W O R L D W A T C H

P A P E R

1 5 9

Traveling Light: New Paths for
International Tourism
In today’s rapidly shrinking world, travelers are
trading in over-commercialized mass tourism for
more exotic destinations—most of which are in
the developing world. From South America to
Asia, countries are rushing to capitalize on a
wealth of cultural and biological attractions in
order to meet this demand.
Now the world’s largest industry, tourism generates much-needed revenue and employment at
many destinations. Yet it also brings a host of
environmental, social, and cultural problems.
Uncontrolled tourism development—on mountaintops, along coastlines, or in remote jungle
areas—stresses many of the planet’s fragile ecosystems and cultures. And existing strategies for
tourism development tend to concentrate the
benefits in the hands of a few. On average, half of
all the tourism revenue that enters the developing
world “leaks” back out, going mostly to foreign
owners or to pay for imported goods and labor.
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But the hunger for destinations and dollars does
not have to result in widespread harm. Author
Lisa Mastny shows how some governments,
businesses, local communities, and tourists are
reorienting tourism activities to make them more
socially beneficial and environmentally sound.
She highlights the need for stronger policies,
regulations, and education initiatives—from entry
fees to tourist training—and examines the role of
ecotourism in minimizing impacts in natural
areas. By setting tourism on a new path, Mastny
suggests, we can not only protect the qualities
that make destinations appealing, but also
enhance the long-term benefits for both people
and the planet.
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W

hen Kovalam, a small fishing village in India’s Kerala
state, began to lose its tourist trade after 20 boom
years, residents were at first baffled. Why had the stream of
visitors eager to enjoy its palm-lined beaches slowed to a
trickle? By 2000, hotels, restaurants, and souvenir shops
were scrambling for dwindling tourist dollars.1
At first, experts and tour operators wondered if economic factors and shifting tourist tastes accounted for the
drying up of tourism, but there was no evidence of either.
Finally, they discovered the culprit: mushrooming piles of
garbage had tainted the reputation of the village. Like many
destinations in the developing world, Kovalam has no official plan to deal with waste management. While hotels and
other facilities collect recyclable items for reuse by local
industries whenever possible, the more stubborn refuse—
human waste, plastic bottles, and other non-biodegradables—simply accumulates in towering mounds or is
dumped outside the village center.2
Jayakumar Chelaton, a local activist, attributes recent
outbreaks of cholera and other diseases to the deteriorating
water quality and sanitation conditions. But “nobody bothers about the health issues faced by the locals,” he explains.
“Everybody wants Kovalam beach to be clean so it can get
more business.” The options have generally been limited: a
proposal for an incinerator was shelved after local residents
and environmental groups objected, and all short-term plans
have involved simply dumping the waste elsewhere.3
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Across the developing world, communities are trying to
come to terms with the mixed impacts of booming tourism,
one of the largest and fastest-growing sectors of the global
economy. Directly and indirectly, travel and tourism activities accounted for some $3.6 trillion of economic activity in
2000—or roughly 11 percent of the gross world product.
Since 1950, the number of international tourist arrivals has
increased nearly 28-fold, to some 698 million. These figures
are expected to again double by 2020, to an estimated 1.6
billion arrivals. Although fears concerning terrorism and the
safety of air travel have dampened tourism demand for the
time being, over the long term this activity is expected to
resume its rapid growth.4
As the rules of the global economy change, and as
tourist desires shift, destinations like Europe and North
America are becoming less dominant in the international
tourism market. Meanwhile, visits to Asia, Africa, and elsewhere in the developing world have increased dramatically
in the last 25 years. One in every five international tourists
now travels from an industrial country to a developing one,
up from one in 13 in the mid-1970s.5
Rushing to capitalize on their rich natural and cultural
attractions, many developing countries welcome tourism as
a way to stimulate investments, generate foreign exchange
earnings, and diversify their economies. Tourism can be
more lucrative and less resource-intensive than growing a
single cash crop or pursuing traditional industries like mining, oil development, and manufacturing.6
These tourism investments appear to be paying off.
Tourism is the only sector where developing countries consistently run a trade surplus. It represents roughly 10 percent
of developing-world exports and accounts for more than 40
percent of the gross domestic product in some countries. An
estimated 65 percent of the roughly 200 million jobs created
by tourism annually are found in the developing world.7
Because it provides so many jobs, tourism can be a
powerful vehicle to boost the income of many the world’s
people—including traditionally disadvantaged groups such

INTRODUCTION

7

as women. Yet governments and tourism businesses have
largely overlooked opportunities to harness tourism’s development potential and to spread its benefits more widely.
Instead, tourism remains one of the world’s least regulated
industries, a situation that often has negative implications
for local economies, cultures, and ecosystems.8
Without significant efforts to divert tourism from its
current path, important ground may even be lost. Spurred by
a rapidly changing and increasingly centralized global economy, many governments are under pressure to grant outside
investors—such as international hotel chains and tour operations—easier access to tourism assets. The influx of these
businesses threatens to crowd out the smaller, homegrown
tourism enterprises that form the backbone of the tourism
industry. Already, as much as half of the tourism revenue
that enters the developing world “leaks” back out—through
profits earned by foreign-owned businesses, promotional
spending abroad, or to pay for imported labor and goods.9
Tourism also has uneven impacts on indigenous cultures. On the one hand, it can bring greater revenue and
respect to minority groups, helping to meet basic needs and
to sustain or revive languages, religious traditions, and other
practices that might otherwise be lost. But many indigenous
communities end up as passive participants in ventures that
are promoted and run from the outside, leaving them little
say in the changes that tourism brings.10
As in India’s Kovalam, tourism is also causing serious
environmental damage in the developing world. The sheer
numbers of tourists, as well as the facilities built to accommodate them, are straining ecosystems at many destinations.
Tourist transport, hotels, golf courses, and other developments typically require huge amounts of energy, water, and
other resources, often at the expense of local users. They also
generate considerable waste and pollution in destinations
that are not prepared to deal with these impacts.11
To address some of these problems, many countries are
embracing ecotourism—a more responsible form of travel
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that generates money and jobs while also seeking to protect
local environments and cultures. But even though it does
succeed in some circumstances, ecotourism is not always the
answer. For one thing, not every place is suited to this type
of tourism. And when done poorly, ecotourism suffers from
many of the same environmental and social pitfalls as conventional tourism—including using resources irresponsibly,
creating waste, and endangering ecosystems. In some cases,
it has become little more than a green marketing tool used
by enterprises hoping to promote an image of environmental consciousness.12
As the impacts of tourism continue to spread, it is
increasingly important to steer it onto a more sustainable
path—economically, culturally, and environmentally. This
will require deep sectoral changes that reach far beyond the
scope of ecotourism. A broad range of stakeholders—including the tourism industry, governments, international organizations,
nongovernmental
groups
(NGOs),
host
communities, and tourists themselves—will need to be
involved in sustainability efforts at all levels.
Fortunately, many of these groups are already moving
forward on some of the key issues. For instance, while concerns about tourism merely hovered at the fringes of discussions at the 1992 U.N. Conference on Environment and
Development in Rio de Janeiro, they have moved to the center of preparations for the follow-up World Summit on
Sustainable Development in September 2002.
Many hotels, tour operators, and other tourism businesses are already taking steps to incorporate environmental
and social sustainability measures into their daily operations, including reducing resource use and improving the
treatment and handling of waste. Companies are also
embracing a wide range of voluntary initiatives, from developing environmental and social codes of conduct for their
staff and clients to working to meet benchmarks for a diversity of tourism certification efforts.
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Yet industry action alone is not enough to ensure sustainable tourism development. Governments at the national, regional, and local levels can supplement industry
initiatives by implementing a wide range of policies and regulatory measures, from restricting environmentally damaging construction to limiting the number of visitors allowed
at sensitive sites. And they can work with citizens’ groups
and other NGOs to help local communities take charge of
their own futures, providing them with the training and
resources they need to oversee and manage local tourism
developments.
Meanwhile, tourists themselves can play a valuable role
in steering tourism onto new paths. Visitor education programs can help tourists become more aware of the impacts of
their own activities on local ecosystems, economies, and cultures, and spur important changes in travel choice and
behavior.
Ultimately, no form of tourism will be truly sustainable,
as any activity that encourages large numbers of people to
visit remote or fragile sites will inevitably put pressure on
resources and communities. The most sustainable option of
all would be to stay at home. But in a world where travel is
an increasingly important vehicle for cultural exchange, as
well as a crucial driver of the global economy, this is an
impractical and unrealistic solution. People will always want
to explore the planet’s diversity; the challenge is to ensure
that the travel experiences of the future will be as rewarding
as those today.13

