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Abstract. Since 2002 Kruger National Park (KNP) has subjected to a commer- Article details:
cialisation strategy. Regarding income generation, SANParks (1) sees KNP as the Received: 3 November 2015
goose that lays the golden eggs. As part of SANParks’ commercialisation strate- Revised: 9 February 2016

gy and in response to providing services that are efficient, predictable and calcu- Accepted: 15 February 2016

lable for a large number of tourists, SANParks has allowed well-known branded
restaurants to be established in certain rest camps in KNP. This innovation has
raised a range of different concerns and opinions among the public. This paper in-
vestigates the what and the where of casual dining experiences in KNP; describes
how the catering services have evolved over the last 70 years; and evaluates cur-
rent visitor perceptions of the introduction of franchised restaurants in the park.
The main research instrument was a questionnaire survey. Survey findings con-
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firmed that restaurant managers, park managers and visitors recognise franchised franchised restaurants,
restaurants as positive contributors to the unique KNP experience. Park manag- service levels,
ers appraised the franchised restaurants as mechanisms for funding conservation. Kruger National Park.
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1. Introduction

The world’s tourism domain in the last decades of
the 20™ century was characterised by widespread
interest in nature-based tourism, with visitation
to parks and protected areas dramatically increas-
ing (Eagles, McCool, 2002; Hall, Hall, 2006; New-
some et al., 2013; Ferreira, Harmse, 2014). As an
alternative to industrial economic development,
nature-based tourism represents an instrument for
the preservation of natural landscapes, cultures and
senses of place. Unfortunately, tourism as an eco-
nomic development strategy also constitutes a ma-
jor factor contributing to the transformation of this
conservation directed features by turning them into
commoditised objects to be consumed by tourists
(Healy, McDonagh, 2009). Parks have become ‘com-
modities, something to attract and captivate, and es-
sentially sell’ (McIntyre et al., 2001: 434), leading to
the commodification and homogenisation of natu-
ral areas (Cloke, Perkins, 2002; Saarinen, 2004; Ze-
gre et al.,, 2012). MacCannel (1992) has observed
that parks have become little more than extensions
of the city transposed onto a scenic background.
Monetary concerns, politics and power are often the
driving forces of the development of tourist honey-
pot destinations (Healy, McDonagh, 2009).

Since 2002, Kruger National Park (KNP) has
subjected to a commercialisation strategy (SAN-
Parks, 2012). The strategy aims to reduce the cost
of service delivery and to improve service levels to
expand tourism products and generate addition-
al revenue to fund conservation (Taylor, 2012). Re-
garding income generation, SANParks sees KNP as
the goose that lays the golden eggs (National Parks
Board, 1997). As part of SANParks’ commerciali-
sation strategy and in response to providing good
services and quality tourism products for large
numbers of tourists, SANParks has chosen to in-

troduce well-known branded restaurants to cer-
tain rest camps in KNP. This innovation has raised
a range of concerns and opinions in the public do-
main (News24, 2013).

This paper investigates the what and the where
of casual dining experiences in KNP; describes how
catering services have evolved over the last 70 years;
and evaluates current visitor perceptions of the in-
troduction of franchised restaurants in the park. The
paper comprises three parts. First, the appropriate
literature on standardisation and commodification
of tourism products, in the context of nature-based
tourism spaces, is reviewed. Second, KNP is intro-
duced as a case study along with an explanation of
the main research instrument (a questionnaire sur-
vey) used to determine tourist response to the in-
novation. Thirdly, the findings of the questionnaire
survey and semi-structured interviews are dis-
cussed. Last, recommendations are made for further
research and the appropriate planning measures for
eating (or restaurant) facilities in KNP.

2. Commodification of tourism products
and services in national parks

Tourism destinations are spaces where various tour-
ism products are offered by a multitude of suppliers
(Peters et al., 2006). Buhalis (2000: 97) has described
destinations as ‘amalgams of tourism products,
which offer an integrated experience to consum-
ers’ and they encompass all the necessary ameni-
ties for a stay, including accommodation, catering
(gastronomy), entertainment and leisure activities.
According to Page and Connell (2009: 648) a tourist
experience is influenced by the ‘overall impression,
understanding and meaning’ visitors attach to their
encounters with a specific tourism space. Visitor ex-
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perience can be defined as the ‘overall impression,
understanding, rating and meaning’ visitors attach
to their encounters with a specific place, event, holi-
day or activity (Page, Connell, 2009: 648). When ca-
tering for large numbers of visitors at specific types
of destinations, services must ideally be delivered
effectively, smoothly and as fast as possible to en-
sure tourist satisfaction (Zegre et al.,, 2012). Urry
(2000: 38) refers to this phenomenon as the ‘Mc-
Donaldization’ of the tourism industry — a process
that produces tourist experiences which are ‘calcula-
ble, homogenous and safe’ wherever tourism prod-
ucts are consumed. The McDonaldization thesis
(Ritzer, 1996; 1998) provides a conceptual lens to
view changes within society or sectors of society,
such as recreation and tourism. The thesis states that
the principles of the fast-food industry - efficiency,
predictability, calculability, and control - dominate
many sectors of society around the world (Ritzer,
1983). Mass tourism commodifies tourist experi-
ences and is characterised by a handful of produc-
ers which are often multinational corporations that
dominate world markets, such as franchised res-
taurant outlets (Torres, 2002; Shaw, Williams, 2004;
Janson, 2008). The great increase in visitor num-
bers to nature-based tourism destinations makes
mass tourism inevitable so; creating more stand-
ardised and rigidly packaged tourist experiences
(Saarinen, 2013; Vainikka, 2013). Concerning the
management of large numbers of tourists to protect-
ed areas Saarinen (2013: 6) argues that ‘the tourism
industry has become a significant user, stakeholder
and element of change in wilderness environments’
The commodification, packaging and homogenisa-
tion of landscapes, nature, tourist destinations and
tourism experiences are well documented in the
literature (Cloke, Perkins, 2002; Saarinen, 2004;
Zukin, 2010; Richards, 2013). This commodifica-
tion process converts certain elements or dimen-
sions of tourism spaces and experiences to be the
same everywhere. Consequently, making provi-
sion for mass tourism produces a homogenised and
standardised tourist experience. Each service experi-
ence within a destination affects the image of a tour-
ism destination and eventually the holistic perceived
service quality of the destination.

