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Abstract

Tourism is one of the largest and fastest growing industries in the world. It is an increasingly
important source of income, employment and wealth in many countries. However, its rapid
expansion has also had detrimental environmental (and socio-cultural) impact in many regions.
In this DESA discussion paper, I examine the main economic benefits and environmental
impact of tourism, and review the development of the international sustainable tourism agenda.
While much of international tourism activity takes place within the developed world, this paper
will focus on the (economic) development of the industry in developing countries. I conclude
that new approaches to sustainable tourism development in these countries should not only seek
to minimize local environmental impact, but also give greater priority to community
participation and poverty reduction. I argue, in particular, that more emphasis should be given
to a 'pro-poor tourism' approach at both national and international levels.
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Introduction: Recent and future trends
in world tourism

Tourism can be considered one of the most remark-
able socio-economic phenomena of the twentieth century.
From an activity “enjoyed by only a small group of rela-
tively well-off people” during the first half of the last
century, it gradually became a mass phenomenon during
the post-World War II period, particularly from the 1970s
onwards.! It now reaches an increasingly larger number
of people throughout the world and can be considered a
vital dimension of global integration.2

Although domestic tourism currently accounts for
approximately 80% of all tourist activity (UN, 1999a),
many countries tend to give priority to international
tourism because, while the former basically involves a
regional redistribution of national income, the latter has
now become the world’s largest source of foreign
exchange receipts. According to the latest figures com-
piled by the World Tourism Organization (WTO), foreign
exchange earnings from international tourism reached a
peak of US$ 476 billion in 2000, which was larger than
the export value of petroleum products, motor vehicles,
telecommunications equipment or any other single cate-
gory of product or service (WTO, 2001a).

International tourist arrivals grew at an annual
average rate of 4.3% during the 1990s, despite major
international political and economic crises, such as the
Gulf War and the Asian financial crisis.3 According to the
latest WTO figures, the turn of the millennium recorded
one of the most impressive annual growth rates in inter-
national tourism. As table 1 shows, all regions of the

Table 1: International tourist arrivals by region, 1990-2000

world recorded significant growth in international
tourism in 2000, during which the number of internation-
al arrivals grew at an extraordinary rate of nearly 7% to
reach almost 700 million arrivals.

The September 2001 terrorist attacks in the United
States, however, appear to have had a more serious
impact on the tourist sector than any other major interna-
tional crisis in recent decades. The attacks had a particu-
larly severe impact on air transport, business travel and
long-haul travel. Worldwide travel reservations were
estimated to have dropped by 15% at the end of October
2001, although not every destination nor every part of the
tourism sector was badly affected (see WTO, 2001c). For
example, while air transport and luxury hotels have suf-
fered from considerable fall in demand, travel within the
same country or region, as well as travel by rail and road,
appear to have weathered the worst effects of the crisis,
or even benefited from it.

Nevertheless, initial forecasts of 3-4% rise in inter-
national tourist arrivals for 2001, made before the
September 2001 attacks, were subsequently revised
downwards to around a 1% increase over the 2000 fig-
ures (WTO, 2001c). The latest WTO (2002) data show
that there was an actual decline of 0.6% in international
arrivals, to a total of 693 million, in 2001. Given that the
northern hemisphere summer holiday season was coming
to end by the time the attacks took place, this significant
drop confirms that the short-term impacts of the attacks
were devastating to international tourism as a whole. The
last four months of 2001, in fact, recorded a drop of
almost 9% in arrivals worldwide and substantial decreas-
es in all regions of the world (see figure 1).

Market share Growth rate

Million arrivals (percentage) (percentage)

Region 1990 1999 2000 1990 1999 2000 2000/1999
Africa 15.0 26.5 27.2 3.3 4.1 3.9 3.4
Americas 92.9 122.2 128.4 20.3 18.8 18.4 5.0
East Asia and Pacific 54.6 97.6 109.1 11.9 15.0 15.7 12.7
Europe 282.7 380.2 402.7 61.8 58.5 57.8 5.8
Middle East 9.0 18.2 23.2 2.0 2.8 3.3 13.2
South Asia 3.2 5.8 6.1 0.7 0.9 0.9 5.4
World 457.3 650.4 696.7 100.0 100.0 100.0 6.8

Sources: WTO (2001e) and revised updates released in June 2002 (WTO, 2002).
Note: Totals may differ from the sum of columns because of rounding.
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Figure I.