A Global Industry

T

ravel has long been a part of the human experience.
Early voyagers set out to colonize new territories, wage
war, go on pilgrimage, or, like 13th century Italian explorer
Marco Polo, to establish new trade routes across unfamiliar
continents. Some wanderers were involuntary refugees who
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had little choice but to move from place to place, spurred on
by famine, disease, or political or religious persecution.
Often, they faced hostile and dangerous conditions, with
constant threats from bandits, bad weather, wild animals,
and diseases like plague and cholera.14
With the advent of the Industrial Revolution in the late
18th century, travel became easier, at least for more privileged segments of society. Sturdier roads, railways, and
steam-powered transport shortened journey times, and
industrial expansion generated greater wealth, giving birth
to new concepts like leisure and paid vacation. Aristocrats
embarked on extended visits to health spas, and on their
“Grand Tours” of continental Europe.15
The rise of the Romantic Age around 1800 sparked a
new desire to seek out the unknown. Writers and artists were
drawn to foreign regions by the mystique of exotic scenery,
mountains, and cultures, and anthropologists and biologists
launched expeditions in search of remote lands and peoples.
By the end of the 19th century, an entire tourism industry
had emerged to accommodate the enterprising traveler,
complete with booking agents, guidebooks, package tours,
hotels, railways, and organized timetables.16
Over the next century, the popularization of the automobile and the expansion of roads and highways accelerated
the pace of cross-continental travel, particularly in Europe
and North America. But it was only after World War II, with
the emergence of wide-bodied commercial jets, cheap oil, and
low promotional airfares, that international tourism became
accessible to broader segments of the global population.17
The World Tourism Organization, a United Nationsaffiliated research and support group based in Madrid, collects data on the global reach of tourism, and helps its 133
member countries strengthen and promote their tourism
sectors. It defines tourism as the activities of people who
travel “outside their usual environment” for more
than a year for leisure, business, and other purposes.
According to the organization, the number of international
tourists has increased nearly 28-fold since 1950, reaching
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FIGURE 1

International Tourist Arrivals, 1950–2000
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698 million arrivals in 2000. (See Figure 1.) These numbers
are expected to again double by 2020, to 1.6 billion,
although all estimates cited in this paper were made before
the September 2001 terrorism attacks in the United States.
The numbers also leave out the millions of people who travel domestically—the vast majority of the world’s tourists,
and a figure that would make estimates between four and 10
times higher, depending on the location.18
Significant advances in travel technology have accelerated tourism’s growth. New global distribution systems and
computer reservation systems enable agents to check flight
availability, issue tickets, and make airline, hotel, and car
rental reservations rapidly. And increasingly, individual travelers—mostly in industrial countries—access this information directly over the Internet, often at significantly lower
cost. The Travel Industry Association of America reports that
the number of on-line bookings of flights and other travel-

FIGURE 2

Share of International Tourist Arrivals by Region,
1950 and 2000, with Projections for 2020
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related services increased fivefold between 1997 and 2000, to
25 million. Consumers spent more than $13 billion on these
services in 2000, compared with only $800 million in
1997.19
Despite the numbers, tourism remains restricted to a
tiny, more affluent share of the world’s population. Nearly
80 percent of international tourists come from Europe and
the Americas, while only 15 percent originate in East Asia
and the Pacific and 5 percent in Africa, the Middle East, and
South Asia combined. Yet even these figures are deceptive: in
the United States, a leading source of tourists worldwide,
fewer than a fifth of citizens hold valid passports. All told,
just 3.5 percent of the world’s population travels internationally. This share is expected to double to 7 percent by
2020, assuming a continuing rise in global prosperity and a
decline in the cost of travel.20
Today, nearly two thirds of international tourists travel
for vacation, leisure, and recreation, as opposed to visiting
friends and relatives or traveling for health, business, and
religious purposes. But tourist tastes are gradually changing.
According to researcher Auliana Poon, growing displeasure
with heavily commercialized, overrun, and polluted destinations is spurring a shift from the highly packaged and standardized mass tourism of the past half-century. In its place,
rising numbers of more flexible and independent travelers
are pursuing more personalized experiences like exploring
culture or nature. A study of U.S. travelers in the early 1990s
supported this shift: while 20 percent of respondents were
“after the sun,” 40 percent sought more “life-enhancing”
travel.21
These changes in travel preferences are reflected in surveys of the most popular destinations worldwide. Although
Europe and the Americas continue to attract the most international tourists (the majority from within these regions
themselves), they no longer draw the same proportion of visitors as in 1950. (See Figure 2.) Meanwhile, tourism to and
within Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and South Asia is growing rapidly.22
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The share of international tourists traveling to East Asia
and the Pacific rose from just 1 percent in 1950 to 16 percent
in 2000. The World Tourism Organization attributes this
increase to rapid population growth, heavy marketing, and
growing prosperity in the region. It predicts that by 2020
Asia will be the most popular destination after Europe,
attracting more than a quarter of world tourist traffic. China
is expected to unseat France as the world’s most visited country, and to become the fourth largest source of tourists worldwide—behind Germany, Japan, and the United States. (See
Table 1.) Russia and former Eastern bloc countries also rank
among the top destinations of the future.23
As it spreads geographically, tourism is assuming a
greater role on the world economic stage, but the complex
nature of tourism activities makes measuring this contribution difficult. The World Tourism Organization estimates
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TABLE 1

FIGURE 3

Top 10 Tourist Destinations and Share of Arrivals,
2000, and Projections for 2020
Destination
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International Tourism Receipts, 1950–2000
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United States
France
Spain
Hong Kong
Italy
United Kingdom
Mexico
Russia
Czech Republic

Top 10 Total

50.6

Top 10 Total

8.6
6.4
5.8
4.4
3.7
3.3
3.3
3.1
2.9
2.7
44.2

1Excluding

Hong Kong
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that between 1975 and 2000, international tourism
receipts—the revenue generated from tourist spending
abroad on such items as lodging, food, entertainment, tours,
and in-country transport—grew 35 percent faster than the
world economy as a whole. They surged from only $13 billion in 1950 to $469 billion in 2000 (in 1999 dollars), and are
expected to quadruple over the next two decades, reaching
more than $2 trillion. (See Figure 3.) These numbers would
be an estimated 18 percent higher if they included international airfares, and four times higher if they included domestic tourism spending.24
In terms of gross earnings, industrial countries remain
the undisputed economic heavyweights of tourism. Europe,
not surprisingly, is the top earner of tourism receipts worldwide, followed by the Americas and Asia. Countries in
Europe and North America dominate the lists of tourism’s
top 10 spenders and earners; China is the only developing

350
300
250
200
150
100
50
0
1950

Source: See endnote 24.
1960

1970

1980

1990

2000

country on either list. (See Table 2.)25
Tourism represents a rapidly rising share of world trade.
Any tourism service that a visitor buys when traveling
abroad is considered an export from the country being visited. In 1999, international tourist spending abroad accounted for nearly 8 percent of world exports of goods and
services, surpassing trade in such items as food, textiles, and
chemicals. Tourism is also the most rapidly growing export
in the services sector, representing more than 40 percent of
services exports worldwide. And its predominance in trade is
widespread: according to the World Tourism Organization, it
ranks among the top five export categories for 83 percent of
countries, and is the leading source of foreign exchange
earnings for at least 38 percent of them.26
Another way to measure the economic impact of
tourism is to look at its wider effects throughout a country.
In addition to boosting revenue to hotels, restaurants, travel
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TABLE 2

Top 10 Spenders and Earners of International Tourism
Receipts and Share of Total, 2000
Spenders

Share of Total
(percent)

Earners

Share of Total
(percent)

United States
Germany
United Kingdom
Japan
France
Italy
Canada
Netherlands
China
Belgium/Luxembourg

14.0
10.0
7.7
6.6
3.6
3.2
2.6
2.5
n.a.
n.a.