There is inadequate understanding of the chang-
es and challenges accompanying the expansion
of commercial tourism services in natural areas

(Brooks, Haynes, 2001; Newsome et al., 2013) and
its impacts to inform decision making by resource
managers and commercial operators. Concerning
government-owned recreation and tourism spac-
es — such as national parks - the rise in visitation
numbers is creating formidable challenges, especial-
ly because budgets for managing national parks are
limited. Public land-management agencies have re-
sponded by looking to private commercial operators
as alternative sources to offer recreation and tourism
products and services (Quinn, 2002). These opera-
tors provide products and services such as mainte-
nance and management, guided tours, food services,
equipment rental, interpretive programmes, educa-
tional materials, transportation, accommodation,
policing and safety (Parr, 2000; Weaver, 2001; Ab-
sher et al, 2003). Private operators typically apply
for and may be granted permits, leases or contracts
to conduct these activities on public lands (Weaver,
2001; Quinn, 2002).

South Africa is a well-known nature-based tour-
ism destination offering tourists a wide choice of
more than 7 000 game farms and 22 national parks
(Kruger, Saayman, 2011). Each of these has its own
individual setting, services and products (Mendo-
za et al., 2007). The success of these nature-based
tourism spaces depends on appropriate levels of
environmental quality and suitable levels of visitor
services. If national parks aspire to provide unique
and memorable experiences for tourists, they need
to maintain high levels of tourist satisfaction (Man-
ning, 2001). The decision by SANParks managers
to invite franchised restaurants to operate in KNP
must not be taken lightly, given the close relation-
ship between tourism and gastronomy (Hjalager,
Richards, 2002; Hall, Mitchell, 2005) and the crit-
ical role of memorable food and drink experienc-
es in influencing how tourists experience a tourism
destination (Ritchie, Crouch, 2000; Wolf, 2006;
Gupta, Arora, 2014). Tourist satisfaction is vital in
the tourism industry as it ensures both visitor loyal-
ty and repeat visits (UNWTO, 2012). According to
UNWTO (2012: 8), the quality of food is a decisive
factor in achieving tourist satisfaction as ‘it produc-
es a lasting memory about the experience lived by
the tourist’ The purpose of this article is to apply
the McDonaldization thesis to examine one element
of the commercialisation strategy of KNP, namely
the introduction of franchised restaurants. This case
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study aims to contribute to theory and practice by
applying principles of the McDonaldization thesis
to food and catering services in the context of a na-
tional park.

3. Case study: catering for casual dining
by large numbers of visitors
in the Kruger National Park

In the following subsections the study area is in-
troduced (Fig. 1), followed by a brief discussion
on tourisms role in the financial sustainability of
SANParks and the evolution of restaurant service
since 1931.

3.1. Study area

KNP stretches 350 km from south to north along
the Mozambique border to where South Afri-
ca, Mozambique and Zimbabwe meet (SANParks,
2012). KNP is subdivided into four management re-
gions (Nxanatseni-North, Nxanatseni-South, Maru-
la-North and Marula-South (Fig. 1)). This case study
focusses on the two Marula regions that boast many
opportunities to view the best of African fauna. The
Marula region of KNP is extremely popular dur-
ing winter, school, public and Christmas holidays
(Ferreira, Harmse, 1999, 2014). The popularity of
the region is attributable to its accessibility and rela-
tive proximity to the major source market (Gauteng
province). Moreover, the region owns its popularity
to its well-established superstructure — dense road
networks and amenities such as picnic spots — that
surpasses the superstructure and facilities available
to visitors in the northern areas of the park.

3.2. Tourism’s role in financial sustainability

Tourism is the primary and preferred internal
mechanism to attain financial sustainability for
SANParks, but this ‘financial driver should never
become an end in itself, and should never erode the
conservation values’ of the organisation (SANParks,
2009: 22). According to Glenn Phillips (TimesLIVE,
2013), national parks in South Africa are facing ma-

jor funding problems and the only recourse is to
develop additional products and services that lend
themselves to the natural attributes of each park.
SANParks has estimated that its profit from tour-
ism will exceed R800 million by 2022 (On the 9 of
February 2016, one USA $ = 16 ZAR), but running
costs will be about R1.4 billion a year (Blaine, 2013).
As part of SANParks commercialisation strategy
and to increase the organisations tourism revenue
franchised restaurants were invited to tender to op-
erate within certain parks from early 2014.