CHANGE IN INTERNATIONAL TOURIST ARRIVALS BY REGION, 2001/2000
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It is worth noting, however, that this considerable
fall in international arrivals was caused not only by a
widespread fear of traveling generated by the attacks—
particularly in airplanes and to certain destinations—but
also by a downturn in the world economy. The economic
downturn that began in the United States during the first
half of 2001 had already been affecting the tourism sec-
tor before the terrorist attacks were carried out. The
attacks aggravated the economic slowdown already
under way.* The expected recovery in world tourism in
the near future will thus depend on the evolution of the
world economy, amongst other factors, including the pos-
sibility of further terrorist acts or regional conflicts.
Some destinations will in any case experience a pro-
longed decline in tourism revenues—regardless of any
world economic improvements—for various reasons,
including proximity to areas of regional conflict.

In the medium and long term, however, internation-
al tourism is expected to resume its rapid growth, in view
of rising living standards and discretionary incomes,
falling real costs of travel, expansion and improvement
of various transport modes, increasing amounts of free
time and other factors. This helps to explain why WTO
(2001c) has reiterated its long-term forecasts, made
before the September 2001 attacks, of an average annual

Source: UN/DESA, based on WTO (2002)
data.

growth rate in international arrivals of over 4% in the
period up to 2020. The number of international arrivals is
thus expected to reach the striking mark of 1 billion by
2010 and 1.6 billion by 2020 (see WTO, 2001d).

Economic benefits of tourism

Tourism comprises an extensive range of economic
activities and can be considered the largest industry in
the world.5 International tourism is one of the fastest
growing sectors of the global economy. During the
1990s, when the globalization of tourism reached
unprecedented proportions, international tourism receipts
had a much higher average annual growth rate (7.3%)
than that of gross world product.6 By 1999, international
tourism receipts accounted for more than 8% of the
worldwide export value of goods and services, overtak-
ing the export value of other leading world industries
such as automotive products, chemicals, and computer
and office equipment (see table 2).

A significant proportion of world tourism expen-
diture takes place within industrialized countries:
Europe alone accounts for around half of annual inter-
national tourism receipts (see figure 2). Tourism, how-
ever, is the only major service sector in which develop-
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Table 2: Worldwide export earnings?@ of top ten industries, 1999

Export earnings Share
Industry (US $ billion (percentage)
International tourismb 555 8.1
Automotive products 549 8.0
Chemicals 526 7.6
Food 437 6.3
Fuels 401 5.8
Computer and office equipment 394 5.7
Textile and clothing 334 4.8 Sources: WTO (2001e).
qugcommunlcatlons equipment 289 4.2 a8 For economic purposes, international
Mining products (other than fuels) 155 2.3 tourism receipts are considered exports and
Iron and steel products 126 1.8 international  tourism expenditures  as

imports.

Total worldwide export of goods and b Total international tourism receipts include
services (including other industries) 6 890 100.0 those generated by international fares.

Figure 2.

SHARE OF INTERNATIONAL TOURISM RECEIPTS BY REGION, 2000
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ing countries have consistently recorded trade surpluses
relative to the rest of the world. Between 1980 and
1996, for instance, their travel account surplus
increased from $4.6 billion to $65.9 billion, due prima-
rily to the impressive growth of inbound tourism to
countries in Africa, the Caribbean, and the Asia and
Pacific regions (UN, 1999a). The 1990s also experi-

enced a significant growth of international tourism
receipts in the 49 least developed countries: total
tourism receipts in these countries more than doubled
from US$ 1 billion in 1992 to over US$ 2.2 billion in
1998.7 Tourism is now the second largest source of for-
eign exchange earnings in the least developed countries
(LDCs) as a whole.
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Tourism has also become the main source of
income for an increasing number of Small Island
Developing States (SIDS). Foreign exchange ecarnings
can, however, vary significantly among these tourism-
driven economies because of ‘leakages’ arising from
imports of equipment for construction and consumer
goods required by tourists, repatriation of profits earned
by foreign investors and amortization of foreign debt
incurred in tourist development.8

Besides export earnings, international tourism also
generates an increasingly significant share of govern-
ment (national and local) tax revenues throughout the
world. In addition, the development of tourism as a
whole is usually accompanied by considerable invest-
ments in infrastructure, such as airports, roads, water and
sewerage facilities, telecommunications and other public
utilities. Such infrastructural improvements not only gen-
erate benefits to tourists but can also contribute to
improving the living conditions of local populations.
This increase in social overhead capital can also help
attract other industries to a disadvantaged areca and thus
be a stimulus to regional economic development.

