivos son la migración de las mariposas 
y libélulas, en particular de la monarca en el mes de 
septiembre.  En 2017, las Series mundiales de 
observación de aves y los festivales de primavera y 
otoño de Cape May atrajeron a más de 3.000 visitantes.5

destination in the state of New Jersey, based on direct tourism spending. In 2 18, the county received 9.82 million 
visitors, which generated a revenue of $6,613 million as well as sales tax revenue of 542 million. Tourism directly 
employed over 26, people6. 

Nature-based activities, and birding in particular, are major attractions for visitors and are estimated to contribute 
significantly to tourism growth in the “shoulder” season (spring and fall). Nature-based tourism generates nearly $6
million annually, accounting for approximately 9% of total tourism spending; more than half of this amount (68%) comes 
from birding and wildlife watching activities. Additionally, a 2 18 survey conducted by Cape May County Tourism Depart-
ment found that 17.5% of visitors had engaged in nature-based activities and 16.2% in birding specifically7.

Alaska is also a destination of interest for wildlife viewing 
and outdoor recreation activities. In 2016, approximately
45% of visitors to Alaska engaged in wildlife viewing and 
34% in hiking/nature walks. The state received a total of 1.8 
million visitors, who spent approximately $2 billion in the 
summer season alone, excluding the cost of transportation
to and from Alaska8.

Cordova is a community located in the Southcentral region 
of Alaska, near the mouth of the Copper River. The Copper
River Delta is known for o° ering essential habitat for 
wildlife and welcoming the largest gathering of shorebirds 
in the western hemisphere during the spring migration
season. It is no surprise that the delta is ranked by the 
Alaska Department of Fish and Game as one of the state’s 
top ten birding hotspots, along with world-famous wildlife 
destinations such as Denali National Park, Kenai Fjords 
National Park, and Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge9.

However, Cordova, with its population of 2,3 , receives 
less than 1% of all visitors to Alaska, amounting to an 
estimated 9, 0 visitors in 2 1610. A partial explanation can 
be found in the town’s remote location: no roads connect 
Cordova to other Alaskan towns and visitors must therefore 
rely on transportation by air or ferry. Compared to Delaware 
Bay, the context in which the Copper River Delta Shorebird 
Festival takes place is very di° erent; given the di culty to 
access the site and the distance, it implies a greater 
investment for tourists.

�� ������������������� ��������������

The Copper River Delta Shorebird Festival was the first of its 
kind to be established in Alaska and has been held every 
year in May, since 199 (the 29th edition was celebrated in
2 19). The festival was created in 199 , and is held every 
year during the first days of May. The festival was 
established as a response to the serious economic and 
environmental impact caused by the Exxon Valdez oil spill 
that a° ected an important region of Alaska. Founder Sandy 
Frost, a wildlife and environmental education specialist from 
the U.S. Forest Service, came to the site during the 
environmental crisis. Fishing, oyster farming, the culture, 
and the entire society had been disrupted and the main 
economic activities were impaired by pollution. At the same 

time, as the disaster was being dealt with, the great 
importance of the site for the conservation of shorebirds
was acknowledged and in May 199 , it was established as 
a reserve of hemispheric importance as part of the 
Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network. For the
local inhabitants, however, this great show of wildlife was 
nothing new.

Thus, a small group of people met in the local chamber of 
commerce with the Forest Service to discuss ways to help 
the community overcome the economic and environmental
crisis. The idea was to generate a feeling of pride, informing 
the local population, visitors and birdwatchers of the great 
value the site has for more than one million shorebirds that 
arrive there annually. This festival was one of the first to be 
established in the United States. The basis of its success 
was the planning founded on the certainty of the migration 
cycles and the possibility of predicting the arrival of 
shorebirds in Cordova each year. Frost's goal was for 
Cordova to be known not only for its fisheries, but also for 
its importance to shorebirds. This festival was the first in 
Alaska and, naturally, it influenced the creation of other 
festivals in the region and in the United States. In the 
beginning, participants were mainly ornithologists,
scientists, and students. However, over the years, the profile 

of the visitors has diversified. For the tourists, the 
attraction to Cordova was also generated by the 
distance-education programs created by the Forest 
Service, including programs to promote international links
to important sites during the migration of shorebirds11. 
Once the festival was established in the community, it 
was able to grow every year. Annually, the festival draws 
between 2 -3 people, of which at least 5 travel to 
Cordova from other States to participate in the event.

There are no specific data on the contribution of bird 
tourism to the economy in Cordova, since, unlike Cape 
May, the locality is not a tourist destination � �; 
rather, the economy is based on fisheries. In this sense, 
the bird festival is a relevant activity that generates local 
income that complements and stimulates tourism services
before the start of the summer, but it does not have a 
substantive role in the overall economy.

The Cordova Chamber of Commerce coordinates the
festival with the institutional and financial backing of the 
U.S. Forest Service. In addition, there is a local committee
with a diversity of members, including guides, scientists, 
representatives of the fishing community, hoteliers, and
artists. In 2 16, a survey was conducted in the 
community to find out about the situation of businesses,
by analysing the relative impact of activities and events 
perceived by the establishments. Ninety-six percent of
businesses reported positive impacts from the festivals 
(including the shorebird festival).

In addition, some tour operators of small cruise ships are 
developing wildlife photography packages in the spring, 
which include a visit to Cordova for shorebird photography.
Some of these trips cost between US$3, -US$4, per 
person for 5 days.

According to 2016 visitor information for the Southcentral
region of Alaska, tourists to the area come mostly from 
Western US (39%) and the Southern States (22%). A 
smaller proportion of visitors come from Canada (3%) or
other countries (1 %). The average age is over 5 years and 
there are slightly more women than men (52% vs. 48%), 
with an average annual income of $113, . 64% of visitors 
have a college degree and 22% have children at home. 
Thus, visitors to the region tend to be educated and enjoy a 

certain level of economic security. Tourists spend an 
average of US$65 (not including the cost of 
transportation to Alaska). Average tourist spending 
varies greatly among the localities, mainly due to the cost 
of accommodation and food12.