3.3. Restaurant services in KNP (1931-2015)

Restaurant operations have been in KNP for many
years. In 1931 they were run by private individuals
in the Skukuza, Satara and Letaba rest camps (Jou-
bert, 2007) where they were responsible for all other
tourism services (administration of accommodation,
catering and retail services) too. In 1945 the indi-
vidual operators were replaced by a company called
Kruger Park Services and whence services remained
outsourced until 1955. From 1955 to 2001 catering
services were provided by SANParks themselves.
The decision to once again outsource services was
based on a McKinsey report (McKinsey South Afri-
ca, 2002) that endorsed strategic value of outsourc-
ing loss-making non-core operations. The report
also laid the foundation of the SANParks Commer-
cialisation Strategy (Mabunda, 2003). Thus, since
March 2001 SANParks has again outsourced res-
taurants services in KNP. The first operator was the
Nature Group (2001 to 2007) which was replaced
by the Compass Group in 2007 until 2013 (SAN-
Parks, 2001, 2007). The General Manager of Stra-
tegic Tourism Services of SANParks, Joep Stevens,
stated that since 2001 ‘it became evident that from
a service level and value-for-money point of views,
the latter model - of using a single large catering
operator did not produce optimal results’ (Stevens,
personal communication, August 29, 2014). SAN-
Parks has continuously monitored food quality,
value for money and service delivery to restaurant
customers. They found that all three were not being
met and after concerted efforts to rectify the rela-
tionship with the service provider was ended. James
Daniels, Manager of the Business Development Unit
of SANParks, explained that the decision to intro-
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duce franchised brands was made on three grounds.
First, more than 70% of the SANPark’s customer
base is South Africans who are accustomed to the
fare of franchised restaurants (growth of the fran-
chised brands is testament to this). Second, fran-
chised brands give the customers the comfort of
knowing what to expect regarding product, portion
size and service delivery. Third, customer surveys
conducted by SANParks revealed that the public re-
gards franchised brands as a solution to restaurants
provision in our national parks (Daniels, personal
communication, September 5, 2014).

Based on complaints from visitors about the res-
taurants, two failed contracts with private partners
and a survey conducted by Kruger and Saayman
(2011) on the opinions, needs and preferences of
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their loyal customers (65% Wild card holders ?),
SANParks opted to invite tenders from successful
franchise restaurant brands to operate in KNP (and
other parks managed by SANParks). Stevens (Per-
sonal communication, August 29, 2014) mentioned
that the aim was to get operators that were ‘hands-
on, had the required technical experience and who
were owner operated. Since March 2014 four fran-
chised brands - Cattle BaronO, DebonairsO, Mugg
& BeanO, and WimpyO - have been established in
six of the 12 main-camp restaurants in KNP. Five
of the parks six franchised restaurants are in the
Marula region, only one in the Nxanatseni region.

This article investigates the perceptions of park
managers, restaurant owners and tourists that have
first-hand experience of the newly established res-
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taurants to distil out the extent to which the ele-
ments of McDonaldization exist in casual dining
experiences in KNP; the ways these experienc-
es enhance or distract from an overall tradition-
al experience of the KNP; and the implications
of McDonaldization for other services in this
setting.

4. Research method

A self-administrated questionnaire was the prima-
ry research instrument used for data collection.
The visitor questionnaire comprised three sections:
visitor’s experiences of franchised restaurants (16
questions); use of the park and patronisation of
franchised restaurants in general and in KNP (16
questions); and demographic information about re-
spondents (six questions). Within the constraints of
time and funds, a convenience sampling approach
with a quota of 150 completed questionnaires was
followed. The survey was conducted from 7 to 9 July
2014. Day visitors and overnight visitors leaving or
arriving at the franchised restaurants at Satara, Low-
er Sabie and Pretoriuskop were asked to voluntarily
complete questionnaires. Supplementary qualitative
information was collected through semi-structured
interviews with stakeholders, namely the Manag-
er of the Business Development Unit of SANParks;
General Manager, Strategic Tourism Services, SAN-
Parks; Franchise Managers of Mugg & Bean, Deb-
onairs (Satara); Mugg & Bean (Lower Sabie) and
Wimpy (Pretoriuskop).

5. Eating facilities and restaurants

Most of the superstructure supporting catering ser-
vices in KNP is situated in the main rest camps.
However, picnic sites — located at strategic locations
adjacent to the main road network — in KNP are
also popular venues for enjoying refreshments, pat-
ronising eating facilities and visiting public toilets.
Breakfast and lunch are the main meals enjoyed at
these sites. Fig. 2 illustrates the spatial distribution
of 12 picnic sites and all other food services (restau-
rants and takeaway facilities) in the park.

6. Profile of respondents
and their visitation patterns

The sample of 150 respondents is small given that
more than 1.6 million tourists visited KNP in 2014.
Nonetheless, the respondent profile of the respond-
ents corresponds well with the general KNP tour-
ist profile, except for the percentages represented
by South African population groups (SANParks,
2014). The gender split indicates slightly more men
(54%) than women (46%). Most of the respondents
(43%) were aged between 16 and 30 year. Most
(89%) respondents were white; black respondents
were not well represented (8%) and coloureds, Indi-
ans and Asians constituted only one per cent each.
SANParks (2014) determined that black visitors
represented 26% of the total having increased by
10% since 2012. Most of the respondents were quite
well educated with 38% having obtained a diploma
or graduate degree. Although 31% of the respond-
ents had only completed a high-school education,
a significant portion (16%) had postgraduate qual-
ifications. The respondents were overwhelmingly
South African (92%), the remainder being interna-
tional guests from Belgium, Canada, Germany, the
Netherlands, the United Kingdom and the United
States of America. Most (68%) respondents had vis-
ited the park more than five times. Nearly 70% of
respondents were overnight visitors and 30% were
day visitors. The average number of nights respond-
ents stayed in the park was nine, the longest 20 and
most (50%) stayed between six and ten nights. The
significance of these visit frequencies of overnight
stays is that accommodation and entrance fees gen-
erate 80% of SANParks’ revenue. KNP revenue is
essential to SANParks’ for exercising its primary
mandate, namely conservation.