The tourism sector is an increasingly important
source of employment—including in tourism-related sec-
tors, such as construction and agriculture—primarily for
unskilled labour, migrants from poor rural areas, people
who prefer to work part-time, and notably women.?
Because the sector is relatively labour-intensive, invest-
ments in tourism tend to generate a larger and more rapid
increase in employment than equal investment in other
economic activities.'® Furthermore, given that the sector
provides a considerable amount of jobs for women and
unskilled workers, tourism can significantly contribute to
empowering women and alleviating poverty.

At the same time, available data suggest that most
workers in the tourism sector, notably in hotels and cater-
ing, tend to earn less than workers in socially comparable
occupations in both developed and developing countries
(ILO, 2001). In addition, the differential tends to be larger
in less developed countries and regions, particularly those
with high rates of unemployment amongst unskilled labour.
Informal employment relations in small and medium-sized
enterprises, which employ about half of the labour force in
the hotel and catering sub-sectors worldwide, also con-
tribute to a relatively high proportion of child labour and
non-remunerated employment and other unacceptable
forms of social exploitation in many countries.!

The increasing diversified
economies on tourism also increases their vulnerability

reliance of less

to seasonal aspects of tourism and to shocks, such as, nat-
ural disasters, regional wars and other unexpected events.
The recent crisis generated by fear of international terror-
ism and regional conflict, for example, caused devastat-
ing immediate effects on tourism-dependent economies.12
In addition, sudden changes in consumer tastes and sharp
economic downturns pose significant risks to such
economies, given that demand for mass tourism tends to
be relatively income-elastic and can produce drastic neg-
ative responses to economic recession in source markets.

Nonetheless, it is now generally recognized that
tourism can make a vital contribution to employment,
export receipts and national income in most countries
and regions. Furthermore, tourism is often identified as
the most promising driving force for the economic devel-
opment of less developed countries and regions endowed
with areas of natural beauty—including Small Island
Developing States—because it offers them a valuable
opportunity for economic diversification.

Interaction between tourism and
the environment

While tourism provides considerable economic
benefits for many countries, regions and communities, its
rapid expansion can also be responsible for adverse envi-
ronmental, as well as socio-cultural, impact.’3 Natural
resource depletion and environmental degradation asso-
ciated with tourism activities pose severe problems to
many tourism-rich regions. The fact that most tourists
chose to maintain their relatively high patterns of con-
sumption (and waste generation) when they reach their
destinations can be a particularly serious problem for
developing countries and regions without the appropriate
means for protecting their natural resources and local
ecosystems from the pressures of mass tourism.

The two main areas of environmental impact of
tourism are: pressure on natural resources and damage to
ecosystems. Furthermore, it is now widely recognized
not only that uncontrolled tourism expansion is likely to
lead to environmental degradation, but also that environ-
mental degradation, in turn, poses a serious threat to
tourism activities.

Pressure on natural resources

In addition to pressure on the availability and prices
of resources consumed by local residents—such as energy,
food and basic raw materials—the main natural resources
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at risk from tourism development are land, freshwater and
marine resources. Without careful land-use planning, for
instance, rapid tourism development can intensify compe-
tition for land resources with other uses and lead to rising
land prices and increased pressure to build on agricultural
land. Moreover, intensive tourism development can
threaten natural landscapes, notably through deforesta-
tion, loss of wetlands and soil erosion. Tourism develop-
ment in coastal areas—including hotel, airport and road
construction—is often a matter for increasing concern
worldwide as it can lead to sand mining, beach erosion
and other forms of land degradation.

Freshwater availability for competing agricultural,
industrial, household and other uses is rapidly becoming
one of the most critical natural resource issues in many
countries and regions. Rapid expansion of the tourism
industry, which tends to be extremely water-intensive,
can exacerbate this problem by placing considerable
pressure on scarce water supply in many destinations.
Water scarcity can pose a serious limitation to future
tourism development in many low-lying coastal areas
and small islands that have limited supplies of surface
water, and whose groundwater may be contaminated by
saltwater intrusion. Over-consumption by many tourist
facilities—notably large hotel resorts and golf courses—
can limit current supplies available to farmers and local
populations in water-scarce regions and thus lead to seri-
ous shortages and price rises. In addition, pollution of
available freshwater sources, some of which may be
associated with tourism-related activities, can exacerbate
local shortages.