United States
Spain
France
Italy
United Kingdom
Germany
China
Austria
Canada
Greece

18.0
6.5
6.3
5.8
4.1
3.7
3.4
2.4
2.3
1.9

Top 10 Total

50.2

Top 10 Total

54.4

Source: See endnote 25.

agencies, tour operators, and transport services, tourism
stimulates expansion in other economic sectors like agriculture and construction, creating new markets and generating
jobs and income. Measuring this wider reach, the World
Travel & Tourism Council, a London-based industry group,
estimates that travel and tourism accounted for some $3.6
trillion of economic activity in 2000—or roughly 11 percent
of gross world product, making it the world’s largest industry. Directly and indirectly, tourism activities also supported
an estimated 200 million jobs in 2000, representing 8 percent of total world employment—one in every 12 jobs.27
Today, as much as 90 percent of the world’s tourism
enterprises are small or medium-sized businesses, from oneperson snorkeling operations to family-owned inns. But like
other sectors in today’s global economy, tourism is becoming
increasingly consolidated. Between 1997 and 1999, mergers
and acquisitions in the hotel and restaurant sector alone
exceeded $19 billion, more than in the previous seven years
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combined. In 1998, the world’s 10 leading airlines earned an
estimated two thirds of the profits of the roughly 270 airlines
that belong to the International Air Transport Association.
And in 1999, the top five hotel chains—among them
Marriott International, Bass Hotels and Resorts, and Choice
Hotels International—managed roughly 14 percent of the
world’s hotel rooms. Meanwhile, four European tour operators alone handled trips for some 50 million tourists in
2000.28
A driving factor behind this consolidation is the unregulated nature of the tourism industry compared with other
service sectors. It is increasingly easy for international businesses interested in tourism to enter markets worldwide. This
is especially true as more governments privatize national airlines and other state services, reduce domestic subsidies,
embrace market reforms, and liberalize trade and investment
policies more generally.29
Many developing countries, in particular, are opening
their markets to tourism in an effort to improve their chances
on the world economic stage. But whether this actually
brings widespread benefits will depend on the extent to
which governments and the industry balance the drive for
more tourists with the need for more socially and culturally
responsible tourism development.

A Force for Development?

F

rom Asia to the Caribbean, the developing world has
experienced a phenomenal surge in tourism in recent
years. The number of international tourists now traveling
from an industrial country to a developing one increased
from only one in 13 in the mid-1970s to one in five in the
late 1990s. Destinations like Cambodia, Egypt, Thailand,
Turkey, and Viet Nam are rapidly becoming popular. In the
Caribbean, arrivals to Cuba have risen more than fivefold since
1990. Overall, tourism growth rates in the developing world are
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expected to exceed 5 percent a year through 2020, outpacing
both the world average and anticipated growth in industrial
countries. (Again, the effect of the September 2001 terrorism
events on these long-term projections is not yet clear.)30
Across the developing world, governments have
poured money into tourism marketing, infrastructure projects like roads and hotels, and both large and small tourism
businesses. To stimulate tourism investments, many countries offer promotional assistance as well as economic incentives like tax and import duty exemptions, subsidies, and
guarantees. By luring tourist dollars, they hope to diversify
their economies and attract the foreign exchange needed to
reduce heavy debt burdens, pay for imports, strengthen
domestic infrastructure, and boost social services like education and health care.31
Multilateral lending institutions like the World Bank
and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) are behind
many of these efforts. After disbanding its tourism department in the mid-1980s, the World Bank renewed its interest
in the sector in 1998 and now supports investments in
tourism infrastructure and training, site development, and
heritage as part of a new institutional focus on poverty alleviation and cultural preservation. In 2000, the International
Finance Corporation (IFC), a World Bank agency that makes
loans directly to the private sector, supported some $500 million of tourism-related projects, mostly urban revitalization
and hotel rehabilitation projects. The IMF, meanwhile, promotes tourism as an export strategy under its economic
structural adjustment policies. Many regional lending banks
are also involved in tourism-related projects.32
In gross economic terms, these investments are beginning to pay off. In a survey of the world’s 100 poorest countries done for the U.K. Department for International
Development, researchers found that tourism is “significant”—that is, it accounts for at least 2 percent of the gross
domestic product (GDP) or 5 percent of exports—in nearly
half of the nations in the lowest income range and almost all
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TABLE 3

International Tourism Receipts as a Share of GDP in
Selected Countries, 1999
Country
Maldives
St. Lucia
Antigua and Barbuda
Macao
Barbados
Vanuatu
Seychelles
Jamaica
Belize
Costa Rica
Egypt
Nepal
Kenya
Italy
France
South Africa
China
Rwanda
United States
Brazil

Tourism Receipts
(million dollars)
325
311
291
2,466
677
56
112
1,279
112
1,002
3,903
168
304
28,359
31,507
2,526
14,098
17
74,881
3,994

Share of GDP
(percent)
88
48
45
40
27
23
21
19
15
7
4
3
3
2
2
2
1
1
1
1

Source: See endnote 33.

in the lower-to-middle income range. The study also found
that tourism is significant or growing in all but one of the 12
countries that are home to 80 percent of the world’s poor—
including Brazil, China, Indonesia, Nepal, Peru, and the
Philippines. Many countries rely heavily on tourism: in some
small island nations in the Caribbean and Pacific, it brings in
more than 40 percent of GDP. (See Table 3.)33
For the world’s 49 so-called least developed countries,
most of which are in Africa or Asia, tourism is one of few
ways to actually participate in the global economy. The U.N.
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) reports
that tourism is now the second largest source of foreign
exchange after oil in these countries, accounting for 16 per-
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cent of total non-oil receipts in 1998. Their aggregate
tourism revenue more than doubled between 1992 and
1998, to $2.2 billion, with five countries—Cambodia,
Maldives, Nepal, Tanzania, and Uganda—attracting more
than half of this 1998 total.34
The World Trade Organization reports that tourism is
the only economic sector where developing countries consistently run a trade surplus. And its importance in trade is
growing. In 1999, international tourism receipts accounted
for two thirds of services exports in these countries and more
than 10 percent of total exports. (In industrial countries,
meanwhile, tourism represented only about one third of
services exports and 7 percent of total exports.)35
Despite the potential benefits, however, some countries
still invest very little in tourism. They may lack the political
commitment to develop adequate tourism policies, or they
may be forced to devote such a large share of their GDP to
servicing foreign debts and meeting other export requirements that they cannot afford to invest in the lodging, food,
transport, and other infrastructure needed to accommodate
large numbers of visitors. Potential destinations may also
lack the private sector capacity, qualified workforce, or promotional expertise to make tourism investments succeed.
Even Brazil, with its vast land area and high tourism potential, spent only an estimated 2 percent of its budget on
tourism-related activities in 2000, well below the world average of more than 5 percent.36
Certain developing countries remain almost completely marginalized from tourism, facing serious geographic and
political obstacles to its development. The South Pacific
island of Kiribati, for example, is remote from other tourist
centers, while Solomon Islands and Vanuatu are vulnerable
to hurricanes, earthquakes, and other natural disasters. And
the tourism industry of Sierra Leone, after experiencing a
decade of strong growth, all but collapsed in the late 1990s
as a result of that country’s civil war and economic decline.37
Yet even in developing countries that do attract growing numbers of visitors, the on-the-ground benefits of

A FORCE FOR DEVELOPMENT?