7. Results and discussion

In the following three sub sections we report on the
visitor’s responses to the questionnaire survey on
the introduction of franchised restaurants in KNP,
the views of other important stakeholders on this
innovation as expressed during the interviews and
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lastly, some final discussion, conclusion and recom-
mendations for further research are made.

KNP visitors’ responses
on the franchised restaurants

Respondents were asked whether dining at an eat-
ing facility (restaurant or picnic site) in the park
makes part of the KNP total experience. Seven-
ty-one-percent either agreed or strongly agreed that
it does add to the experience (Fig. 3) and only 13%
either disagreed or strongly disagreed. This low de-
gree of disagreement can possibly be ascribed to re-
spondents’ preference for preparing their own food
and eating at picnic sites in KNP - doing things the
traditional way in the park (3).
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Fig. 3. Agreement or not whether eating at a park facility
or restaurant is part of the Kruger National Park experience

Source: Authors

To further examine whether eating in the park
is part of the total tourism experience of KNP, vis-
itors were asked whether the restaurants that were
replaced by franchised restaurants had offered a
unique experience for visitors in KNP (Fig. 4). It
is noteworthy that 57% either agreed or strong-
ly agreed that they did. This tacit support for the
former restaurants is quite likely attributable to the
phenomenon Shaw and Williams (2004) call herit-
age experience that is when visitors affirm authen-
ticity through ‘empathy and critical engagement
in relation to past experiences’ (McIntosh, Pren-
tice, 1999: 598). Regarding KNP, the previous
restaurant system may have significant person-
al meanings for visitors most of whom are repeat
visitors.
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The announcement that KNP was to open fran-
chised restaurants in the park created a flurry of
positive and negative responses on News24’s (2013)
web page. Disapproval was voiced as ‘Atmosphere
killer’ and approval as Improvement on current
restaurants’ and ‘Great move on SANParks. Yet,
when the survey respondents were asked wheth-
er they were pleased about the introduction of
franchised restaurants in KNP, most (72%) either
agreed or strongly agreed with the innovation. Re-
spondents” disapproving comments about the pres-
ence of franchised restaurants reflect two related
themes: commercialisation and bringing the city to
the park. Respondents concerned about the former
felt that: ‘It isn’t original’; ‘It’s become too commer-
cialised, ‘Brought commercialisation to the bush’;
and ‘Tt has taken a uniquely South African expe-
rience and commercialised it. Those concerned
about bringing the city to the park observed: ‘Can’t
break away from the city’; ‘Because these restau-
rants can be found anywhere, putting them in
KNP brings a city experience and not a wild expe-
rience’; ‘Its more of a city atmosphere, less like be-
ing in the bush’; ‘Might as well be Johannesburg’;
and ‘Reminds of malls, not the KNP’ Other no-
table responses were: ‘Kruger should be wild and
not have any outside franchises or restaurants’; ‘We
looked forward to Buffalo Pies and the franchis-
es with standard menus took away any hope for
a Buffalo Burger’; and ‘Franchise restaurants do
not add to the wild KNP experience - franchises
offer improved food quality and selection, howev-
er, service and staff attitudes are once again a dis-
appointment’
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Participants were further asked whether the
presence of franchised restaurants has changed the
in-the-wild atmosphere of KNP (Fig. 5). A large ma-
jority (78%) of respondents in Satara main camp
and about 60% in Lower Sabie responded that the
presence of franchised restaurants has not changed
the in-the-wild atmosphere of KNP. In Pretori-
uskop - one of the older camps boasting a ‘tradi-
tional old fashioned atmosphere’ - just over half of
the respondents felt that the presence of franchised
restaurants has changed the park’s in-the-wild at-
mosphere.

S¢

<o TR
£
2 W Has the
; &G . 58 Atmosphere
'é 48 changed
s 42 i
& 40 | BYes
= aN
530 2 ¢
Zow

16 1

o+

Pretoriuskop Lower Sabic Satara

Main camps n=125

Fig. 5. Opinion expressed by visitors at Pretoriuskop, Lower
Sabie and Satara main camps whether the presence of fran-
chised restaurants has changed the ‘in-the-wild’ atmosphere
of Kruger National Park

Source: Authors

Respondents who approved the presence of fran-
chised restaurants in KNP recorded the following:
‘It’s nice to enjoy fresh food and good coffee’; “It’s
easy to access food with franchise time framing’;
‘Its more pleasant and standard’; ‘Still in the wild
with nice food’; ‘Know what you will get, quick and
tasty’; ‘Well hidden, except Wimpy at Pretoriuskop
main camp (i.e. red umbrellas). A comment by a
KNP staff member was: ‘Quick service is required
by visitors, which is now offered by experienced
people who can be accountable and responsible’
Respondents were also asked whether they were
informed about the introduction of franchised res-
taurants in KNP. Fig. 6 illustrates the responses.

The responses in Fig. 6 confirm that there was
a lack of communication about the introduction of
the franchised restaurants into KNP. Forty-two per
cent of respondents either agreed or strongly agreed
that they had been informed, 35% either disagreed
or strongly disagreed and about one quarter were

not even sure whether the decision had been com-
municated to them. According to News24 (2013)
SANParks ensured visitors that the branded restau-
rants are committed to toning down signage and in-
terior decor to be in keeping with the sense of place
of KNP. When asked whether the decor of the fran-
chised restaurants blends in with KNP’s natural en-
vironment, 64% of the respondents either agreed or
strongly agreed that it does. The evidence presented
in this section suggests that there is a greater degree
of approval than opposition to the introduction of
franchised restaurants in KNP. The discussion now
turns to the customer satisfaction with the service
provided by the franchised restaurants in KNP.
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Fig. 6. Availability of information about the introduction of
franchised restaurants in Kruger National Park
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Satisfaction with service provision by fran-
chised restaurants