Rapid expansion of coastal and ocean tourism
activities, such as snorkelling, scuba diving and sport
fishing, can threaten fisheries and other marine
resources. Disturbance to marine aquatic life can also be
caused by the intensive use of thrill craft, such as jet skis,
frequent boat tours and boat anchors. Anchor damage is
now regarded as one of the most serious threats to coral
reefs in the Caribbean Sea, in view of the growing num-
ber of both small boats and large cruise ships sailing in
the region (see Michael Hall, 2001). Severe damage to
coral reefs and other marine resources may, in turn, not
only discourage further tourism and threaten the future of
local tourist industries, but also damage local fisheries.

Damage to ecosystems

Besides the consumption of large amounts of natu-
ral resources, the tourism industry also generates consid-

erable waste and pollution. Disposal of liquid and solid
waste generated by the tourism industry has become a
particular problem for many developing countries and
regions that lack the capacity to treat these waste materi-
als. Disposal of such untreated waste has, in turn, con-
tributed to reducing the availability of natural resources,
such as freshwater.

Apart from the contamination of freshwater from
pollution by untreated sewage, tourist activities can also
lead to land contamination from solid waste and the con-
tamination of marine waters and coastal areas from pol-
lution generated by hotels and marinas, as well as cruise
ships. It is estimated that cruise ships in the Caribbean
Sea alone produced more than 70,000 tonnes of liquid
and solid waste a year during the mid-1990s (UN,
1999a). The fast growth of the cruise sector in this and
other regions around the world has exacerbated this prob-
lem in recent years. In fact, it is sometimes argued that
the rapid expansion of cruise tourism calls for “the
enforcement of an environmental protection ‘level play-
ing field’ across the world’s oceans and between the
world’s maritime tourism destinations” (Johnson, 2002).

In addition, relatively high levels of energy con-
sumption in hotels—including energy for air-condition-
ing, heating and cooking—as well as fuel used by
tourism-related transportation can also contribute signif-
icantly to local air pollution in many host countries and
regions. Local air and noise pollution, as well as urban
congestion linked to intensive tourism development, can
sometimes even discourage tourists from visiting some
destinations.

Uncontrolled tourism activities can also cause
severe disruption of wildlife habitats and increased pres-
sure on endangered species. Disruption of wildlife
behaviour is often caused, for example, by tourist vehi-
cles in Africa’s national parks that approach wild cats
and thus distract them from hunting and breeding; tour
boat operators in the Caribbean Sea that feed sharks to
ensure that they remain in tourist areas; and whale-
watching boat crews around the world that pursue whales
and dolphins and even encourage petting, which tends to
alter the animals’ feeding and behaviour (see Mastny,
2001).

Similarly, tourism can lead to the indiscriminate
clearance of native vegetation for the development of
new facilities, increased demand for fuelwood and even
forest fires. Ecologically fragile areas, such as rain
forests, wetlands and mangroves, are also threatened by
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intensive or irresponsible tourist activity. Moreover, as
will be discussed below, it is increasingly recognized
that, the rapid expansion of nature tourism (or ‘eco-
tourism’) may also pose a threat to ecologically fragile
areas, including many natural world heritage sites, if not
properly managed and monitored.

The delicate ecosystems of most small islands,
together with their increasing reliance on tourism as a
main tool of socio-economic development, means that
this environmental impact can be particularly damaging
since the success of the tourism sector in these islands
often depends on the quality of their natural environment
(UN, 1999b). In addition, pollution of coastal waters—in
particular by sewage, solid waste, sediments and untreat-
ed chemicals—often leads to the deterioration of coastal
ecosystems, notably coral reefs, and thus harms their
value for tourism.

The equally fragile ecosystems of mountain
regions are also threatened by increasing popular tourist
activities such as skiing, snowboarding and trekking.
One of the most serious environmental problems in
mountainous developing countries without appropriate
energy supply is deforestation arising from increasing
consumption of fuelwood by the tourism industry (see,
for example, CDE/SDC, 1999). This often results not
only in the destruction of local habitats and ecosystems,
but also in accelerating processes of erosion and land-
slides. Other major problems arising from tourist activ-
ities in mountain regions include disruption of animal
migration by road and tourist facilities, sewage pollu-
tion of rivers, excessive water withdrawals from
streams to supply resorts and the accumulation of solid
waste on trails.

Environmental threats to tourism

In many mountain regions, small islands, coastal
arecas and other ecologically fragile places visited by
tourists, there is an increasing concern that the negative
impact of tourism on the natural environment can ulti-
mately hurt the tourism industry itself. In other words,
the negative impact of intensive tourism activities on the
environmental quality of beaches, mountains, rivers,
forests and other ecosystems also compromise the viabil-
ity of the tourism industry in these places.