21

tourism are not always as significant as they might appear.
Indeed, these benefits have generally failed to reach those
segments of the world’s population—such as the very poor—
that could gain the most from them. This is in part because
governments and donors have largely viewed tourism as a
vehicle to win foreign exchange earnings and investment,
and less as a tool to achieve broader social and economic
objectives, such as strengthening local economies and alleviating poverty.38
This outlook is beginning to change as institutions like
the World Bank and the World Tourism Organization reorient their funding and technical assistance. According to
Sheryl Spivack, associate professor of tourism studies at
George Washington University, the World Tourism
Organization has moved forward in recent years, “not only
better assessing the economic impact of tourism, but finding
creative ways to help communities understand the importance of making tourism a sound and beneficial development option.”39
But progress has been slow. The continuing reality is
that a large share of the tourism revenue that enters developing countries does not remain in the local or national
economy, where it could be used to support families and
boost basic services such as health care or education. Often,
the money goes to urban elites or ends up outside the country. The World Tourism Organization estimates that on average as much as 50 percent of tourism earnings ultimately
“leak” out of the developing world—in the form of profits
earned by foreign-owned businesses, promotional spending
abroad, or payments for imported goods and labor. The share
of leakage ranges from as little as 10 percent in more
advanced and diversified economies to as much as 75 percent in smaller, more dependent economies.40
Leakage is particularly high in the Caribbean, where
50–70 percent of tourism earnings go toward acquiring
imports—from skilled staff to food and consumer goods.
Many hotels and other tourism businesses rely heavily on
foreign imports and workers, either because the luxury goods
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and services that tourists demand are not available domestically, or because the tourism sector is so poorly linked with
other sectors like fishing, agriculture, manufacturing, and
transport that it is difficult to procure local supplies.41
To slow at least some of the revenue loss, governments
could work to strengthen linkages among diverse economic
sectors and to stimulate the growth of domestically owned
tourism enterprises. Yet many governments are under growing pressure to grant outside investors—including large
international hotel chains, airlines, and tour operators—easier access to tourism assets. Under a special economic relations treaty with the United States, for example, Thailand is
obligated to grant companies owned and operated by U.S.
investors the same legal treatment as those owned by Thai
nationals. Across the developing world, the increase in foreign investments, mergers, and franchising arrangements
threatens to crowd out smaller, local businesses that are
unable to compete.42
Foreign-based operators dominate the tourism industries of many countries, including Kenya, Tanzania, and
Zimbabwe. These businesses typically send their profits back
home, leaving little revenue at the destination. Meanwhile,
the bulk of a tourist’s spending, including the biggest purchases like airline tickets, tour packages, and rental cars,
occurs in the home country and never even reaches the destination. According to one estimate, if both the hotel and
airline are foreign-owned, as much as 80 percent of a traveler’s fees are lost to these businesses. Cruise vacations and
other all-inclusive tour packages that cover not only airfare,
lodging, and transport but also documentation fees, entertainment, and meals often siphon off the largest share of the
tourism dollar.43
The Central American nation of Belize, which has seen
rapid tourism growth in recent years, has experienced many
of these problems. In the early 1990s, expatriates accounted
for roughly 65 percent of the membership in the Belize
Tourism Industry Association, and an estimated 90 percent
of the country’s coastal development was in foreign hands.
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Many Belizeans oppose the rapid growth in luxury resorts
and villas, but they are unlikely to be able to buy the land
back. Meanwhile, the presence of foreign investments,
together with the higher purchasing power of tourists, has
boosted local inflation, raising property and food prices.44
Some countries are working to spread the benefits of
tourism more broadly, however. On the Caribbean island of
Dominica, restrictions on foreign ownership give residents
greater control of the land, and more than 62 percent of
facilities and 70 percent of accommodation units are locally
owned. Meanwhile, the island of
The struggle over
Saint Lucia, where more than 60
percent of tourist lodging has tratourism ownership
ditionally been in large all-incluwill . . . intensify as
sive hotels, is making a concerted
countries . . . give
effort to support smaller-scale
local tourism enterprise. In 1998,
greater advantage
the government launched a “herto foreign investors.
itage tourism” initiative that provides grants, training, and technical
assistance to help entrepreneurs develop cultural tours and
other businesses in their own rural and coastal communities.45
The struggle over tourism ownership will likely intensify as countries implement new international trade and
investment policies that give greater advantage to foreign
investors. Under the General Agreement on Trade in Services
(GATS), a 1994 multilateral trade agreement aimed at liberalizing service industries, member countries must give equal
market opportunity to service providers from other signatory nations—including foreign tourism businesses like hotels,
restaurants, travel agencies, tour operations, and guide services. GATS requires governments to remove subsidies and
protections on local enterprises and makes it considerably
easier for foreign businesses to establish franchises, transfer
staff, and repatriate profits. So far, at least 112 countries are
committed to opening up their tourism markets under
GATS—more than are pledged to open up any other economic sector—suggesting strong international interest in
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stimulating tourism investments. A second trade measure,
the Agreement on Trade Related Investment Measures
(TRIMS), makes it harder for governments to require foreign
companies to use local materials and inputs.46
The employment effects of tourism are also mixed. As a
service industry, tourism has great potential to bring jobs and
income to disadvantaged groups, such as the poor and
women. According to the World Travel and Tourism Council,
roughly 65 percent of the positions created by tourism annually are found in the developing world. Not surprisingly,
tourism employs the most people in heavily populated countries like China and India, at 48 million and 18 million,
respectively. But it accounts for the highest share of total
employment in small island countries like the Bahamas, the
Maldives, and Saint Lucia, where more than 45 percent of jobs
are tourism-related. On the island of Anguilla, the figure nears
65 percent (compared with only 9 percent in Japan).47
People find formal employment in resorts, restaurants,
travel agencies, and tour companies, as well as positions in
tourism-related sectors like construction and agriculture.
Carolyn Cain, a consultant for the International Finance
Corporation, estimates that each hotel room built can create
one to two new jobs on average. Many of these positions go
to women: on average, women account for 46 percent of
workers in the hotel, catering, and restaurant sectors—a
much higher share than in labor markets overall. (See Box 1.)
Women also do much of the informal tourism work, such as
running food stalls and selling crafts.48
For many people, especially those in rural areas, working
in tourism provides a welcome alternative to joblessness,
bringing in money for basic needs. But more often than not,
foreign or city-based workers hold the more lucrative management positions in tourism, leaving residents with service
jobs—porters, maids, or laborers—that are low-wage and offer
little opportunity for skill building. The International Labour
Organisation (ILO) reports that tourism workers earn 20 percent less on average than workers in other economic sectors.
And many of these positions do not meet international labor
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BOX 1

Tourism and the Employment of Women
Tourism is an increasingly important source of livelihood for women in
the developing world. Many tourism jobs are flexible or part-time positions that do not require much training, enabling the participation of
poorer and less educated women. Tourism also offers opportunities for
self-employment, as well as informal opportunities like vending food and
crafts.
Yet women often face the same obstacles working in tourism as they do
in other labor markets. The majority of workers hold low-wage domestic
positions—such as housekeeping, cooking, and waitressing—that offer
little job security, opportunity for advancement, or skill development. At
worst, many desperate women end up in demoralizing and dangerous
work, such as prostitution.
However, tourism can be an important vehicle for alleviating poverty
and empowering women. Around the world, groups are working to
enhance women’s participation in tourism by providing basic training in
finance, marketing, and language and offering microcredit loans to
facilitate access to capital. With independence, women are better able
to launch their own tourism businesses, from craft cooperatives to catering and accommodation. One traditional guesthouse started by a local
woman in Bali, Indonesia, offers cooking courses for guests and provides education and skill development to its employees, many of whom
are women. The project also contributes tourist donations to help build
roads, houses, and temples, and to support local schools.
Another successful women’s project is the Siyabonga Craft Cooperative,
launched in South Africa’s KwaZulu-Natal forest. The surrounding community has traditionally benefited only marginally from booming tourism
in the region, and in 1995 unemployment among economically active
women topped 42 percent. That year, a group of local women
approached the Natal Parks Board for funding to build a permanent
craft cooperative to replace the haphazard system of roadside stalls
they had been using to market their products. Today, 10 percent of the
profits from sales of the crafts—most of which are harvested sustainably
from the forest—go to shop expenses, while the rest goes toward meeting members’ basic needs and educating their children. The enterprise
has also strengthened the women’s confidence and organizational and
entrepreneurial skills, spurring several of them to seek further schooling.
Source: See endnote 48.
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standards: some 13–19 million children under the age of 18
now work in tourism, roughly 2 million of whom have been
lured into the booming “sex tourism” industries of Southeast
Asia and Latin America, where they risk exposure to
HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases.49
Tourism can also divert people from traditional jobs in
agriculture and fishing, tightening the local labor supply and
increasing dependence on imports. In Nepal, for instance,
the boom in the trekking industry has reportedly caused a
shortage of agricultural labor. And in Grenada, the government is replacing small-scale, organic agricultural plots with
large tourism resorts, squeezing out local farmers in a push
to secure foreign investment. The same thing is happening
to local agriculture at destinations from Jerba, Tunisia, to
Goa, India.50
If economies become too narrowly dependent on
tourism, however, they are more vulnerable to a collapse
resulting from changing tourist tastes or other factors,
including fear of international terrorism. Indeed, tourism
workers were among the first to feel the effects of global insecurity and economic downturn following the September
2001 attacks in the United States. Within weeks, the French
tour operator Club Méditerranée had announced the winter
closure of 15 of its resort villages in 10 countries in the
Caribbean, Central America, Africa, the Middle East, Europe,
and Asia. In total, the ILO estimated that as many as 9 million tourism workers would lose their jobs in the wake of the
attacks—with nearly three quarters of these losses outside
the United States and Europe.51
Tourism also has varied impacts on local cultures. On
the one hand, it can heighten national respect for minorities
and indigenous groups, helping to sustain or revive languages, religious traditions, and other practices that might
otherwise be lost. In Bali, Indonesia, for instance, tourist
demand for dancing and other arts has fostered an artistic
revival—even though many dancers now perform in hotels
rather than in the traditional palaces and temples. And rising interest in alternative healing worldwide has spurred a
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resurgence of shamanism in Peru. Mateo Arevalo, a longtime shaman from the country’s Shipibo community, now
brings in as much as $30 per tourist for performing a onenight ceremony and earns $200 a month hosting foreign students in his home.52
Yet many indigenous communities end up the “featured attractions” of ventures they have had limited or no
input in designing, leaving them little opportunity to accept
or reject the changes that tourism brings. The reduction of
entire cultures to brochure snapshots can lead visitors to
view residents as oddities rather than as people. As
Guatemalan native and Nobel Peace Prize laureate Rigoberta
Menchu once explained, “What hurts Indians most is that
our costumes are considered beautiful, but it’s as if the person wearing it didn’t exist.” Turning serious rituals and festivals into tourist commodities can ultimately affect
community self-perception and behavior. In the Himalayas,
rising tourist interest in Buddhist festivals has led monks to
shorten elaborate rituals to satisfy tourist attention spans
and has spurred a black market in religious artwork.
Meanwhile, local involvement in the events has dropped
off.53
In general, it is difficult to distinguish the changes that
tourism brings to communities from the wider effects of
globalization, westernization, and rising economic prosperity. But tourism can accelerate the influx of western values
and material goods into indigenous areas, spurring changes
in eating, dress, and other daily activities. Forest tribes in
Peru can now earn more selling traditional cloaks to tourists
than trading them for axes or machetes—a shift that has
reportedly altered the economic relations of villages.54
In extreme cases, native communities have been forcefully evicted from their homelands to make room for
tourists. In the 1950s, Kenya’s colonial government drove
the nomadic Masai from their traditional grazing lands to
accommodate safari lodges and visitors to the newly created
national parks and wildlife sanctuaries. The Masai have since
won greater involvement in the management and use of
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their resources, and have been able to meet community
needs with money earned from leasing their land. Yet they
still face the social and cultural repercussions of tourism,
including misrepresentation of their crafts and rituals and a
rising incidence of prostitution, alcoholism, and drug use.
More recently, Burmese authorities gave the 5,200 residents
of the ancient Buddhist city of Pagan only two weeks notice
before evicting them in 1990 and turning the pagodas where
they lived into a tourist attraction.55
Despite the potential negative impacts, many communities still favor increased tourism because they see economic and cultural opportunities that outweigh the drawbacks.
Indigenous groups like Ecuador’s Cofan and Huaorani have
actively organized their own tourism operations, setting up
guest lodges and craft shops that represent a less resourceintensive source of revenue than oil development. Panama’s
Kuna people also hope to maximize the benefits of tourism
while fighting some of the unwelcome changes. Their
Statute on Tourism, ratified in 1996, limits the number of
hotels yet ensures the collection of tax revenue and the redistribution of benefits among community members.56