Tourist satisfaction with franchised restaurants in
KNP was explored. Questioned whether visitors
were pleased with their dining experience at one of
the franchised restaurants in KNP (Fig. 7(a)), 75%
either agreed or strongly agreed that it had been
pleasing. On being asked whether their expectations
had been met by the franchised restaurants in KNP
(Fig. 7b), 70% either agreed or strongly agreed that
they had. Respondents in Satara, Lower Sabie and
Pretoriuskop camps commented as follows about
their expectations being met and their experiences
being satisfactory: “The burgers of the previous res-
taurants were inferior, Mugg & Bean’s burgers are
much nicer’; “The coffee is much nicer compared
to the previous restaurants’ coffee’; ‘We've received
the same products we would expect to receive in the
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city’s Mugg & Bean’; and “We've experienced much
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Fig. 7. Agreement or not whether visitors were pleased with having eaten at one of the franchised restaurants in Kruger
National Park (a) and whether the dining experience had met their expectations (b)

Source: Authors

Participants were also asked whether the fran-
chised restaurants have improved the levels of ser-
vice delivery to customers in restaurants in KNP.
The majority (71%) either agreed or strongly agreed
that service delivery has improved since the open-
ing of these restaurants in KNP.

In sum, the prevalence of agreement registered
in the foregoing discussion signals that this sam-
ple of visitors was satisfied with the implementation,

10%

10%

eating experience and service delivery of the fran-
chised restaurants in KNP. Regarding patronage of
the franchised restaurants in the park, respondents
were further asked which meals they ate at fran-
chised restaurants when visiting KNP. Fig. 8 indi-
cates that lunch (50%) and breakfast (30%) are the
most popular meals. The other category covers en-
joying coffee or buying takeaways at the franchised
restaurants or not having meals at these restaurants.

Meals eaten
at franchise
restaurants

m Breakfast
OLunch

O Dinner

u Other

n=151

Fig. 8. Meals eaten by respondents at franchise restaurants
when visiting Kruger National Park

Source: Authors

Stakeholder perceptions

Six stakeholders were asked whether eating at one
of the franchised restaurants contributes to the
unique experience and tourism product that KNP

offers. Portia Malabela, Franchise Manager of res-
taurants in Satara, Olifants and Letaba main camps
observed that although it does add to the unique
experience of KNP ‘it will take time for people to
get used to it, because some feel the franchise res-
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taurants have brought the city to the park’ She con-
tinued that ‘It’s a shock to them; they come to Satara
and expect to find the previous restaurants, where
now they find franchise restaurants. It will take time
for people to familiarise themselves with the fran-
chise restaurants’ (Malabela, personal communica-
tion, September 8, 2014).

Francois Haasbroek, journalist at Weg magazine
(a popular South African travel magazine), reported
that visitors consider KNP as part of the common
good and ‘would protest against any change that is
not in accordance with their idea of what the park
should be like! ‘Many people won't like the idea of
franchise restaurants in the park’ because, according
to Haasbroek (personal communication, August 29,
2014), ‘it would make the image of the park cheap-
er and more commercial and people don’t want to
purchase food in the KNP that they could have sim-
ilarly purchased in a shop in the city’

James Daniels, Manager of the Business Devel-
opment Unit of SANParks, wrote that the objective
of these restaurants in the park ‘is to allow visitors
the opportunity to have a decent, value-for-mon-
ey offering’ in KNP. According to Daniels (personal
communication, September 5, 2014), ‘this is done in
restaurants which, in most cases, have unique views
and offer a really great setting — the combination of
the two is indeed a unique experience in itself. Ac-
cording to Daniels - and in accordance with the
principles of McDonaldization - the franchised
branded restaurants in KNP offer standardisation
(i.e. efficiency), quality assurance (i.e. predictabil-
ity), good logistics (i.e. calculability) and owner
involvement (i.e. control) (Daniels, personal com-
munication, September 5, 2014).

SANParks required franchisees to tone down
signage so that the restaurants would ‘specifical-
ly fit into the aesthetics and ambiance of the park
and the atmosphere of specific main camps’ (Ste-
vens, personal communication, August 29, 2014).
‘In essence, the evaluation criteria rewarded com-
panies which showed intent to change signage to fit
into the parks’ contexts. SANParks is very confident
and happy that this objective was indeed achieved’
(Daniels, personal communication, September 5,
2014). Malabela (personal communication, Septem-
ber 8, 2014) reported that Mugg & Bean and Debo-
nairs tried to blend their restaurants wallpaper with
the theme of the park, ‘which is all about nature’ ‘So

if you visit these restaurants in Satara, the look and
teel on the inside of the restaurant is different from
what they have all across South Africa’ (Malabela,
personal communication, September 8, 2014).

According to Daniels (personal communication,
September 5, 2014) better service and food qual-
ity of the franchised restaurants has led customer
satisfaction to rise between 20% and 30%. Daniels
(personal communication, September 5, 2014) also
noted that: ‘In some cases turnovers as high as 120%
were achieved, if compared on a month-to-month
basis to the previous year’ He continued that:

The average increase in turnovers was around
60% and while the price per meal actually decreased,
it is safe to say that as much as double the [num-
ber of] people are now making use of the dining fa-
cilities and are much more satisfied with the offering
they are receiving (Daniels, personal communica-
tion, September 5, 2014).

But how does KNP profit from these franchis-
es? According to Stevens (personal communication,
August 29, 2014) the model works on a percentage
of the turnovers of franchised outlets or minimum
rental (whichever is the highest) being paid to SAN-
Parks. Ultimately, SANParks managers, restaurant
managers, journalists and visitors recognise fran-
chised restaurants as positive contributors to the
KNPs service delivery and that they add to an en-
joyable KNP experience. The stakeholders and vis-
itors agreed that the implementation of franchised
restaurants has been well researched and regulated
well (i.e. decor adjustments).