There is now plenty of evidence of the ‘life-cycle’
of a tourist destination, that is, the evolution from its
discovery, to development and eventual decline because
of over-exploitation and subsequent deterioration its

key attractions. In many developing and developed
countries alike, tourism destinations are becoming
overdeveloped up to the point where the damage caused
by environmental degradation—and the eventual loss of
revenues arising from a collapse in tourism arrivals—
becomes irreversible.

Examples of such exploitation of ‘non-renewable
tourism resources’ range from a small fishing village in
India’s Kerala state—which saw its tourist sector col-
lapse after two decades of fast growth, because inade-
quate disposal of solid waste—to several places in the
industrialized world, such as Italy’s Adriatic coast and
Germany’s Black Forest.1 It can also be argued that envi-
ronmental pollution and urban sprawl tend to undermine
further tourist development in major urban destinations
in developing countries, such as Bangkok, Cairo and
Mexico City.

In addition, tourism in many destinations could be
particularly threatened by external environmental
shocks, notably the potential threat of global warming
and sea-level rise. Significant rises in sea level could
cause serious problems to tourism activities, particularly
in low-lying coastal areas and small islands. Global
warming is also expected to increase climate variability
and to provoke changes in the frequency and intensity of
extreme climate events—such as tropical windstorms and
associated storm surges and coastal flooding—that may
threaten tourism activities at certain destinations (see
UN, 2001b, ch. VII).

Sustainable tourism development

Countries and regions where the economy is driven
by the tourism industry have become increasingly con-
cerned with the environmental, as well as the socio-cul-
tural problems associated with unsustainable tourism. As
a result, there is now increasing agreement on the need to
promote sustainable tourism development to minimize its
environmental impact and to maximize socio-economic
overall benefits at tourist destinations. The concept of
sustainable tourism, as developed by the World Tourism
Organization (WTO) in the context of the United Nations
sustainable development process, refers to tourist activi-
ties “leading to management of all resources in such a
way that economic, social and aesthetic needs can be ful-
filled while maintaining cultural integrity, essential eco-
logical processes, biological diversity and life support
systems” (see UN, 2001a).
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International efforts to promote sustainable
tourism development

Although tourism was not specifically addressed in
Agenda 21—the international action plan on sustainable
development agreed on at the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio
de Janeiro (Brazil)—its growing economic importance,
significant use of natural resources and environmental
impact all contributed to its gradual introduction into the
international sustainable development agenda over the
past ten years. One of the first concrete sectoral action
plans arising from the increasing cooperation between
the tourism industry and inter-governmental agencies
was ‘Agenda 21 for the Travel and Tourism Industry,” an
action plan for sustainable tourism development
launched by the WTO, in cooperation with two business
associations in 1996 (see WTO, 2001f).

In 1997, the United Nations General Assembly, at
its special session to review the five-year implementation
of Agenda 21, decided that there was a need to consider
the importance of tourism in the context of Agenda 21
and to “develop an action-oriented international pro-
gramme of work on sustainable tourism” (see UN, 1998).
This request was followed up during the seventh annual
session of the United Nations Commission on
Sustainable Development (CSD), held in New York in
1999, which considered tourism as an economic sector,
held a multi-stakeholder dialogue on the topic and adopt-
ed an international work programme on sustainable
tourism development (UN, 1999c). One of the major fol-
low-up activities to the CSD international work pro-
gramme on sustainable tourism has been the ongoing
development of international guidelines for sustainable
tourism by the Convention on Biological Diversity. The
draft international guidelines stress that “to be sustain-
able, tourism should be managed within the carrying
capacity and limits of each ecosystem and site” (UNEP,
2002a).

The seventh session of the CSD also invited the
WTO to further develop its proposed global code of
ethics that had been drafted in consultation with the
tourism industry over the previous two years. The
‘Global Code of Ethics for Tourism,’ introduced by the
WTO in late 1999, sets a frame of reference for the
responsible and sustainable development of international
tourism (WTO, 2001f, Appendix I). It includes nine arti-
cles outlining the basic rules for governments, tour oper-
ators, developers, travel agents, workers, as well as host
communities and the tourists themselves. The tenth arti-

cle includes a proposed mechanism for conciliation,
through the creation of a World Committee on Tourism
Ethics made up of representatives of each region of the
world and representatives of each group of stakeholders
in the tourism sector, Governments, the private sector,
and labour and non-governmental organizations. The
United Nations General Assembly adopted the Global
Code of Ethics for Tourism in 2001.16