Environmental Impacts Of Tourism

A

s soaring air travel brings many of Earth’s most ecologically fragile destinations within easy reach, concern
about tourism’s environmental impacts is rising. Travelers
from industrial countries often try to replicate their own
high-consumption lifestyles at their destinations, increasing
pressures on ecosystems and resources. Yet few developingcountry governments have the capacity to protect their
attractions adequately from all these new visitors.57
Tourism’s environmental impacts can begin even before
arrival. Studies suggest that as much as 90 percent of a
tourist’s energy consumption is spent getting to and from the
destination. Increasingly, the passenger jet, the most polluting
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form of transport per kilometer traveled, is overtaking the
automobile as the primary means of tourist travel: an estimated 43 percent of international tourists now fly to their
destinations, while 42 percent travel by road and 15 percent
go by either rail or ship. Air travel has been particularly important in the developing world, where in some countries at least
90 percent of tourists arrive by plane.58
Unfortunately, air transport is one of the world’s fastestgrowing sources of emissions of carbon dioxide and other
greenhouse gases responsible for global climate change. The
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change reports that aircraft emissions contributed roughly 3.5 percent of humangenerated greenhouse gases in 1992—and this share is
expected to rise steadily as air travel increases. (See Figure 4.)59
Ironically, rising carbon emissions from air travel and
other sources could end up hurting many of the world’s top
tourism destinations. In a 1999 report for the World Wide
Fund for Nature UK, authors David Viner and Maureen
Agnew warn that soaring temperatures, forest fires, and other
consequences of global warming could drive wildlife from
safari parks in southern and eastern Africa, damage Brazil’s
rainforest ecosystems, foster malaria in the Mediterranean,
and flood beaches and coastal destinations worldwide.
Already, rising sea levels and coral bleaching events linked to
warming temperatures are threatening the economies of lowlying tropical islands like Maldives, where tourism generates
more than 85 percent of foreign exchange receipts and reefs
attract 40 percent of all visitors.60
Once tourists arrive at their destinations, their choices
of where to sleep, eat, shop, and be entertained increasingly
come at the expense of the environment. Natural and rural
landscapes are rapidly being converted to roads, airports,
hotels, gift shops, parking lots, and other facilities, leading to
deterioration of the sites that attract tourists in the first place.
Although new infrastructure, such as a road, may have only
a minor initial impact on an area, it can ultimately open a
region to large-scale development. The Southern African Research
Documentation Centre has warned of an impending ecological
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FIGURE 4
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disaster at the world-renowned Victoria Falls, shared by
Zimbabwe and Zambia, where a new multimillion-dollar
hotel was recently built only a few meters from the water.
Already, the Zambezi River is polluted with detergents, uncollected garbage, and human waste from existing hotels—the
result of poor regional tourism planning.61
Hotel and resort construction accounts for a growing
share of tourism’s environmental impact, and the trend is
toward larger hotels, particularly in the newer destinations.
The number of hotel rooms worldwide increased by more
than 25 percent between 1990 and 1998, reaching an estimated 15 million. Regionally, South Asia has witnessed the
fastest hotel growth, though Europe and the Americas still
boast the highest share of rooms overall, at 38 percent and
34 percent of the total, respectively. Significant hotel and
resort construction has also occurred in Caribbean countries
like Barbados and Antigua and Barbuda.62
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In her book Last Resorts: The Cost of Tourism in the
Caribbean, author Polly Pattullo describes how coastal construction methods like sand mining and dredge-and-fill have
destroyed dunes and wetlands, caused groundwater supplies
to become brackish, and stirred up nearby waters—choking
coral reefs and diminishing fish populations. In Cancun,
Mexico, large swaths of mangrove forests, salt marshes, and
other wetland areas that harbor wildlife and protect coral
reefs have been cleared and filled to make room for resorts,
piers, and marinas. These areas are often shored up with topsoil scraped from wetland savanna areas inland, resulting in
the disruption of two valuable ecosystems. Developers are
currently building some 21 new resort complexes along
Mexico’s Yucatán coast—a construction frenzy that is expected to nearly triple the number of area hotel rooms to
24,000.63
The world’s hotels and their guests consume massive
quantities of resources on a daily basis, including energy for
heating and cooling rooms, lighting hallways, and cooking
meals, as well as water for washing laundry, filling swimming
pools, and watering golf courses. This resource use is not only
expensive—in the United States, the average laundry cost per
occupied room is almost $3.50 a day—but it can also damage
the environment. According to one estimate, a tourist spending a two-week vacation at a resort hotel can use more than
100 kilograms of fossil fuels.64
In Israel, heavy water use by hotels and other tourist
facilities along the Jordan River and other tributaries is contributing to the drying up of the Dead Sea. Water levels have
dropped by an estimated 40 meters over the last 50 years,
leaving barren, salty mudflats that are hostile to native
plants and birds. Environmentalists predict that at current
rates of diversion, the Dead Sea could disappear completely
by 2050.65
Heavy promotion of golf tourism at many resort destinations has intensified water shortages, particularly in Asia.
Each year, up to 5,000 hectares of the Earth’s land surface—
an area half the size of Paris—are cleared for golf courses, and
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one 18-hole course can consume more than 2.3 million liters
of water daily. One popular course on an island in Malaysia
uses as much water annually as a local village of 20,000.66
At destinations where freshwater is scarce, overconsumption by tourists and tourism facilities can divert supplies from local residents or farmers, exacerbating shortages
and raising utility prices. Tourists in Grenada generally use
seven times as much water as local people, and foreignowned hotels tend to receive preference over residents during droughts. Similarly, the World Wide Fund for Nature
estimates that the average Mediterranean tourist uses nearly
four times as much water as the average Spaniard, an estimated 880 liters per day. In the Philippines, the diversion of
water to tourist lodges and restaurants threatens to destroy
paddy irrigation at the 3,000-year-old Banaue rice terraces, a
unique cultural heritage site.67
In addition to consuming water, energy, and other
resources, tourism creates large quantities of waste. The U.N.
Environment Programme (UNEP) estimates that the average
tourist produces roughly one kilogram of solid waste and litter each day. Hotels, swimming pools, golf courses, marinas,
and other facilities also generate a wide variety of harmful
residues on a daily basis, among them synthetic chemicals,
oil, nutrients, and pathogens. Improperly disposed of, this
waste can damage nearby ecosystems, contaminating water
sources and harming wildlife.68
Many tourist facilities in the developing world possess
limited or no sewage treatment facilities, in part because of
weak environmental legislation or a lack of money, monitoring equipment, and trained staff. As recently as 1990, none