8. Conclusion and recommendations

KNP has evolved as a destination serving more
families and multigenerational groups — people who
are younger, less affluent and from various coun-
tries. Since the introduction of the Wildcard in
2003, day-visit numbers have increased due to the
affordability of entrance fees. This has encouraged
KNP visitation by a diversity of people (Ferreira,
Harmse, 2014). The idea of establishing franchised
restaurants in a nature-based tourism destination,
such as KNP, was met with divided opinions, po-
lemical discourse and scholarly argument about the
issue of mass tourism to national parks in gener-
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al. Catering for large numbers of tourists at spe-
cific destinations inevitably leads to homogenised
and standardised products typified in the concept
of McDonaldization. Conversely, the advantages
of standardised products are the offering of better
service and food quality which ensure tourist satis-
faction for the ‘mass tourist. Although beyond the
scope of this paper, the authors of this paper are
convinced that the ‘safari-plus ¥ tourist will increas-
ingly avoid dining in the main camps of KNP that
cater much more for the middle class tourist.

The aim of the investigation was to explain the
what and the where of casual dining experiences
in Kruger National Park and to evaluate the vis-
itors’ opinions about or perceptions of the newly
introduced franchise restaurants in the park. It was
found that visitors’ consider eating at a franchise
restaurant or picnic site in the park as part of the
KNP experience. The most popular meals enjoyed
by respondents at franchised restaurants in KNP are
breakfast and lunch. The quality of their experienc-
es during these meals has an effect on their overall
KNP experience. The respondents’ general impres-
sions were satisfaction with the implementation of
franchised restaurants; pleasure with having casu-
ally dined at the restaurants; agreement that their
expectations had been met; and confirmation that
service delivery levels have improved.

The restaurant managers, park managers and vis-
itors acknowledge that franchised restaurants are
positive contributors to service provision in KNP
and that they complement the overall KNP tourist
experience. Park managers appraised the franchise
restaurants as mechanisms for funding conserva-
tion. Standardised products have led to substantial
increases in turnover for the park. These advantag-
es the franchised restaurants create contribute in-
directly to sustainable conservation and the park’s
survival. Notwithstanding, the positive findings
about the introduction of franchised restaurants in
KNP, SANParks’ commercialisation strategy should
be applied with caution. Because each element of
the KNP experience contributes to the total tour-
ism experience of the park, SANParks should nev-
er forget KNP’s nature-based context which must be
conserved with all its authentic elements. It is vital
to remember that dining is part of just one element
of the parK’s total tourism product and that KNP
should never completely McDonaldize its unique

and much sought-after national treasure for the
sake of one element.

It is recommended that a follow-up survey be
done to establish park managers, restaurant manag-
ers and KNP visitors perceptions of the franchised
restaurants five or ten years after their introduction
to the park. Furthermore, given the paucity of litera-
ture on the McDonaldization of catering services in
national parks there is scope for tilling this field in
other parks in South Africa and the rest of the world.

Notes

(1) SANParks is a semi-government authority re-
sponsible for the management of 22 national
parks in South Africa.

(2) SANParks has introduced a loyalty card to pro-
mote access to national parks by frequent users
(mainly domestic visitors).

(3) The local tradition is to fire up a braai (barbe-
cue) and prepare an outdoor meal (breakfast,
lunch but especially supper).

(4) Safari-plus tourist refers to the tourist that pre-
fers a five star wilderness and hospitality expe-
rience.

Acknowledgements

(1) Thanks to the two referees for helpful inputs on
earlier versions of the paper.

(2 Thanks to Dr Marna Swart from the SANParks
Research Section for her assistance in convinc-
ing catering service providers in Kruger Na-
tional Park to take part in this research project.

References

Absher, J.D., Kasul, R.L. and Chang, W.H., 2003: Meth-
odological and conceptual issues in the development
of customer service measures for the national recre-

ation reservation service. In: Proceedings of the 2003



Sanette L.A. Ferreira, Gesina W. Van Zyl / Bulletin of Geography. Socio-economic Series / 33 (2016): 39-53 51

Northeastern Recreation Research Symposium, Newton
Square PA: US Forest Service, Northeastern Research
Station, p. 54-59.

Blaine, S., 2013: SANParks funding plan ‘will stand up to
scrutiny. In: Business Day Live 28 March. Available at:
http://www.bdlive.co.za/national/science/2013/03/28/
sanparks-funding-plan-will-stand-up-to-scrutiny,
DoA: 10 August 2014.

Brooks, D.J. and Haynes, R.W., 2001: Recreation and
Tourism in South-Central Alaska: Synthesisof Recent
Trends and Prospects. PNW-GTR-511. Portland, OR:
US Forest Service, PNW Research Station.

Buhalis, D., 2000: Marketing the competitive destinations
of the future. In: Tourism Management, Vol. 21, No. 1,
pp. 97-116. DOL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0261-
5177(99)00095-3

Cloke, P. and Perkins, H. C., 2002: Commodification and
adventure in New Zealand tourism. In: Current Issues
in Tourism, Vol. 5, No. 6, pp. 521-549. DOLI: http://dx.
doi.org/ 10.1080/13683500208667939

Eagles, P.E]. and McCool, S.E., 2002: Tourism in nation-
al parks and protected areas, New York: CABL

Ferreira, S.L.A. and Harmse, A., 1999: The social car-
rying capacity of Kruger National Park, South Af-
rica: Policy and practice. In: Tourism Geographies,
Vol. 1, No. 3, pp. 325-342. DOI: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1080/14616689908721325

Ferreira, S.L.A. and Harmse, A., 2014: Kruger Nation-
al Park: Tourism development and issues around the
management of large numbers of tourists. In: Journal
of Ecotourism, Vol. 13, No. 1, pp. 16-34. DOL http://
dx.doi.org/10.1080/14724049.2014.925907

Gupta, S. and Arora, M., 2014: Gastronomy tourism and
destination image formation. In: Indian Journal of Ap-
plied Hospitality & Tourism Research, Vol. 6, pp. 68-75.
ISSN 2322-0899.