The Plan of Implementation adopted at the World
Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD), held in
Johannesburg (South Africa) from 26 August to 4
September 2002, identified further measures to promote
sustainable tourism development, with a view to increas-
ing “the benefits from tourism resources for the popula-
tion in host communities while maintaining the cultural
and environmental integrity of the host communities and
enhancing the protection of ecologically sensitive areas
and natural heritages” (UN, 2002b:ch. 1.2). As similar
international actions plans show, the WSSD Plan of
Implementation is likely to induce States to take more
progressive steps towards better governance and sustain-
able development (see Haas, 2002). However, achieving
the sustainable tourism goals contained in the WSSD
Plan of Implementation will require systematic action
and the availability of adequate resources at both nation-
al and international levels.

The growing importance of ecotourism

The WSSD Plan of Implementation makes particu-
lar reference to activities carried out in conjunction with
the 2002 United Nations International Year of
Ecotourism,!” amongst other international activities, in
the implementation of its sustainable tourism goals. The
International Year of Ecotourism offered an ideal oppor-
tunity not only to review ecotourism experiences around
the world, but also to promote worldwide recognition of
the important role of sustainable tourism in the broader
international sustainable development agenda. There is,
however, a crucial distinction between ecotourism and
sustainable tourism: while the former can be broadly
defined as an alternative, nature-based type of tourism,
sustainable tourism calls for adherence to the above-
mentioned sustainability principles in all types of
tourism activities and by all segments of the tourism
industry.

Ecotourism is still a relatively small segment of the
overall tourism sector. At the same time, it is one of the
fastest growing tourism segments and further rapid
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growth is expected in the future. There is, however, little
agreement about its exact meaning because of the wide
variety of so-called ecotourism activities provided by
many different suppliers (both international and domes-
tic) and enjoyed by an equally broad range of diverse
tourists. Its main features include (a) all forms of nature
tourism aimed at the appreciation of both the natural
world and the traditional cultures existent in natural
arcas, (b) deliberate efforts to minimize the harmful
human impact on the natural and socio-cultural environ-
ment and (c) support for the protection of natural and cul-
tural assets and the well-being of host communities.

Consensus on some of these issues was reached
during the World Ecotourism Summit—held in Québec
City (Canada) in May 2002—although many questions
need to be explored further (see UNEP, 2002b). The
Québec declaration stresses that, if carried out responsi-
bly, ecotourism can be a valuable means for promoting
the socio-economic development of host communities
while generating resources for the preservation of natural
and cultural assets. In this way, ecologically fragile arcas
can be protected with the financial returns of ecotourism
activities.

Ecotourism has been particularly successful in
attracting private investments for the establishment of
privately owned natural parks and nature reserves in an
increasing number of developing countries, such as Costa
Rica, Ecuador, Malaysia and South Africa. Many such
reserves are well managed, self-financed and environ-
mentally responsible, even when profit remains the main
motivation behind the operation of a private reserve (see,
for example, Langholz et al., 2000). In this way, the
tourism industry can help to protect and even rehabilitate
natural assets, and thus contribute to the preservation of
biological diversity and ecological balance.

However, if not properly planned, managed and
monitored, ecotourism can be distorted for purely com-
mercial purposes and even for promoting ecologically-
damaging activities by large numbers of tourists in natu-
ral areas. Given their inadequate physical infrastructure
and limited capacity to absorb mass tourism, the fragile
land and ocean ecosystems of many developing countries
can be literally overwhelmed by large numbers of
tourists. It is increasingly recognized, therefore, that eco-
tourism activities can also cause adverse ecological
impact, particularly if they are not properly managed or
if they involve tourist numbers beyond the local carrying
capacity (Gossling, 1999).18

Furthermore, even when ecotourism activities are
carried out in a responsible manner, they tend to give
priority to environmental protection, mainly by focus-
ing on providing financial incentives for environmental
conservation by local communities. Similarly, while
broader sustainable tourism strategies contain econom-
ic and social objectives, these objectives tend to be
complementary to a central focus on environmental sus-
tainability. Greater priority should thus be given to
socio-economic objectives in general, and to poverty
reduction in particular.

Pro-poor tourism: A poverty reduction strategy?