Other bird festivals in Alaska

In the town of Homer (5, inhabitants) the Festival of 
Shorebirds of Kachemak Bay, organized by the Friends of
Alaska National Wildlife Refuges, is also held in the 
month of May and has been for the past 27 years. This 
festival has better access, as it is possible to enter it 
from the city of Anchorage; the number of people 
registered is between 9 and 1, and the estimated 
economic benefit to the local economy is US$5 , .13

El espectáculo de la migración de las aves 
playeras en la ruta del Atlántico concentra a más 
de medio millón de aves al día en la bahía de 
Delaware en un periodo de menos de una 
semana del mes de mayo. Las aves hacen escala 
para descansar y alimentarse mientras cientos 
de miles de cacerolas marinas desovan en las 
playas. Los huevos de los cangrejos servirán de 
sustento a las aves playeras en sus viajes hacia 
sus propias áreas de reproducción - un 
recorrido de unos 12.000 kilómetros. Las 
principales especies de aves playeras en la bahía 
son los playeritos semipalmeado, el picocorto, el 
blanco y el rojizo (Calidris pusilla , Calidris alpina , 
Limnodromus griseus , Calidris canutus rufa ).
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Cape May is one of the places with the highest influx of 

bird watchers in the United States due to its location 

within one of the most important migratory routes in

North America. During the spring and autumn, more than 

4 0 bird species can be observed, including a consider-

able number of peregrine falcons, merlins, ospreys, and

sharp-shinned hawks. In addition, an extraordinary 

phenomenon takes place during the month of May when

the horseshoe crab’s mating season coincides with the

migration of shorebirds; the birds feeding on crab eggs 

deposited on the beaches is an incredible spectacle. 

Birdwatching has a long history in Cape may, with hawk 

counting activities going back to at least 19313. In 1976, 

the Bird Observatory of Cape May, New Jersey, was 

established as a result of e° orts to organize groups of 

birdwatchers to count bird populations on transit and rest 

points in the Bay. Pete Dunne, founder of the Observa-

tory, identified the best observation sites for hawks and 

raptors. In addition, with Roger Tory Peterson he 

created a unique concept for this time, the World 

Series of Birding. Taking place in the month of May, it 

is a contest to count the largest number of species 

observed within 24 hours. (Globally, there are several 

such bird counting “birdathons”, including the Global 

Big Day.)

New Jersey Audubon, a non-profit organization dedicated 

to conservation, has been a key actor in the institutional-

ization and local adoption of these activities. In May 2 19, 

the 36th event of the World Series was held, attracting 

US as well as international observers. Central to the 

activities are two bird festivals organized annually by 

New Jersey Audubon: one in the fall (October), and the 

other in the spring (May). The autumn festival is the 

longest-running birding festival in the United States 

with 42 years in existence. The festival began as an 

informal gathering and celebration of bird lovers under

the umbrella of the organization. Due to the success of 

the autumn festival, a spring festival was promoted, 

where all migratory birds can be observed and, notably, 

the convergence of shorebirds and horseshoe crabs.

Besides the birds, other attractions include the migra-

tion of butterflies and dragonflies, particularly of the 

monarch in September4. In 2 17, the World Series of 
Birding and the Cape May Spring and Fall Festivals 

attracted more than 3, 0 visitors5.
Cape May County is the second most important tourism 

Festival Organizador Mes

Gasto anual del ecoturismo 
en el condado de Cape May

600 millones US$ de gasto en 
actividades en la naturaleza

408 millones US$ de gasto en 
observación de aves y vida silvestre

Localidad

El condado de Cape May, en la bahía de Delaware, es el segundo destino turístico más importante del estado 
de Nueva Jersey, con base en los ingresos obtenidos de la actividad turística (gasto turístico directo). En 
2018, el condado recibió casi diez millones de visitantes (9,820,000 turistas), que generaron ingresos por 6,600 
millones de dólares ($EU), así como una recaudación fiscal de $EU554 millones. Además, el sector turístico dio 
empleo directo a más de 26,000 personas.6

Las actividades basadas en la naturaleza, y la observación de aves en particular, suponen un gran atractivo para las 
personas visitantes y se calcula que contribuyen en gran medida al crecimiento del turismo en la temporada 
intermedia: primavera y otoño. El turismo basado en la naturaleza genera casi $EU600 millones anuales, lo que 
representa aproximadamente 9 por ciento del gasto turístico total; más de la mitad de esta cantidad —68 por 
ciento— procede de actividades de observación de aves y vida silvestre. Además, una encuesta realizada en 2018 por 
el Departamento de Turismo del condado de Cape May reveló que del conjunto de turistas recibidos, 17.5 por ciento 
participó en actividades basadas en la naturaleza y 16.2 por ciento en el avistamiento de pájaros, en concreto.7

Por ejemplo, la llegada de aves migratorias —especialmente durante el desove de los cangrejos herradura— tiene un 
impacto significativo en la economía, al dar pie a eventos, festivales y actividades que atraen visitantes a la bahía de 
Delaware y diversifican las opciones recreativas que ofrece la región.

Ejemplos de eventos de observación de aves en la Bahía de Delaware

Impacto económico

Alaska is also a destination of interest for wildlife viewing 
and outdoor recreation activities. In 2016, approximately
45% of visitors to Alaska engaged in wildlife viewing and 
34% in hiking/nature walks. The state received a total of 1.8 
million visitors, who spent approximately $2 billion in the 
summer season alone, excluding the cost of transportation
to and from Alaska8.

Cordova is a community located in the Southcentral region 
of Alaska, near the mouth of the Copper River. The Copper
River Delta is known for o° ering essential habitat for 
wildlife and welcoming the largest gathering of shorebirds 
in the western hemisphere during the spring migration
season. It is no surprise that the delta is ranked by the 
Alaska Department of Fish and Game as one of the state’s 
top ten birding hotspots, along with world-famous wildlife 
destinations such as Denali National Park, Kenai Fjords 
National Park, and Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge9.

However, Cordova, with its population of 2,3 , receives 
less than 1% of all visitors to Alaska, amounting to an 
estimated 9, 0 visitors in 2 1610. A partial explanation can 
be found in the town’s remote location: no roads connect 
Cordova to other Alaskan towns and visitors must therefore 
rely on transportation by air or ferry. Compared to Delaware 
Bay, the context in which the Copper River Delta Shorebird 
Festival takes place is very di° erent; given the di culty to 
access the site and the distance, it implies a greater 
investment for tourists.
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The Copper River Delta Shorebird Festival was the first of its 
kind to be established in Alaska and has been held every 
year in May, since 199 (the 29th edition was celebrated in 
2 19). The festival was created in 199 , and is held every 
year during the first days of May. The festival was 
established as a response to the serious economic and 
environmental impact caused by the Exxon Valdez oil spill 
that a° ected an important region of Alaska. Founder Sandy 
Frost, a wildlife and environmental education specialist from 
the U.S. Forest Service, came to the site during the 
environmental crisis. Fishing, oyster farming, the culture, 
and the entire society had been disrupted and the main 
economic activities were impaired by pollution. At the same 

time, as the disaster was being dealt with, the great 
importance of the site for the conservation of shorebirds
was acknowledged and in May 199 , it was established as 
a reserve of hemispheric importance as part of the 
Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network. For the
local inhabitants, however, this great show of wildlife was 
nothing new.