Hall, S.J.P. and Hall, C.M., 2006: The geography of tour-
ism and recreation: Environment, place and space,
London: Routledge.

Hall, C.M. and Mitchell, R., 2005: Gastronomic tour-
ism: Comparing food and wine tourism experiences.
In: Novelli, M. editor, Niche tourism: Contemporary
issues, trends and cases, Oxford: Elsevier Butterworth
Heinemann, pp. 73-88.

Healy, N. and McDonagh, J., 2009: Commodification
and conflict: What can the Irish approach to protect-
ed area management tell us? In: Society and Natural
Resources, Vol. 22, pp. 381-391. DOL: http://dx.doi.
org/ 10.1080/08941920801978622

Hjalager, A. and Richards, G., 2002: Research issues in
tourism and gastronomy. In: Hjalager, A. and Rich-
ards, G. editors, Tourism and gastronomy, London:
Routledge, pp. 224-234.

Janson, S.E., 2008: Applying the McDonaldization the-
sis and norm activation model to examine trends and
effects of commercial outdoor recreation and tour-
ism in Juneau, Alaska. MA Thesis, Corvallis: Oregon
State University.

Joubert, S.C.J., 2007: The history on the development of
the Sabie and Shingwedzi Reserves and the Kruger
National Park, 1898 to 1946. Available at: www.san-
parks.org, DoA: 19 May 2015.

Kruger, M., and Saayman, M., 2011: An analysis of res-
taurants and shops in South African National Parks:
Visitors” perspective. Potchefstroom: TREES. Available
at: http://www.sanparks.org/assets/docs/news/2013/
analysis-of-restaurants.pdf, DoA: 1 October 2014.

MacCannell, D., 1992: Empty meeting grounds, London:
Routledge

Mabunda, M.D., 2003: An Integrated tourism manage-
ment framework for the Kruger National Park, South
Africa (PhD thesis). University of Pretoria, Pretoria.

Manning, R., 2001: Visitors' experience and resource
protection: A framework for managing carrying ca-
pacity for national parks. In: Journal of Park and Rec-
reation Administration, Vol. 19, No. 1, pp. 93-108.
ISSN 2322-0899.

MclIntosh, A.J. and Prentice, R.C., 1999: Affirming au-
thenticity: Consuming cultural heritage. In: Annals of
Tourism Research, Vol. 26, No. 3, pp. 589-612. DOL:
http://dx.doi.org /10.1016/S0160-7383(99)00010-9

Mclntyre, N., Jenkins J. and Booth, K., 2001: Glob-
al influences on access: The changing face of ac-
cess to public conservation lands in New Zealand.
In: Sustainable Tourism, Vol.9, No. 5, pp. 434-450.
DOIL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09669580108667413

McKinsey South Africa, 2002: SANParks and McK-
insey final meeting report, following strategic review,
Skukuza: SANParks. National Parks Board (1997).
Annual rapport. Pretoria: Government Printer.

Mendoza, L.E., Marius, A., Perex, M. and Griman, A.C.,
2007: Critical success factors for customer relation-
ship management strategy. In: Information and soft-
ware technology, Vol. 49, No. 1, pp. 913-945. DOL
http//dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.infsof.2006.10.003

National Parks Board, 1997: Annual Report. Pretoria:
Government Printer.


http://www.bdlive.co.za/national/science/2013/03/28/sanparks-funding-plan-will-stand-up-to-scrutiny
http://www.bdlive.co.za/national/science/2013/03/28/sanparks-funding-plan-will-stand-up-to-scrutiny

52 Sanette L.A. Ferreira, Gesina W. Van Zyl / Bulletin of Geography. Socio-economic Series / 33 (2016): 39-53

Newsome, D., Moore, S.A. and Dowling, R.K., 2013: Nat-
ural area tourism, Bristol: Channel View Publication.

News24, 2013: Kruger: ‘Mall, water park and a cinema
next?’ Available at: http://www.news24.com/Travel/
MyTravels/Kruger-mall-water-park-and-a-cinema-
next-20131101, DoA: 24 March 2014.

Page, S.J. and Connell, J., 2009: Tourism: A modern
synthesis. 3rd ed. London: Cengage Learning.

Parr, D., 2000: Management practice for allocation of
recreation concessions. Science and Research Internal
Report 184. Wellington, Department of Conservation.
Available at: http://www.doc.govt.nz/Documents/sci-
ence-and-technical/IR184.pdf, DoA: 16 October 2015.

Peters, M., Weiermair, K. and Katawandee, P., 2006:
Strategic brand management of tourist destinations:
Creating emotions and meaning intangibles. In:
Keller, P. and Bieger, T. editor, Marketing efficiency in
Tourism: Coping with volatile demand, Berlin: Erich
Scmidt Verslag, pp. 65-79.

Quinn, T., 2002: Public Lands and Private Recreation
Enterprise: Policy Issues from a Historical Perspec-
tive. PNW-GTR-556. Portland, OR, US Forest Ser-
vice, PNW Research Station.