While responsible ecotourism and other sustainable
tourism strategies may bring significant socio-economic
benefits to host communities, they are not necessarily
aimed at poverty alleviation. Given that the United
Nations Millennium Declaration!? has placed poverty at
the centre of the international development agenda, it can
be argued that sustainable tourism development should
go beyond the promotion of broad socio-economic devel-
opment and give greater priority to poverty reduction.
This priority shift would also address a somewhat
ignored recommendation of the seventh session of the
Commission on Sustainable Development which, inter
alia, urged Governments “to maximize the potential of
tourism for eradicating poverty by developing appropri-
ate strategies in cooperation with all major groups, and
indigenous and local communities” (see UN, 1999c¢).

A pro-poor tourism (PPT) approach differs from
ecotourism and other sustainable tourism strategies in
that its overriding goal is to deliver net benefits to the
poor.20 While PPT and ecotourism may have some simi-
lar objectives, the key difference is that poverty reduc-
tion is the core focus of the PPT approach, rather than a
secondary component of a mainly environmental sustain-
ability strategy. In other words, although environmental
protection remains an important PPT goal, the quality of
the environment in which targeted poor groups live is
only one part of a broader poverty reduction strategy.

There are several reasons why tourism develop-
ment could be a particularly effective tool of poverty
reduction. First, as discussed earlier, tourism offers con-
siderable employment opportunities for unskilled labour,
rural to urban migrants and lower-income women.
Second, there are considerable linkages with the informal
sector, which could generate positive multiplier effects to
poorer groups that rely on that sector for their liveli-
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hoods. Third, tourism tends to be heavily based upon the

preservation of natural capital—such as, wildlife and

scenery—and cultural heritage, which are often “assets
that some of the poor have, even if they have no financial

resources” (Ashley et al., 2001:2).

It is increasingly realized that promoting greater
community participation in tourism development not
only provides stronger incentives to conserve natural
capital,2! but can also lead to a more equitable sharing of
benefits and thus greater opportunities for poverty allevi-
ation. But while ecotourism and PPT both aim to increase
community participation in general, PPT also goes
beyond this goal in that it includes specific mechanisms
to enhance the participation of and opportunities for the
poorer segments of society. Three key components of the
PPT approach are:

(a) improved access to the economic benefits of
tourism by expanding employment and business
opportunities for the poor and providing adequate
training to enable them to maximize these opportu-
nities;

(b) measures to deal with the social and environ-
mental impact of tourism development, particu-
larly the above-mentioned forms of social exploita-
tion, as well as excessive pressure on natural
resources, pollution generation and damage to
ecosystems; and

(¢) policy reform, by enhancing participation of the
poor in planning, development and management of
tourism activities pertinent to them, removing some
of the barriers for greater participation by the poor,
and encouraging partnerships between government
agencies or the private sector and poor people in
developing new tourism goods and services.

Some of these PPT concepts are beginning to be
implemented in several developing countries, such as
Ecuador, Namibia, Nepal and Uganda. In Namibia, for
example, the implementation of a PPT approach to the
development and management of the country’s communi-
ty-based tourism segment appears to have made a signif-
icant contribution towards poverty reduction.

Several studies have shown that financial returns
from community-based natural resource management and
tourism ventures in Namibia usually exceed their invest-
ments and are thus a viable option for generating sustain-
able economic returns, while promoting environmental
conservation and cultural traditions in rural areas (see,
for example, Barnes et al., 2002). There is now evidence

of a successful introduction of the PPT approach by the
Namibia Community-based Tourism Association
(Nacobta), a non-profit organization that supports poor
local communities—including small entrepreneurs with
inadequate skills or access to financial resources—in
their efforts to develop tourism enterprises in the country
(see Nicanor, 2001).

Nacobta supports its members at both micro and
macro levels, mainly through the provision of grants,
loans, training, capacity building in the areas of institu-
tional development and marketing training, as well as in
negotiations with relevant government agencies and the
mainstream tourist industry. Nacobta is explicitly pro-
poor not only because it represents the poorest segment
of the country’s tourism industry, but also because most
of its members live on communal land areas, where the
majority of the inhabitants have an average per capita
income of less than US$1 a day?2 and depend on subsis-
tence agriculture. One of the main objectives of Nacobta
is “to raise the income and employment levels of these
areas through tourism, in order to improve the living
standards of people in communal areas” (Nicanor,
2001:5).

The pro-poor tourism approach of Nacobta is thus
different from conventional tourism because members of
local communities both own and manage the tourism
enterprises, whose economic benefits flow directly into
community funds or as formal sector wages, temporary
remuneration to casual labourers and income to informal
sector traders. There is also evidence that the financial
returns from most community-based tourism enterprises
supported by Nacobta “has changed their communities
from being poor or very poor to being better off”
(Nicanor, 2001:5).