Thus, a small group of people met in the local chamber of 
commerce with the Forest Service to discuss ways to help 
the community overcome the economic and environmental
crisis. The idea was to generate a feeling of pride, informing 
the local population, visitors and birdwatchers of the great 
value the site has for more than one million shorebirds that 
arrive there annually. This festival was one of the first to be 
established in the United States. The basis of its success 
was the planning founded on the certainty of the migration 
cycles and the possibility of predicting the arrival of 
shorebirds in Cordova each year. Frost's goal was for 
Cordova to be known not only for its fisheries, but also for 
its importance to shorebirds. This festival was the first in 
Alaska and, naturally, it influenced the creation of other 
festivals in the region and in the United States. In the 
beginning, participants were mainly ornithologists,
scientists, and students. However, over the years, the profile 

of the visitors has diversified. For the tourists, the 
attraction to Cordova was also generated by the 
distance-education programs created by the Forest 
Service, including programs to promote international links
to important sites during the migration of shorebirds11. 
Once the festival was established in the community, it 
was able to grow every year. Annually, the festival draws 
between 2 -3 people, of which at least 5 travel to 
Cordova from other States to participate in the event.

There are no specific data on the contribution of bird 
tourism to the economy in Cordova, since, unlike Cape 
May, the locality is not a tourist destination � �; 
rather, the economy is based on fisheries. In this sense, 
the bird festival is a relevant activity that generates local 
income that complements and stimulates tourism services
before the start of the summer, but it does not have a 
substantive role in the overall economy.

The Cordova Chamber of Commerce coordinates the
festival with the institutional and financial backing of the 
U.S. Forest Service. In addition, there is a local committee
with a diversity of members, including guides, scientists, 
representatives of the fishing community, hoteliers, and
artists. In 2 16, a survey was conducted in the 
community to find out about the situation of businesses,
by analysing the relative impact of activities and events 
perceived by the establishments. Ninety-six percent of
businesses reported positive impacts from the festivals 
(including the shorebird festival).

In addition, some tour operators of small cruise ships are 
developing wildlife photography packages in the spring, 
which include a visit to Cordova for shorebird photography.
Some of these trips cost between US$3, -US$4, per 
person for 5 days.

According to 2016 visitor information for the Southcentral
region of Alaska, tourists to the area come mostly from 
Western US (39%) and the Southern States (22%). A 
smaller proportion of visitors come from Canada (3%) or
other countries (1 %). The average age is over 5 years and 
there are slightly more women than men (52% vs. 48%), 
with an average annual income of $113, . 64% of visitors 
have a college degree and 22% have children at home. 
Thus, visitors to the region tend to be educated and enjoy a 

certain level of economic security. Tourists spend an 
average of US$65 (not including the cost of 
transportation to Alaska). Average tourist spending 
varies greatly among the localities, mainly due to the cost 
of accommodation and food12.

Other bird festivals in Alaska

In the town of Homer (5, inhabitants) the Festival of 
Shorebirds of Kachemak Bay, organized by the Friends of
Alaska National Wildlife Refuges, is also held in the 
month of May and has been for the past 27 years. This 
festival has better access, as it is possible to enter it 
from the city of Anchorage; the number of people 
registered is between 9 and 1, and the estimated 
economic benefit to the local economy is US$5 , .13
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Cordova, delta del Río Copper,
Alaska 

Recientemente los científicos 
han comprendido la conexión 
entre el delta del Rio Copper y 
otros humedales importantes
en Mexico y Sur América: una 
red de sitios que sostiene 
millones de aves migratorias.
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Alaska es un destino importante para la observación de 
flora y fauna silvestres y, en general, para actividades 
recreativas al aire libre. En 2016, alrededor de 45 por ciento 
de las personas que visitaron Alaska practicaron la 
observación de vida silvestre y 34 por ciento, el senderismo 
y caminatas en plena naturaleza. El estado recibió un total 
de casi dos millones de visitantes (1,800,000 turistas), que 
gastaron cerca de dos millones de dólares tan sólo en la 
temporada de verano, sin incluir el costo del transporte de 
ida y vuelta a Alaska.8

Cordova es una comunidad situada en la región centro-sur 
de Alaska, cerca de la desembocadura del río Copper, cuyo 
delta es conocido por ofrecer un hábitat esencial para 
especies silvestres y acoger la mayor concentración de aves 
playeras del hemisferio occidental durante la temporada de 
migración de primavera. No es de extrañar que el delta esté 
clasificado por el Departamento de Caza y Pesca de Alaska 
como uno de los diez principales puntos de observación de 
aves del estado, junto con destinos de observación de vida 
silvestre de fama mundial como el Parque Nacional de 
Denali, el Parque Nacional de los Fiordos de Kenai y el 
Refugio Nacional de Vida Silvestre de Kodiak.9 Sin embargo, 
Cordova recibe menos de 1 por ciento de todos los 
visitantes de Alaska (un estimado de 9,000 personas en 
2016).10 Ello se explica, en parte, por la remota ubicación de 
la ciudad, de apenas de 2,300 habitantes: no hay carreteras 
que conecten a Cordova con otras ciudades de Alaska, por 
lo que los visitantes deben recurrir al transporte aéreo o en 

transbordador. Comparado con la bahía de Delaware, el 
contexto en el que se celebra el Festival de Aves Playeras 
del Delta del Río Copper es muy diferente: dadas la 
distancia y la dificultad para acceder al lugar, la 
participación en el evento implica una mayor inversión de 
tiempo y recursos para los visitantes.
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Festival de Aves Playeras del Delta del Río Copper
El primero en su tipo en Alaska, el Festival de Aves Playeras 
del Delta del Río Copper se celebra cada año, desde 1990, 
durante los primeros días de mayo. El festival se estableció 
como un serio esfuerzo económico tras el impacto 
ambiental causado por el derrame de hidrocarburos del 
buque petrolero Exxon Valdez que afectó a una importante 
región de Alaska. La fundadora del festival, Sandy Frost, 
especialista en vida silvestre y educación ambiental del 
Servicio Forestal de Estados Unidos (United States Forest 
Service, USFS), acudió al lugar durante la grave crisis 
ecológica. La pesca, la ostricultura, la vida cultural y la 
sociedad en general se habían visto afectadas y las 
principales actividades económicas resultaron perjudicadas 
por la contaminación. Al mismo tiempo que se realizaba el 
manejo ambiental de la catástrofe, se reconoció la gran 
importancia del lugar para la conservación de las aves 
playeras, de manera que en 1990 se estableció como “sitio 
de importancia hemisférica” de la Red Hemisférica de 
Reservas para Aves Playeras (RHRAP). Como resultado, ese 
mismo año, un grupo reducido de personas se reunió en la 

cámara de comercio local con representantes del USFS a 
efecto de analizar formas de ayudar a la comunidad a 
superar la crisis económica y ambiental. La idea era 
generar un sentimiento de orgullo local e informar a la 
población, al igual que a las personas visitantes en general 
y a las observadoras de aves, del inmenso valor del lugar 
para más de un millón de aves playeras que llegan allí 
cada año.