Richards, G., 2013: Creativity and tourism in the city. In:
Current issues in Tourism, Vol.17, No.2, pp. 119-144.
DOTL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2013.783794

Ritchie, J.R.B. and Crouch, G.I., 2000: The competitive
destination: A sustainability perspective. In: Tourism
Management, Vol. 21, No. 1, pp. 1-7. DOI: http://dx.
doi.org/10.1016/S0261-5177(99)00093-X

Ritzer, G., 1983: The McDonaldization of society. In:
Journal of American Culture, 6, pp.100-107. DOLI:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1542-734X.1983.0601_100

Ritzer, G., 1996: The McDonaldization thesis: Is ex-
pansion inevitable? In: International Sociology,
Vol. 11, No. 3, pp. 291-308. DOI: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1177/026858096011003002

Ritzer, G., 1998: The McDonaldization Thesis. London:
Sage.

Saarinen, J., 2004: Tourism and touristic representations
of nature. In: Lew, A.A. and Hall, C.M. and Williams,
AM. editors, A companion to tourism, Oxford: Black-
well, pp. 438-449.

Saarinen, J., 2013: ‘Tourism into the wild: The limits of
tourism in wilderness. In: Holden, A. and Fennell, D.
editors, The Routledge handbook of tourism and the
environment, London: Routledge, pp. 145-154.

SANParks, 2001: Media release: South African Nation-
al Parks announced the winners from the second

phase of its Commercialisation Programme. Availa-
ble at: http://www.sanparks.co.za/about/news/default.
php?id=55751, DoA: 28 October 2014.

SANParks, 2007: Media release: South African Nation-
al Parks announces successful KNP restaurant bid-
der. Available at: http://www.sanparks.org/parks/
kruger/news. php?id=475?PHPSESSID=etlndgm-
6m3ak380qu84b5rif21, DoA: 28 October 2014.

SANParks, 2009: Strategic environmental assessment for
the Marula Region of the Kruger National Park (Fi-
nal analysis report. Project No.: 9235). Prepared by
INVEST. Unpublished report.

SANParks, 2012: South African National Parks strategic
plan for the fiscal 2013/14 - 2017/18. Available at:
http://www.sanparks.co.za/assets/docs/about/ 5_year_
strategic_plan_2013-2014_to_2017-2018.pdf, DoA: 9
October 2013.

SANParks, 2014. Annual report 2013/2014. Available at:
http://www.sanparks.co.za/assets/docs/general/annu-
al-report-2014.pdf, DoA: 27 Oktober 2014.

Shaw, G. and Williams, A.M., 2004: Tourism and tour-
ism spaces, London: Sage.

Taylor, T.E., 2012: A concessionaire model for food and
beverage operations in South African National Parks.
Doctoral Dissertation. Potchefstroom: North West
University.

TimesLIVE, 2013: SANParks facing major funding
problem. Available at: http://www.timeslive.co.za/
scitech/2013/03/26/sanparks-facing-major-fund-
ing-problem, DoA: 23 March 2013.

Torres, R., 2002: Cancun’s tourism development from
a fordist spectrum of analysis. In: Tourist Stud-
ies, Vol. 2, No. 1, pp. 87-116. DOI: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1177/1468797602002001098

UNWTO (United Nations World Tourism Organisation),
2012: Global Report on Food Tourism. Volume 4.
Madrid: UNWTO. Available at: http://dtxtq4w60x-
gpw.cloudfront.net/sites/all/files/pdf/global_report_
on_food_tourism.pdf, DoA: 15 October 2014.

Urry, J., 2000: Sociology beyond societies: Mobilities for
the twenty-first century, London: Routledge.

Vainikka, V., 2013: Rethinking mass tourism. In: Tour-
ist Studies, Vol. 13, No. 3, pp. 268 -286. DOI: http://
dx.doi.org/10.1177/1468797613498163

Weaver, D., 2001: Ecotourism, Sydney, Wiley.

Wolf, E., 2006: Culinary tourism: The hidden harvest,
Iowa: Kendall Hunt Publishing

Zegre, S.J., Needham, M.D., Kruger, L.E., and Rosen-
berger, R.S., 2012: McDonaldization and commercial


http://www.news24.com/Travel/MyTravels/Kruger-mall-water-park-and-a-cinema-next-20131101
http://www.news24.com/Travel/MyTravels/Kruger-mall-water-park-and-a-cinema-next-20131101
http://www.news24.com/Travel/MyTravels/Kruger-mall-water-park-and-a-cinema-next-20131101
http://www.doc.govt.nz/Documents/science-and-technical/IR184.pdf
http://www.doc.govt.nz/Documents/science-and-technical/IR184.pdf
doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0261-5177(99)00093-X
doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0261-5177(99)00093-X
http://www.sanparks.co.za/about/news/default.php?id=55751
http://www.sanparks.co.za/about/news/default.php?id=55751
http://www.sanparks.org/parks/kruger/news. php?id=475?PHPSESSID=etlndgm6m3ak380qu84b5rif21
http://www.sanparks.org/parks/kruger/news. php?id=475?PHPSESSID=etlndgm6m3ak380qu84b5rif21
http://www.sanparks.org/parks/kruger/news. php?id=475?PHPSESSID=etlndgm6m3ak380qu84b5rif21

Sanette L.A. Ferreira, Gesina W. Van Zyl / Bulletin of Geography. Socio-economic Series / 33 (2016): 39-53 53

outdoor recreation and tourism in Alaska. In: Manag-  Zukin, S., 2010: Naked city: The death and life of authen-
ing Leisure, Vol. 17, pp. 333-348. DOLI: http://dx.doi. tic urban places, Oxford: Oxford University Press.
org/10.1080/13606719.2012.711604

© 2016 Nicolaus Copernicus University. All rights reserved. m