of the 22,000 beachfront hotel rooms in Pattaya, Thailand,
were attached to a sewage plant; as of 1996, only 60 percent
of that city’s sewage was being processed. And a 1994 study
for the Caribbean Tourism Organization reported that hotels
in that region released some 80–90 percent of their sewage in
coastal waters, near hotels, on beaches, and around coral
reefs and mangroves without adequate treatment.69
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Cruise ships are notorious for their waste disposal problems. Worldwide, the number of people taking cruises nearly doubled between 1990 and 1999, to 9 million passengers
annually. The San Francisco-based Bluewater Network
reports that on a one-week voyage, a typical cruise ship generates some 3.8 million liters of graywater (water from sinks,
showers, and laundry); 795,000 liters of sewage; 95,000 liters
of oily bilge water; eight tons of garbage; 416 liters of photo
chemicals; and 19 liters of dry cleaning waste. Many older
vessels have little alternative to dumping this waste overboard. According to one estimate, the world’s cruise ships
discharge some 90,000 tons of raw sewage and garbage into
the oceans each day.70
Cruise operators also dump an untold amount of waste
illegally to avoid having to store it on board or to pay for
costly disposal on land. In one highly publicized case, Royal
Caribbean Cruises received a record $18 million fine in 1999
for 21 counts of discharging excess oily bilge and other pollutants into U.S. waters and then attempting to cover up its
crime.71
These problems will likely persist as shipbuilders rush
to meet the rising demand for cruise vacations. In 2001, at
least 53 new vessels were on the order books. Many newer
ships resemble “floating cities,” boasting more than 2,000
passengers and up to 1,000 crew members. One company is
currently building an eight-story, 250,000-ton ship capable
of carrying 6,200 passengers. To accommodate these larger
vessels, countries often dredge deep-water harbors or modify
their coastlines, destroying coastal ecosystems in the process.
When ships dock, their massive anchors and chains can
break coral heads and devastate underwater habitats. In
1994, one local scientist in the Cayman Islands reported that
more than 120 hectares of reefs had been lost as a result of
cruise ship anchoring in George Town harbor.72
Busloads of cruise passengers, day-trippers, and other
visitors are overwhelming fragile cultural and natural sites
that are ill equipped to manage rising tourist numbers.
UNESCO reports that the number of tourists ascending the
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Inca Trail to Peru’s Machu Picchu ruins increased from only
6,000 in 1984 to 66,000 in 1998. And visits to Cambodia’s
ancient Angkor temples more than doubled in 1999 following the government’s decision to open the nearby town to
international flights—intensifying wear on the already fragile
stone structures.73
Popular natural sites are also beginning to suffer. Plastic
water bottles, soda cans, and gum wrappers litter the trails of
Malaysia’s largest national park, Taman Negara, where
tourism has more than tripled over the past 10 years. In
safari parks in Kenya and Tanzania, tourist vehicles destroy
grass cover, while visitors and staff fell forests adjacent to
lodges and campgrounds to obtain fuelwood. And Costa Rica
had to close off parts of the popular Manuel Antonio
National Park to prevent it from being overwhelmed with
visitors and their trash.74
The presence of tourists in natural areas can also negatively affect wildlife behavior and populations. Around the
world, whalewatching boats relentlessly pursue whales and
dolphins and even encourage petting, altering the animals’
feeding and social activity. In the Caribbean, some sharks,
manatees, and other marine species have lost their natural
fear of people because tour guides feed them to ensure that
they will remain in tourist areas. And in Africa’s parks, tourist
vehicles that approach cheetahs, lions, and other animals
often distract these creatures from breeding or stalking their
prey. Safari tourists are also one of the top markets for illegal
elephant ivory, which is banned under international law yet
often sold to unsuspecting tourists in the form of souvenir
carvings.75
At particularly fragile destinations, such as small
islands, it can take relatively few visitors to leave a mark.
Tourists may unintentionally trample vegetation, disturb
nesting seabirds, breeding seals, or other animals, and bring
invasive plants and animals in with their equipment or luggage. The introduction of these “exotic” species threatens to
destroy the unique flora and fauna of Ecuador’s Galapagos
Islands, where tourism has increased by 66 percent since
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1990 and where the local population—attracted by tourism’s
potential—has doubled in the past 15 years.76
In mountain areas, resorts and related infrastructure
can disrupt animal migration, divert water from streams, create waste that is difficult to dispose of at high altitudes, and
deforest hillsides, triggering landslides. In one Nepalese
mountain village, an estimated
hectare of virgin rhododendron forBusloads of cruise
est is cut down each year for fuelpassengers, daywood to support the country’s
trippers, and
booming trekking industry, leading
to the erosion of some 30–75 tons of
other visitors are
soil annually. And in Tanzania, the
overwhelming
number of trekkers on the trails of
fragile sites . . . .
Mount Kilimanjaro has risen so dramatically that the government doubled the daily climbing fee to $100 per person in September
1999 to slow serious erosion and other environmental
harm.77
In coastal areas, popular recreational activities such as
scuba diving, snorkeling, and sport fishing are damaging
coral reefs and other marine resources—though this destruction is minor compared with the impacts of coral bleaching,
overfishing, and ocean pollution. UNEP estimates that each
year some 300,000 scuba diving trips are advertised to the
world’s estimated 6 million divers. With their fins and
hands, divers and snorkelers have broken as many as 10 percent of coral colonies at certain popular Red Sea reefs off
Egypt and Israel. A study of self-guided snorkel trails in
Australia found similar damage at sites visited by an average
of only 15 snorkelers per week. And research off the
Caribbean island of Bonaire reveals that heavy diving at
many sites has changed the composition of reefs, with more
opportunistic, branching corals taking the place of older
coral colonies. Souvenir shops and restaurants around the
world also contribute to the destruction, as reefs are looted
for shells, coral, and seafood to meet tourist demand.78
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Not surprisingly, this behavior can ultimately hurt the
tourism industry, destroying the very reefs, beaches, forests,
and other attractions that lure visitors in the first place.
Tourism researchers often refer to the “life-cycle” of a destination—its evolution from discovery, to development, to eventual decline. More often than not, the final stage of decline is
attributed to a site’s overuse and the subsequent deterioration
of key attractions or facilities.79
If the loss in environmental quality is significant
enough, a destination may begin to lose revenue, as happened in Kovalam in India or in Barbados after the 1980s.
Many places in the industrial world have already lost tourists
or are expected to soon due to environmental degradation,
including Germany’s Black Forest and Italy’s Adriatic coast.
Environmental deterioration also continues to impede
efforts to boost tourism to many cities in the developing
world: Cairo’s urban sprawl, for instance, often alienates visitors, as do the mounting gridlock and pollution in places
like Bangkok and Beijing.80

Ecotourism: Friend or Foe?