La base del éxito de la iniciativa radicó en la certeza de los 
ciclos migratorios y la posibilidad de predecir la llegada 
anual de aves playeras a Cordova. El objetivo de Frost era 
que el sitio fuera conocido no solamente por sus recursos 
pesqueros, sino también por su importancia para las aves 
playeras. Este festival fue el primero de Alaska e influenció 
la creación de otros más en la región y en Estados Unidos. 
Al principio, quienes participaban en el encuentro eran en 
su mayoría personas dedicadas a la ornitología y la ciencia, 
y estudiantes, pero, con los años, el perfil de los visitantes 
se ha diversificado.
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Alaska is also a destination of interest for wildlife viewing 
and outdoor recreation activities. In 2016, approximately
45% of visitors to Alaska engaged in wildlife viewing and 
34% in hiking/nature walks. The state received a total of 1.8 
million visitors, who spent approximately $2 billion in the 
summer season alone, excluding the cost of transportation
to and from Alaska8.

Cordova is a community located in the Southcentral region 
of Alaska, near the mouth of the Copper River. The Copper
River Delta is known for o° ering essential habitat for 
wildlife and welcoming the largest gathering of shorebirds 
in the western hemisphere during the spring migration
season. It is no surprise that the delta is ranked by the 
Alaska Department of Fish and Game as one of the state’s 
top ten birding hotspots, along with world-famous wildlife 
destinations such as Denali National Park, Kenai Fjords 
National Park, and Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge9.

However, Cordova, with its population of 2,3 , receives 
less than 1% of all visitors to Alaska, amounting to an 
estimated 9, 0 visitors in 2 1610. A partial explanation can 
be found in the town’s remote location: no roads connect 
Cordova to other Alaskan towns and visitors must therefore 
rely on transportation by air or ferry. Compared to Delaware 
Bay, the context in which the Copper River Delta Shorebird 
Festival takes place is very di° erent; given the di culty to 
access the site and the distance, it implies a greater 
investment for tourists.

�� ������������������� �������������

The Copper River Delta Shorebird Festival was the first of its 
kind to be established in Alaska and has been held every 
year in May, since 199 (the 29th edition was celebrated in 
2 19). The festival was created in 199 , and is held every 
year during the first days of May. The festival was 
established as a response to the serious economic and 
environmental impact caused by the Exxon Valdez oil spill 
that a° ected an important region of Alaska. Founder Sandy 
Frost, a wildlife and environmental education specialist from 
the U.S. Forest Service, came to the site during the 
environmental crisis. Fishing, oyster farming, the culture, 
and the entire society had been disrupted and the main 
economic activities were impaired by pollution. At the same 

time, as the disaster was being dealt with, the great 
importance of the site for the conservation of shorebirds
was acknowledged and in May 199 , it was established as 
a reserve of hemispheric importance as part of the 
Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network. For the
local inhabitants, however, this great show of wildlife was 
nothing new.

Thus, a small group of people met in the local chamber of 
commerce with the Forest Service to discuss ways to help 
the community overcome the economic and environmental
crisis. The idea was to generate a feeling of pride, informing 
the local population, visitors and birdwatchers of the great 
value the site has for more than one million shorebirds that 
arrive there annually. This festival was one of the first to be 
established in the United States. The basis of its success 
was the planning founded on the certainty of the migration 
cycles and the possibility of predicting the arrival of 
shorebirds in Cordova each year. Frost's goal was for 
Cordova to be known not only for its fisheries, but also for 
its importance to shorebirds. This festival was the first in 
Alaska and, naturally, it influenced the creation of other 
festivals in the region and in the United States. In the 
beginning, participants were mainly ornithologists,
scientists, and students. However, over the years, the profile 

certain level of economic security. Tourists spend an 
average of US$65 (not including the cost of 
transportation to Alaska). Average tourist spending 
varies greatly among the localities, mainly due to the cost 
of accommodation and food12.

Other bird festivals in Alaska

In the town of Homer (5, inhabitants) the Festival of 
Shorebirds of Kachemak Bay, organized by the Friends of
Alaska National Wildlife Refuges, is also held in the 
month of May and has been for the past 27 years. This 
festival has better access, as it is possible to enter it 
from the city of Anchorage; the number of people 
registered is between 9 and 1, and the estimated 
economic benefit to the local economy is US$5 , .13

La atracción de los visitantes a Cordova también se generó a 
partir de los programas de educación a distancia creados 
por servicio forestal, incluyendo programas para promover 
los vínculos internacionales con sitios importantes durante 
la migración de las aves playeras.11 Una vez que el festival se 
arraigó en la comunidad, este ha podido tener seguimiento 
cada año. El festival reúne anualmente entre 200 y 300 
personas de las cuales al menos 50 personas viajan a 
Cordova de otros Estados para participar en el evento.

No se cuenta con datos específicos de la contribución del 
avistamiento de aves en Cordova a la economía, ya que a 
diferencia de Cape May, la localidad no es un destino 
turístico per se. La economía está basada en las pesquerías. 
En este sentido, el festival de aves es una actividad 
relevante que genera ingresos locales que complementa y 
activa los servicios turísticos antes del inicio del verano, 
pero no tiene un rol sustantivo en la derrama económica 
general.

La cámara de comercio de Cordova es la institución que 
coordina el festival con el respaldo institucional y financiero 
del Servicio Forestal de los Estados Unidos. Además, se 
cuenta con un comité local representado por una diversidad 
de actores, incluyendo guías y científicos, representantes de 
la comunidad de pescadores, hoteleros, y artistas. En el 
2016 se realizó una encuesta en la comunidad para conocer 
la situación de los negocios, en ésta analizó el impacto 
relativo de actividades y eventos en el impacto percibido por 
los establecimientos, encontrando que el 96% de reportaron 
impactos positivos de los festivales (incluyendo el de aves 
playeras).

Además, algunos operadores turísticos de pequeños 
cruceros están desarrollando paquetes de fotografía de vida 
silvestre en la primavera los cuáles incluyen la visita a 
Cordova para la fotografía de las aves playeras. Algunos de 
estos viajes cuestan entre 3,000 y 4,000 dólares por persona 
por 5 días.

De acuerdo con las estadísticas del 2016 elaboradas para la 
región del centro-sur de Alaska, la mayoría de los visitantes 
proviene del oeste  (39%) y del sur (22%) de los Estados 
Unidos, y entre los visitantes internacionales el 3% son de 
Canadá y 10% de otros países. La edad promedio es de más 
de 50 años, un poco más de mujeres que hombres (52% vs 
48%), únicamente el 28% tiene aún hijos en casa, 64% 
tienen un grado universitario y los ingresos promedios 
anuales en los hogares son de 113 mil dólares. Esto es que 
los visitantes que llegan a esta región del mundo son 
personas educadas con cierto nivel de capacidad 
económica. El promedio de lo que gastan por persona en 
una comunidad (sin incluir el costo de transporte a Alaska) 
es de 650 dólares. El gasto turístico promedio varía mucho 
entre las localidades, principalmente por el costo de 
alojamiento y alimentación.12
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Alaska is also a destination of interest for wildlife viewing 
and outdoor recreation activities. In 2016, approximately
45% of visitors to Alaska engaged in wildlife viewing and 
34% in hiking/nature walks. The state received a total of 1.8 
million visitors, who spent approximately $2 billion in the 
summer season alone, excluding the cost of transportation
to and from Alaska8.