Conclusion

As stressed at the beginning of this paper, tourism
is expected to resume its rapid growth in the near future.
This growth can be harnessed not only for the enjoyment
of tourists themselves but, more importantly, for maxi-
mizing economic benefits and thus increasing the living
standards of host communities and countries. At the same
time, unless corrective measures are taken, it is bound to
have negative environmental and socio-cultural impact
on those communities. Ecotourism and other sustainable
tourism strategies have gone a long way towards mini-
mizing this negative impact and ensuring that the eco-
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nomic benefits of tourism can contribute to environmen-
tal protection and the sustainable use of natural
resources.

But while environmental sustainability must remain
a key component of sustainable tourism strategies, anoth-
er challenge for the international community is to devise
ways and means to place poverty reduction at the centre
of tourism planning, development and management. This
will require, amongst other things, genuine community
participation, greater technical and financial assistance,
human resources development, and institutional capacity
building in many developing countries. Given the poten-
tial importance of tourism activities on national and
international efforts to reduce poverty, there is, therefore,
a strong case for promoting a PPT approach, particularly
in developing countries.

Notes

T See UN (2001a). According to the World Tourism Organization (WTO), tourism
is defined as “the activities of persons travelling to and staying in places out-
side their usual environment for not more than one consecutive year for
leisure, business and other purposes not related to the exercise of an activi-
ty remunerated from within the place visited” (see WTO, 2000).

2 See UN (1997:ch. X).

3 Even the Gulf War year of 1991 recorded a small increase of 1.2% in interna-
tional tourist arrivals. Annual international arrivals include different visits to
the same country by the same international visitor during a single year.
International tourists include both overnight and same-day visitors. See WTO
(2001b).

4 According to the most recent United Nations economic forecasts (UN, 2003),
gross world product (GWP) increased by only 1.7% in 2002, only a marginal
improvement from the previous year—itself the weakest performance in a
decade. This means that 2002 was the second consecutive year of decline in
per capita GWP.

5 The broad definition of tourism includes a complex range of economic activi-
ties accounted for in several other sectors by means of a ‘tourism satellite
account’. According to a set of methodological references to a tourism satel-
lite account recently adopted by the United Nations Statistical Commission
(see UN/WTO/OECD/EUROSTAT, 2001), tourism is measured from a demand
side perspective as opposed to the supply side approach used for more
homogenous sectors.

6 International tourism receipts at current prices and excluding international
transport costs (see UN, 2001a and WTQ, 2007e).

7 See UNCTAD (2001).

8 See UN (1999b and 1996). The latter estimates that in the mid-1990s such
leakages accounted for well over a third of gross tourism receipts in several
small econamies.

9 According to ILO (2002), women account for about 60% of employees in the
hotel and restaurant sector in most countries.

10110 (2002) estimates that one job in the direct tourism industry worldwide
induces around one and a half additional indirect jobs in the tourism-related
economy: the ratio varies from 1.2 in North and Latin America, to around 2.0
in the Caribbean and Europe

11 See ILO (2001). The high proportion of unpaid employment in many developed
and developing countries—in many cases almost or more than half of the
total number of employees in this sub-sector—reflects a large number of

non-remunerated family members of small entrepreneurs

12 See, for example, UN (2002a:Part ).

13 While this socio-cultural dimension must be considered an integral part of
sustainable tourism development strategies, a discussion of that dimension
lies outside the scope of this paper.

14 See Mastny, 2001.

15 See UN (1993). Agenda 21, however, addresses tourist-related issues, such
as, sustainable mountain development and the protection of coastal ecosys-
tems.

16 See GA resolution A/RES/56/212 of 21 December 2001.

17 The 2002 United Nations International Year of Ecotourism was officially pro-
claimed by the General Assembly resolution 53/200 of 15 December 1998.
WTO and UNEP took the lead in organizing activities at the international
level.

18 There is no clear agreement, however, how to define and measure ‘tourist
carrying capacity’ (see, for example, Collins, 1999).

19 See A/RES/55/2, 18 September 2000.

20 The analysis here is based mainly on C. Ashley et al. (2001).

21 Recent empirical analysis of economic incentives for ecotourism in Ecuador
shows, for example, that local income generation depends primarily on the
level of local organization, as well as on the importance of the tourist attrac-
tion and the degree of tourism specialization available. See Wunder (2000).

22 This is the official United Nations threshold for defining people living in
extreme poverty. See, for example, UN (2007c).
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