O

ver the past decade or so, tourism authorities and businesses, environmentalists, and academics have embraced
ecotourism as a way to address some of tourism’s negative
impacts while generating foreign exchange, creating jobs,
and stimulating investment. One non-profit organization
that promotes ecotourism, the Vermont-based International
Ecotourism Society, defines it as “responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment and sustains the
well-being of local people.” The United Nations has demonstrated its support for the concept by declaring 2002 the
International Year of Ecotourism.81
But whether ecotourism can really achieve its ambitious goals remains to be seen. In some cases, it appears to be
working. A wide variety of lodges, tour operations, and other
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enterprises that operate in natural settings are making significant efforts to minimize their environmental and social
impacts. Many have developed or support initiatives to protect local ecosystems, wildlife, and cultures.82
Yet as worldwide interest in visiting jungles, beaches,
waterfalls, and other natural attractions continues to grow,
the ecotourism concept is increasingly being corrupted. To
cash in on the trend, growing numbers of less responsible
hotels and tour operators—from one-person snorkeling operations in Belize to luxurious lodges on Africa’s savannahs—
now bill themselves as ecotourism outfits. One operator in
Cusco, Peru, estimates that less than 10 percent of the local
trekking companies really fit the “eco” bill. In the absence of
a universal ecotourism standard, it is increasingly difficult to
distinguish these less responsible businesses from more genuine ecotourism operations. Meanwhile, many industry promoters and tourists themselves now call any travel that
occurs in nature “ecotourism,” blurring the line between
genuine ecotourism and nature travel more broadly.83
Ecotourism, broadly defined, is one of the fastest-growing segments of the tourism industry. Though the varying
definitions make it difficult to measure, the International
Ecotourism Society estimates that this form of travel is growing by 20 percent annually (compared with 7 percent for
tourism overall) and that it generated some $154 billion in
receipts in 2000. One 1992 study found that as many as 60
percent of international tourists traveled to experience and
enjoy nature, while as many as 40 percent traveled specifically to observe wildlife, such as birds and whales. The $1 billion-a-year whalewatching industry now attracts some 9
million visitors in 87 countries, up from 4 million in 31
countries in 1991.84
Most of the demand for ecotourism originates in North
America and Europe. A 1992 survey by the U.S. Travel Data
Center found that 7 percent of U.S. travelers, or some 8 million people, had taken at least one ecotourism trip (defined
as travel where visitors learn about and appreciate the envi-
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ronment), while another 30 percent—35 million people—
planned to take one during the next three years. Factors
behind this rising demand include a desire to experience
new and pristine places, learn about different cultures and
environments, and face recreational challenges.85
The earliest ecotourists traveled to Africa to view elephants, lions, and other wildlife in the big game parks of
Kenya, Tanzania, and South Africa. Today, popular activities
also include trekking in the Himalayas, hiking in the rainforests of Central and South America, and scuba diving and
snorkeling in Southeast Asia and the Caribbean. The
Caribbean alone is home to nearly 60 percent of the world’s
scuba tours. This demand is expected to continue well into
the century: the World Tourism Organization predicts that
the trendiest destinations of the future will be “the tops of
the highest mountains, the depths of the oceans, and the
ends of the earth.” 86
Rising interest in ecotourism has had many positive benefits. For example, governments have set aside valuable natural areas as national parks or protected areas, thus sparing
them from more environmentally destructive activities such
as agriculture, logging, or mining. Laurent Belsie, writing in
the Christian Science Monitor, explains that “tourist dollars,
rather than lectures on the environmental importance of saving the rainforest, speak volumes in many of the developing
world’s parliaments and presidential palaces.” 87
Some of the greatest increases in ecotourism have
occurred in places with the highest numbers of protected
areas. In 1997, an estimated 60 percent of the nearly 6 million tourists who visited South Africa stopped at a national
park or reserve. And nearly half of all respondents in a survey of tourists in Central America cited protected areas as an
important factor in choosing their destination.88
Once they have established parks and reserves, however, not all governments are willing or able to pay for the
upkeep. Worldwide, financial support for these areas is dwindling. While many governments hope to use tourist admission fees and donations to boost park management,
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strengthen infrastructure, and protect against encroachment, this self-financing mechanism has been more successful in some areas than others. (See Box 2.)89
As an alternative, many countries are actively wooing
private tourism investments to help protect natural areas.
Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Kenya, and South Africa have all
witnessed an explosion in the number of privately owned
nature reserves, many of which open their lodges and trails
to tourists. Two private reserves in
Central
America—Costa
Rica’s
Some of the greatMonteverde Cloud Forest and Belize’s
est increases in
Community Baboon Sanctuary—are
well managed and generate sufficient
ecotourism have
income from tourist fees to maintain
occurred in places
themselves properly. In a survey of 32
with the highest
private reserves in Latin America and
sub-Saharan Africa, researcher Jeff
numbers of
Langholz found that the majority
protected areas.
were profitable and that their overall
profitability had risen 21 percent
since 1989. On average, tourism revenues provided more than
67 percent of reserve income.90
Some eco-resorts display a high level of environmental
commitment, carefully monitoring visitor impacts as well as
their own ecological and social footprints. The most basic
lodges are fueled by propane, kerosene, solar, or wind energy rather than electricity or fuelwood, use no indoor plumbing, and generate minimal waste. The Sí Como No resort, in
Costa Rica’s popular Manuel Antonio National Park, for example, relies on solar energy, uses aerial bridges instead of roads
or walkways, puts in native plants to halt erosion, sponsors
beach cleanups, and asks guests to reuse sheets and towels.91
But not all private ecotourism investments are conservation oriented. Many countries are actively wooing the private sector and lending institutions like the IFC to bring
private restaurants, lodges, and other facilities to natural
areas as a way to generate revenue. But the rising commercial
presence of large hotels, restaurants, and other concessions
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BOX 2