Cordova is a community located in the Southcentral region 
of Alaska, near the mouth of the Copper River. The Copper
River Delta is known for o° ering essential habitat for 
wildlife and welcoming the largest gathering of shorebirds 
in the western hemisphere during the spring migration
season. It is no surprise that the delta is ranked by the 
Alaska Department of Fish and Game as one of the state’s 
top ten birding hotspots, along with world-famous wildlife 
destinations such as Denali National Park, Kenai Fjords 
National Park, and Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge9.

However, Cordova, with its population of 2,3 , receives 
less than 1% of all visitors to Alaska, amounting to an 
estimated 9, 0 visitors in 2 1610. A partial explanation can 
be found in the town’s remote location: no roads connect 
Cordova to other Alaskan towns and visitors must therefore 
rely on transportation by air or ferry. Compared to Delaware 
Bay, the context in which the Copper River Delta Shorebird 
Festival takes place is very di° erent; given the di culty to 
access the site and the distance, it implies a greater 
investment for tourists.

�� ������������������� �������������

The Copper River Delta Shorebird Festival was the first of its 
kind to be established in Alaska and has been held every 
year in May, since 199 (the 29th edition was celebrated in 
2 19). The festival was created in 199 , and is held every 
year during the first days of May. The festival was 
established as a response to the serious economic and 
environmental impact caused by the Exxon Valdez oil spill 
that a° ected an important region of Alaska. Founder Sandy 
Frost, a wildlife and environmental education specialist from 
the U.S. Forest Service, came to the site during the 
environmental crisis. Fishing, oyster farming, the culture, 
and the entire society had been disrupted and the main 
economic activities were impaired by pollution. At the same 

time, as the disaster was being dealt with, the great 
importance of the site for the conservation of shorebirds
was acknowledged and in May 199 , it was established as 
a reserve of hemispheric importance as part of the 
Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network. For the
local inhabitants, however, this great show of wildlife was 
nothing new.

Thus, a small group of people met in the local chamber of 
commerce with the Forest Service to discuss ways to help 
the community overcome the economic and environmental
crisis. The idea was to generate a feeling of pride, informing 
the local population, visitors and birdwatchers of the great 
value the site has for more than one million shorebirds that 
arrive there annually. This festival was one of the first to be 
established in the United States. The basis of its success 
was the planning founded on the certainty of the migration 
cycles and the possibility of predicting the arrival of 
shorebirds in Cordova each year. Frost's goal was for 
Cordova to be known not only for its fisheries, but also for 
its importance to shorebirds. This festival was the first in 
Alaska and, naturally, it influenced the creation of other 
festivals in the region and in the United States. In the 
beginning, participants were mainly ornithologists,
scientists, and students. However, over the years, the profile 

of the visitors has diversified. For the tourists, the 
attraction to Cordova was also generated by the 
distance-education programs created by the Forest 
Service, including programs to promote international links
to important sites during the migration of shorebirds11. 
Once the festival was established in the community, it 
was able to grow every year. Annually, the festival draws 
between 2 -3 people, of which at least 5 travel to 
Cordova from other States to participate in the event.

There are no specific data on the contribution of bird 
tourism to the economy in Cordova, since, unlike Cape 
May, the locality is not a tourist destination � �; 
rather, the economy is based on fisheries. In this sense, 
the bird festival is a relevant activity that generates local 
income that complements and stimulates tourism services
before the start of the summer, but it does not have a 
substantive role in the overall economy.

The Cordova Chamber of Commerce coordinates the
festival with the institutional and financial backing of the 
U.S. Forest Service. In addition, there is a local committee
with a diversity of members, including guides, scientists, 
representatives of the fishing community, hoteliers, and
artists. In 2 16, a survey was conducted in the 
community to find out about the situation of businesses,
by analysing the relative impact of activities and events 
perceived by the establishments. Ninety-six percent of
businesses reported positive impacts from the festivals 
(including the shorebird festival).

In addition, some tour operators of small cruise ships are 
developing wildlife photography packages in the spring, 
which include a visit to Cordova for shorebird photography.
Some of these trips cost between US$3, -US$4, per 
person for 5 days.

According to 2016 visitor information for the Southcentral
region of Alaska, tourists to the area come mostly from 
Western US (39%) and the Southern States (22%). A 
smaller proportion of visitors come from Canada (3%) or
other countries (1 %). The average age is over 5 years and 
there are slightly more women than men (52% vs. 48%), 
with an average annual income of $113, . 64% of visitors 
have a college degree and 22% have children at home. 
Thus, visitors to the region tend to be educated and enjoy a 

Otros festivales de aves en Alaska
En la localidad de Homer (5,000 habitantes) también 
se realiza en el mes de mayo, desde 1993, el Festival 
de Aves Playeras de la Bahia de Kachemak, organizado 
por los amigos de los refugios nacionales de vida 
silvestre de Alaska. Este festival tiene un mejor acceso 
que el de Cordova, ya que es posible llegar desde la 
ciudad de Anchorage. El número de personas 
registradas es de entre 900-1000 personas y la derrama 
económica estimada para la población de Homer es de 
500 mil dólares.13
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Lecciones aprendidas

En ambos estudios de caso se identificaron los siguientes 
elementos de éxito.

1. Continuidad institucional
En el caso de Nueva Jersey las actividades de promoción del 
aviturismo y la organización de festivales se han institucio-
nalizado en varias entidades, desde organizaciones civiles, 
centros de interpretación y ciencia y organismos como 
cámaras de comercio de los condados. En el caso del delta 
del rio Copper en Cordova la cámara de comercio con el 
servicio forestal de los Estados Unidos, han sido claves para 
impulsar la actividad año con año. Para estas organizaciones 
los festivales son parte de la oferta institucional y se cuenta 
con recursos humanos y financieros asignados cada año. La 
continuidad institucional a permitido tener una memoria 
acumulada y aprovechar la experiencia del pasado para 
seguir innovando. En ambas regiones hay un esfuerzo mayor 
para documentar las actividades y evaluar los impactos 
sociales y económicos.

2. Personal con experiencia en
mercadeo
A lo largo de los años, el personal técnico y científico que 
organizaba los eventos ha sido reemplazado por personal 
profesional con experiencia en la coordinación de eventos y 
mercadotecnia. En los casos analizados ambas coordinadoras 
mencionaron no haber sido aficionadas a la observación de 
aves cuando iniciaron el trabajo, pero si son capaces de 
entender las necesidades del mercado y agregar valor. 
Quienes han participado en los comités locales también 
reconocen el valor de contar con profesionales de mercadeo, 
ya que se ha mejorado la diversidad de los visitantes, se ha 
logrado un mayor alcance de personas, y se ha impulsado el 
uso de herramientas visuales y las redes sociales.

3. Conocimiento cientifico base
En ambos casos el conocimiento científico base ha sido 
clave para el desarrollo de la experiencia turística. La 
información acumulada a lo largo de años de estudios de 
campo, han podido determinar con anticipación las fechas 
en que la mayor abundancia de las aves es esperada en el 

sitio, así como los mejor puntos de observación, las áreas de 
alimentación y recursos críticos del hábitat y las medidas 
para mitigar el impacto de los turistas en las aves.

4. Las concentraciones migratorias,
un atractivo central
Los casos analizados se encuentran en las rutas de migración 
continental. El contar con un espectáculo como la 
concentración de miles de aves playeras, o el paso de miles 
de aves rapaces son clave para el diseño de una experiencia 
de aviturismo enfocada. De acuerdo con las opiniones de las 
entrevistadas, la atracción de las grandes migraciones es sin 
duda un producto que es más fácil de promover entre los 
interesados, quiénes pueden planificar anticipadamente su 
viaje. Así mismo, este enfoque permite asegurar un alto 
porcentaje de satisfacción de la experiencia y atraer tanto a 
observadores expertos, casuales, ecoturistas en general y 
fotógrafos de la naturaleza.

5. Combinación de actividades
En ambos casos se reportaron resultados positivos de tener 
una agenda diversificada de actividades, donde los 
asistentes a los eventos pueden escoger de un menú de 
oportunidades de acuerdo con su nivel de capacidad e 
interés en la observación de las aves. Eventos de mayor 
exigencia para observadores dedicados y experimentados, 
incluyendo caminatas y concursos de conteos de aves. 
Clases, talleres y visitas guiadas para observadores que se 
están iniciando. Eventos sociales, como cenas en cruceros 
por la bahía o actividades de música, teatro o danza, en los 
festivales, actividades para los que son acompañantes y no 
observadores de aves, y actividades para niños. La selección 
de conferencistas es también un elemento que puede 
reflejar la calidad de los eventos y puede ser determinante 
en elevar la expectativa de los participantes. El 60% de los 
participantes en 2018 en Cordova reportaron ser 
observadores de aves casuales, solo el 20% se identifico 
como observadores dedicados o extremos, y el 18 % como 
no aficionados.14 Lo que muestra la importancia del diseño 
de actividades considerando los diversos tipos de avituristas 
y ecoturistas.

Alaska is also a destination of interest for wildlife viewing 
and outdoor recreation activities. In 2016, approximately
45% of visitors to Alaska engaged in wildlife viewing and 
34% in hiking/nature walks. The state received a total of 1.8 
million visitors, who spent approximately $2 billion in the 
summer season alone, excluding the cost of transportation
to and from Alaska8.

Cordova is a community located in the Southcentral region 
of Alaska, near the mouth of the Copper River. The Copper
River Delta is known for o° ering essential habitat for 
wildlife and welcoming the largest gathering of shorebirds 
in the western hemisphere during the spring migration
season. It is no surprise that the delta is ranked by the 
Alaska Department of Fish and Game as one of the state’s 
top ten birding hotspots, along with world-famous wildlife 
destinations such as Denali National Park, Kenai Fjords 
National Park, and Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge9.

However, Cordova, with its population of 2,3 , receives 
less than 1% of all visitors to Alaska, amounting to an 
estimated 9, 0 visitors in 2 1610. A partial explanation can 
be found in the town’s remote location: no roads connect 
Cordova to other Alaskan towns and visitors must therefore 
rely on transportation by air or ferry. Compared to Delaware 
Bay, the context in which the Copper River Delta Shorebird 
Festival takes place is very di° erent; given the di culty to 
access the site and the distance, it implies a greater 
investment for tourists.
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The Copper River Delta Shorebird Festival was the first of its 
kind to be established in Alaska and has been held every 
year in May, since 199 (the 29th edition was celebrated in 
2 19). The festival was created in 199 , and is held every 
year during the first days of May. The festival was 
established as a response to the serious economic and 
environmental impact caused by the Exxon Valdez oil spill 
that a° ected an important region of Alaska. Founder Sandy 
Frost, a wildlife and environmental education specialist from 
the U.S. Forest Service, came to the site during the 
environmental crisis. Fishing, oyster farming, the culture, 
and the entire society had been disrupted and the main 
economic activities were impaired by pollution. At the same 

time, as the disaster was being dealt with, the great 
importance of the site for the conservation of shorebirds
was acknowledged and in May 199 , it was established as 
a reserve of hemispheric importance as part of the 
Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network. For the
local inhabitants, however, this great show of wildlife was 
nothing new.

Thus, a small group of people met in the local chamber of 
commerce with the Forest Service to discuss ways to help 
the community overcome the economic and environmental
crisis. The idea was to generate a feeling of pride, informing 
the local population, visitors and birdwatchers of the great 
value the site has for more than one million shorebirds that 
arrive there annually. This festival was one of the first to be 
established in the United States. The basis of its success 
was the planning founded on the certainty of the migration 
cycles and the possibility of predicting the arrival of 
shorebirds in Cordova each year. Frost's goal was for 
Cordova to be known not only for its fisheries, but also for 
its importance to shorebirds. This festival was the first in 
Alaska and, naturally, it influenced the creation of other 
festivals in the region and in the United States. In the 
beginning, participants were mainly ornithologists,
scientists, and students. However, over the years, the profile 

of the visitors has diversified. For the tourists, the 
attraction to Cordova was also generated by the 
distance-education programs created by the Forest 
Service, including programs to promote international links
to important sites during the migration of shorebirds11. 
Once the festival was established in the community, it 
was able to grow every year. Annually, the festival draws 
between 2 -3 people, of which at least 5 travel to 
Cordova from other States to participate in the event.

There are no specific data on the contribution of bird 
tourism to the economy in Cordova, since, unlike Cape 
May, the locality is not a tourist destination � �; 
rather, the economy is based on fisheries. In this sense, 
the bird festival is a relevant activity that generates local 
income that complements and stimulates tourism services
before the start of the summer, but it does not have a 
substantive role in the overall economy.

The Cordova Chamber of Commerce coordinates the
festival with the institutional and financial backing of the 
U.S. Forest Service. In addition, there is a local committee
with a diversity of members, including guides, scientists, 
representatives of the fishing community, hoteliers, and
artists. In 2 16, a survey was conducted in the 
community to find out about the situation of businesses,
by analysing the relative impact of activities and events 
perceived by the establishments. Ninety-six percent of
businesses reported positive impacts from the festivals 
(including the shorebird festival).

In addition, some tour operators of small cruise ships are 
developing wildlife photography packages in the spring, 
which include a visit to Cordova for shorebird photography.
Some of these trips cost between US$3, -US$4, per 
person for 5 days.

According to 2016 visitor information for the Southcentral
region of Alaska, tourists to the area come mostly from 
Western US (39%) and the Southern States (22%). A 
smaller proportion of visitors come from Canada (3%) or
other countries (1 %). The average age is over 5 years and 
there are slightly more women than men (52% vs. 48%), 
with an average annual income of $113, . 64% of visitors 
have a college degree and 22% have children at home. 
Thus, visitors to the region tend to be educated and enjoy a 

certain level of economic security. Tourists spend an 
average of US$65 (not including the cost of 
transportation to Alaska). Average tourist spending 
varies greatly among the localities, mainly due to the cost 
of accommodation and food12.

Other bird festivals in Alaska

In the town of Homer (5, inhabitants) the Festival of 
Shorebirds of Kachemak Bay, organized by the Friends of
Alaska National Wildlife Refuges, is also held in the 
month of May and has been for the past 27 years. This 
festival has better access, as it is possible to enter it 
from the city of Anchorage; the number of people 
registered is between 9 and 1, and the estimated 
economic benefit to the local economy is US$5 , .13
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de promoción pagadas en Facebook, así como el uso de 
revistas especializadas para observadores de aves. El 
mantenimiento y funcionalidad de las paginas de internet es 
clave, así como facilitar las opciones para las reservas y los 
pagos en línea. Los materiales desarrollados con más éxito 
son los videos promocionales. En el caso de las 
organizaciones de la sociedad civil, el correo directo a su 
membresía es una estrategia importante.

9. Importancia del turismo regional y
local
En los casos analizados, el turismo regional que proviene del 
mismo estado y de los estados vecinos es central ya que 
éste representa entre el 40-60% del mercado de turismo de 
naturaleza. Si se suman los visitantes de otras regiones de 
los estados unidos, esto es mercado nacional, se alcanza un 
total de 80 a 90% de los ecoturistas.

10. Recomendaciones de boca en
boca
Para el caso de Alaska el 50% de los asistentes respon- 
dieron que asistieron al festival de aves en 2018 por 
recomendación de un amigo15. Esto parece ser una regla 
general, donde las redes informales de comunicación entre 
personas interesadas en las aves permiten ir colocando un 
destino.

Alaska is also a destination of interest for wildlife viewing 
and outdoor recreation activities. In 2016, approximately
45% of visitors to Alaska engaged in wildlife viewing and 
34% in hiking/nature walks. The state received a total of 1.8 
million visitors, who spent approximately $2 billion in the 
summer season alone, excluding the cost of transportation
to and from Alaska8.

Cordova is a community located in the Southcentral region 
of Alaska, near the mouth of the Copper River. The Copper
River Delta is known for o° ering essential habitat for 
wildlife and welcoming the largest gathering of shorebirds 
in the western hemisphere during the spring migration
season. It is no surprise that the delta is ranked by the 
Alaska Department of Fish and Game as one of the state’s 
top ten birding hotspots, along with world-famous wildlife 
destinations such as Denali National Park, Kenai Fjords 
National Park, and Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge9.

However, Cordova, with its population of 2,3 , receives 
less than 1% of all visitors to Alaska, amounting to an 
estimated 9, 0 visitors in 2 1610. A partial explanation can 
be found in the town’s remote location: no roads connect 
Cordova to other Alaskan towns and visitors must therefore 
rely on transportation by air or ferry. Compared to Delaware 
Bay, the context in which the Copper River Delta Shorebird 
Festival takes place is very di° erent; given the di culty to 
access the site and the distance, it implies a greater 
investment for tourists.

�� ������������������� �������������
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kind to be established in Alaska and has been held every 
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established as a response to the serious economic and 
environmental impact caused by the Exxon Valdez oil spill 
that a° ected an important region of Alaska. Founder Sandy 
Frost, a wildlife and environmental education specialist from 
the U.S. Forest Service, came to the site during the 
environmental crisis. Fishing, oyster farming, the culture, 
and the entire society had been disrupted and the main 
economic activities were impaired by pollution. At the same 

time, as the disaster was being dealt with, the great 
importance of the site for the conservation of shorebirds
was acknowledged and in May 199 , it was established as 
a reserve of hemispheric importance as part of the 
Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network. For the
local inhabitants, however, this great show of wildlife was 
nothing new.

Thus, a small group of people met in the local chamber of 
commerce with the Forest Service to discuss ways to help 
the community overcome the economic and environmental
crisis. The idea was to generate a feeling of pride, informing 
the local population, visitors and birdwatchers of the great 
value the site has for more than one million shorebirds that 
arrive there annually. This festival was one of the first to be 
established in the United States. The basis of its success 
was the planning founded on the certainty of the migration 
cycles and the possibility of predicting the arrival of 
shorebirds in Cordova each year. Frost's goal was for 
Cordova to be known not only for its fisheries, but also for 
its importance to shorebirds. This festival was the first in 
Alaska and, naturally, it influenced the creation of other 
festivals in the region and in the United States. In the 
beginning, participants were mainly ornithologists,
scientists, and students. However, over the years, the profile 

of the visitors has diversified. For the tourists, the 
attraction to Cordova was also generated by the 
distance-education programs created by the Forest 
Service, including programs to promote international links
to important sites during the migration of shorebirds11. 
Once the festival was established in the community, it 
was able to grow every year. Annually, the festival draws 
between 2 -3 people, of which at least 5 travel to 
Cordova from other States to participate in the event.

There are no specific data on the contribution of bird 
tourism to the economy in Cordova, since, unlike Cape 
May, the locality is not a tourist destination � �; 
rather, the economy is based on fisheries. In this sense, 
the bird festival is a relevant activity that generates local 
income that complements and stimulates tourism services
before the start of the summer, but it does not have a 
substantive role in the overall economy.

The Cordova Chamber of Commerce coordinates the
festival with the institutional and financial backing of the 
U.S. Forest Service. In addition, there is a local committee
with a diversity of members, including guides, scientists, 
representatives of the fishing community, hoteliers, and
artists. In 2 16, a survey was conducted in the 
community to find out about the situation of businesses,
by analysing the relative impact of activities and events 
perceived by the establishments. Ninety-six percent of
businesses reported positive impacts from the festivals 
(including the shorebird festival).

In addition, some tour operators of small cruise ships are 
developing wildlife photography packages in the spring, 
which include a visit to Cordova for shorebird photography.
Some of these trips cost between US$3, -US$4, per 
person for 5 days.

According to 2016 visitor information for the Southcentral
region of Alaska, tourists to the area come mostly from 
Western US (39%) and the Southern States (22%). A 
smaller proportion of visitors come from Canada (3%) or
other countries (1 %). The average age is over 5 years and 
there are slightly more women than men (52% vs. 48%), 
with an average annual income of $113, . 64% of visitors 
have a college degree and 22% have children at home. 
Thus, visitors to the region tend to be educated and enjoy a 

certain level of economic security. Tourists spend an 
average of US$65 (not including the cost of 
transportation to Alaska). Average tourist spending 
varies greatly among the localities, mainly due to the cost 
of accommodation and food12.

Other bird festivals in Alaska

In the town of Homer (5, inhabitants) the Festival of 
Shorebirds of Kachemak Bay, organized by the Friends of
Alaska National Wildlife Refuges, is also held in the 
month of May and has been for the past 27 years. This 
festival has better access, as it is possible to enter it 
from the city of Anchorage; the number of people 
registered is between 9 and 1, and the estimated 
economic benefit to the local economy is US$5 , .13

6. Diversificación de la oferta

En ambas regiones la búsqueda de una mejor oferta está 
presente en el diseño de nuevas actividades, por ejemplo, 
en el caso de Alaska la incorporación de actividades donde 
los pescadores locales pueden compartir la experiencia de 
la vida local ha resultado un éxito. La oferta dirigida a 
fotógrafos de naturaleza también esta creciendo, así como 
combinar la observación de las aves con la de otra vida 
silvestre, o con la pesca deportiva.

7. Acuerdos con operadores
turísticos
Para el éxito de los festivales se ha requerido contar con 
acuerdos con múltiples actores de los servicios turísticos, 
incluyendo líneas aéreas, hoteles, operadores de cruceros. 
La comunicación constante con los actores de la economía 
local a través de la cámara de comercio permite facilitar la 
logística, reclutar voluntarios e incrementar la participación 
de los empresarios locales. En Alaska los comercios colocan 
en las ventanas información del festival de aves playeras, 
generando un sentido de orgullo e involucramiento local.

8. Presupuesto para mercadeo
En ambos casos el mercadeo tiene un papel importante, los 
dos medios de mayor uso en la promoción de las actividades 
son los medios en línea, incluyendo campañas de promoción 
pagadas en Facebook, así como el uso de revistas 
especializadas para observadores de aves. 
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11. Evaluaciones de satisfacción y
de impacto económico
La practica de evaluar la satisfacción de los participantes 
en los eventos ofrece un insumo importante para la 
reorientación de las actividades. Así mismo el monitoreo 
del impacto en la economía local, a través de encuestas 
con los negocios locales. Esto es particularmente 
importante en el caso del aviturismo para demostrar el 
valor económico que se genera de conservar estos 
fenómenos y sus hábitats

12. Mitigación de impacto a los
ecosistemas
La educación ambiental es un componente importante 
de la oferta de aviturismo. Las personas locales conocen 
más de las aves que hace 20 años gracias a los 
festivales, al turismo que llega de otras partes activando 
la economía. La conciencia del valor de este recurso 
(por su importancia ecológica y económica) es una de 
las motivaciones para promover acciones locales de 
protección de los hábitats. También se realizan 
actividades de limpieza de playas, y se promueve que 
los participantes dejen cero rastros de su visita. En el 
caso de Cordova el comité organizador del festival ha 
considerado poner un tope de participantes de no más 
de 250-300 personas para evitar impactos negativos en 
los hábitats y en el comportamiento de las aves. Así 
mismo se generan estrategias para dispersar los grupos 
a lo largo de las playas y senderos y mantener una 
capacidad de carga mínima en los sitios de observación. 
En el caso de Nueva Jersey la restauración de los 
ecosistemas en el condado de Cumberland (Lower Cape 
May) ha resultado en un incremento de las visitas de 
observadores de aves e incrementado los beneficios 
económicos de más de 200 millones de dólares (US$) 
anuales.16
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Conclusiones

El aviturismo es un nicho del mercado dentro del 
ecoturismo que puede tener un mayor impacto 
económico, educativo y social en el continente americano 
que lo que actualmente tiene. La red de reservas de aves 
playeras del Red Hemisférica de Reservas para Aves 
Playeras es una buena base de información de decenas 
de sitios potenciales de congregación de aves playeras a 
lo largo del continente donde se podrían organizar 
festivales de aves para atraer observadores expertos, 
ecoturistas y fotógrafos de la naturaleza.

Los casos analizados ofrecen lecciones que pueden ser 
aplicadas en diversas condiciones geográficas, sociales y 
económicas, ya que se trata por una parte de una 
localidad cuya actividad principal esta basada en el 
turismo y la recreación (Cape May) con un acceso a un 
mercado de millones de personas en su periferia (radio de 
3-4 hrs) y una comunidad pesquera en el sur de Alaska 
(Cordova) donde el acceso solo es por vía aérea o 
marítima.

Los estudios de caso analizado muestran que los 
festivales de aves y las competencias de conteos de 
especies pueden ser una buena manera de iniciar la 
promoción de estos sitios. Sin embargo, deben tomarse 
en cuenta una serie de recursos, como una buena base 
institucional, y una red de apoyo local a través de 
acuerdos y relaciones construidas a lo largo del tiempo 
con los negocios locales, hoteles y líneas aéreas. El 
impacto económico en los negocios locales es clave para 
lograr la continuidad a mediano plazo. El monitoreo de 
estos impactos debe ser parte de las actividades.

La capacidad humana especializada y los recursos 
financieros para la promoción, organización de eventos  y 
conocimiento sobre manejo de grupos y mercadeo ha 
resultado un insumo muy importante, para alcanzar a una 
diversidad de interesados y ofrecer un servicio de calidad. 
Se debe tomar en cuenta los limites de la infraestructura 
disponible, para el diseño de la logística y las actividades, 
particularmente en  los  pequeños  pueblos costeros.

Es importante tomar en cuenta los tipos de avituristas 
(extremo, entusiasta, casual) para diseñar actividades que 
puedan abarcar toda la gama de intereses, así como los 
fotógrafos de naturaleza y los ecoturistas en general. 
Dado que muchos avituristas conviven en redes, clubes y 
asociaciones, la comunicación boca a boca y las redes 
sociales son una de las mejores maneras de promoción. 
Las actividades con niños y familias, son claves para 
atraer a la población local, así como dan oportunidad a los 
viajeros jóvenes a experimentar el ecoturismo a nivel 
familiar.

Cualquier interesado en iniciar una actividad de 
ecoturismo basado en la observación de aves debe contar 
con la mejor fuente de información científica posible, e 
integrar aspectos de mitigación de impacto del turismo 
sobre los sitios Finalmente la continuidad de los eventos 
ha sido clave para posicionar los sitios tanto entre la 
población local, como entre las redes y circuitos de 
observadores de aves en la región, el país y a nivel 
internacional.
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