Can Ecotourism Pay Its Way?
As government funding for parks and protected areas dwindles, more
and more natural sites in the developing world are relying on tourist
dollars to support themselves. The Bonaire Marine Park in the
Caribbean, for example, began collecting a $10 fee from visiting divers
and snorkelers in 1991. Within a year, the park had raised enough
money from the program to cover annual operation and maintenance
costs.
Yet this self-financing does not work everywhere. In Costa Rica, visitor
fees provide only about a quarter of the park service’s annual budget
for management and protection; the rest must be raised from donations.
And tourism revenue at Indonesia’s Komodo National Park covered only
about 7 percent of total park expenditure in the early 1990s.
In some cases, no tourist dollars are reinvested in conservation or park
management, going instead to central government coffers or corrupt
park authorities. For example, not a single cent of the $3.7 million that
tourists paid to visit the islands off Mexico’s Baja Peninsula in 1993
went directly to the protection or management of these areas.
In other instances, authorities charge woefully low admission, or else
demand no fees at all out of a fear that this will deter tourists. Yet studies
show that tourists are willing to pay much more than they do to visit natural areas. Surveys in the United States found that 63 percent of travelers
would pay up to $50 toward conservation in the area visited, while 27
percent would pay as much as $200. Studies at Komodo National Park
suggest that visitors there would pay up to 10 times the current entry fee.
The few sites that do charge much higher fees and apply them to conservation and management are benefiting greatly, particularly when the
system allows for different rates for tourists and local people. Ecuador’s
Galapagos National Park has reportedly recouped nine times its management costs by charging foreign visitors $100. And gorilla viewing—
at $250 a day—subsidized all 11 of Uganda’s national parks in the late
1990s, providing 70 percent of park system revenue.
Yet some ecotourism sites may never see enough visitors to support
themselves, even with higher fees. Studies in Central Africa’s DzanghaSangha protected area suggest that tourism would have to increase
nearly eightfold to generate a positive return on investment—a near
impossibility, even if entry fees jumped from $16 to $200.
Source: See endnote 89.
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near or inside park boundaries threatens to destroy natural
settings in many destinations. China, for instance, is aggressively transferring control of its important scenic and cultural sites to private development companies, who then profit
from their monopolies by charging admission fees and collecting revenues from hotels, restaurants, and gift shops. In
some instances, the environment has also benefited: at the
scenic mountain site of Huangsan, litter is now virtually
nonexistent and forest cover has increased markedly since
the 1980s. But two planned hotels and three new cable car
runs, as well as increased pedestrian traffic, could ultimately
destroy ecosystems in the area.92
Unregulated and poorly planned ecotourism can bring
high levels of environmental destruction by both tourism
operators and tourists. One critic, Anita Pleumarom of
Thailand’s Tourism Investigation and Monitoring Team,
alleges that the rampant construction of large resorts in ecologically sensitive areas enables politicians, developers, and
others to increasingly gain commercial access to these areas
and to accelerate the privatization of biological diversity.
This concern is not entirely unfounded: in recent years,
there have been reports of scientists, students, and
researchers who have attempted to patent local medicinal
plants gathered during “ecotourism” trips in Viet Nam and
elsewhere.93
Moreover, as ecotourism enters the mainstream, it
increasingly faces many of the same problems as conventional tourism. Just like conventional tourists, ecotourists fly
long distances to their destinations and require food, lodging,
and other basics, consuming resources and producing waste.
As Geoffrey Wall, professor of geography at the University of
Waterloo in Canada, puts it, “Visitors are encouraged to take
only photographs and leave only footprints. However, even
footprints make their mark.” The earliest ecotourists often
had little choice but to take local transport and stay in locally run accommodations. But today, growing numbers of ecotourists are creating the demand for higher-end facilities,
many of which leave a greater environmental impact.94
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And like conventional tourists, many ecotourists make
their travel, tour, and accommodation plans with companies
back home, spending the bulk of their travel budget outside
the destination. Before violence put a halt to Rwanda’s
tourism in the mid-1990s, international airlines were making
an estimated $10 million a year from visitors to the country’s
Mountain Gorilla Project alone.95
At the same time, while many early ecotourists were
motivated by a keen environmental and political awareness,
not all of today’s ecotourists are as environmentally minded,
or are prompted by a desire to learn about and respect
nature. Indeed, as author Martha Honey observes, today’s
ecotourists are “less intellectually curious, socially responsible, environmentally concerned, and politically aware” than
those in the past. Survey research in Australia’s Northern
Territory confirms this observation, suggesting that many
travelers see ecotourism as simply another form of tourist
consumerism or a relaxing holiday experience. Many are just
after new destinations to visit and have no deeper interest in
the site—a phenomenon researcher Erlet Cater calls the “this
year the Galapagos next year Antarctica” syndrome. Because
their trips are often only a week or even a day long, these
tourists may not consider the repercussions of their visits, or
feel the need to follow every rule.96
In few places is the risk of “mass” ecotourism more
apparent than in Costa Rica, once a little-known tropical
destination. It has become so popular that new airports,
beachfront resorts, golf courses, and marinas are being built
to accommodate the more than 700,000 tourists who arrive
annually, endangering the lush rainforests and other natural
sites that they come to see. Other countries, from Thailand
to South Africa, are seeing a similar surge in tourist numbers
to their natural settings.97
There are significant efforts to promote a more genuine
form of ecotourism that requires less land and resources,
generates less waste and pollution, and brings benefits to
both local communities and the environment. Initiatives
that are either managed by the community or that share a
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substantial portion of their profits with local residents can be
particularly successful at achieving these goals. They can
range from small-scale, low-impact efforts like offering an
extra room or meal, renting out a small cabana, or showcasing traditional dances, to larger-scale investments like ecolodges or canopy walkways. Homegrown ecotourism
initiatives generally require less infrastructure and overhead
than larger tourism projects and rely more heavily on goods,
materials, and staff from the surrounding area.98
Although all residents do not necessarily benefit, such
initiatives can help to spread tourism’s benefits more widely.
Because ecotourism takes place primarily in rural or less
developed areas where poor and indigenous people live, it
can bring greater attention, resources, and employment to
these groups. In Ecuador’s Amazon Basin, for example, the
Cofan people offer guest cabins and a craft shop that together generate some $500 per resident annually. Another
Ecuadorian group, the Huaorani, have set up a community
project that evenly distributes nightly tourist fees among all
the families and earns residents twice what they would get
working for an oil company.99
A high level of local participation is desirable not only
because it can reduce revenue leakage, but also because it can
heighten local appreciation for wildlife and other natural
resources. One Ugandan farmer, talking about the recent
boost in gorilla-related tourism at the nearby Budongo Forest
Reserve, remarked of the benefits, “We never thought that
vermin like these monkeys could become a source of
money...now they pay for our schools.” When communities
see direct benefits from tourism, they are more likely to slow
resource use and to actively protect natural areas. Subsistence
farmers participating in Zimbabwe’s 23-district CAMPFIRE
project recognize that they can earn three times more from
offering wildlife viewing, sustainable safari hunting, and
other tourism-related activities on their land than from
resource-intensive cattle ranching. And people living near
Nepal’s Sagarmatha National Park reportedly slowed their indiscriminate tree felling in response to increased trekking tourism.100
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Across the developing world, growing numbers of
poachers and other resource users are becoming tour guides,
applying their wide understanding of local natural history
and culture to tourist needs. Former fishers from Belize’s
small island of Caye Caulker, for instance, now use their
knowledge of marine life to guide snorkelers and divers
through the nearby Hol Chan Marine Reserve. Worldwide,
longtime whalers now lead whalewatching trips and former
hunters guide jungle and river tours. With so much time
invested in tourism, and with more income, many of these
individuals no longer need to hunt or pursue other resourceintensive activities.101
Alternatively, studies show that when tourism initiatives exclude local people from participating in the management and use of natural areas where they grow food, raise
livestock, and gather fuel, they are more likely to resent these
efforts and seek to undermine them, ultimately compromising conservation goals. Areas that exclude local participation
and use have seen rising incidences of poaching, vandalism,
and even armed conflict. One Galapagos fisher reportedly
said of government efforts to limit local use of the park’s
resources: “If the government does not lift the fishing ban
we are even willing to burn all the natural areas to finish this
tourism craziness.”102
Many local ecotourism initiatives have benefited from
partnerships with outsiders, including government agencies,
the private sector, and nongovernmental organizations. One
Virginia-based non-profit, the RARE Center for Tropical
Conservation, instructs former hunters, fishers, and other
resource users in Latin America, Asia, and Africa in conversational English, local natural history, interpretation, and
guiding. To date, RARE has trained more than 200 guides in
Costa Rica, Honduras, and Mexico, who now lead rainforest
walks, birdwatching tours, and whalewatching and kayaking
trips. On average, individual incomes have risen 92 percent
as a result of this training—with most of the money going
back into the local economy.103
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Nepal’s Annapurna Conservation Area Project (ACAP),
launched in 1986 with support from the World Wide Fund
for Nature, is another example of a successful ecotourism
partnership. ACAP has trained local residents—predominantly subsistence farmers, herders, and traders—in such
skills as food preparation and menu costing, safety and security for trekkers, and carpet weaving, allowing them to integrate tourism with their own farming
Across the develactivities and handicrafts. The project
has helped conserve forests and other
oping world,
resources by setting up microhydrogrowing numelectricity plants on streams and
bers of poachers
installing solar water heaters in the
lodges, while residents manage a
and other
revolving fund to help pay for latrines
resource users
and garbage pits. Though ACAP is
funded mostly through foreign donaare becoming
tions and entry fees from trekkers, viltour guides. . . .
lagers are encouraged to put up half of
the funding in order to increase local
involvement and eventually make the project self-reliant.
Largely as a result of the project, tourist numbers to the
region have soared from 14,300 in 1980 to more than 63,000
today.104
Growing numbers of privately owned tour operations
are also supporting local initiatives by donating a portion of
their profits to conservation, particularly as they recognize
its value for their own survival. One German tour company
that leads trips to Croatia, for instance, contributes a portion
of its fee to conserving the country’s rare Adriatic dolphins.
And since 1997, New York-based Lindblad Expeditions has
given more than $500,000 in client donations from its
Galapagos trips to scientific research and environmental
preservation efforts in the archipelago.105
Key players in the international community are also
pledging support for ecotourism projects, often in alliance
with local or international businesses and NGOs. Since the
mid-1980s, the U.S. Agency for International Development

46

T R AV E L I N G L I G H T

has worked with the private sector and conservation groups
in more than a dozen countries, including Costa Rica,
Jamaica, Madagascar, Sri Lanka, and Thailand—providing
funding for new and existing parks, recruiting and training
park staff, and helping governments promote regulated
investments in lodging, guide services, and other ventures.
And since 1991 the Global Environment Facility, sponsored
by the World Bank and the United Nations, has channeled
more than $1 billion into some 400 biodiversity-related projects in the developing world, many of which have significant ecotourism components.106
Ecotourism’s potential benefits are not always enough
of an incentive to deter governments or industry leaders
from finding alternative uses for valuable land, however.
And some natural sites are already too damaged from agriculture, logging, and other development to have conservation or tourism appeal. Forests in Sabah, on the tip of
Borneo, have become so fragmented that populations of the
large mammals that attract tourists are declining. Returns are
too low to dissuade officials and private companies from
clearing the rainforest for oil-palm plantations. Other potential ecotourism spots—such as western and central Africa,
which are rich in elephants and other wildlife—face serious
obstacles that deter tourists, such as political instability and
civil unrest, lack of adequate local services and infrastructure, or remoteness from airports or other attractions.107
In the International Year of Ecotourism, it is important
that any efforts to highlight ecotourism as the solution to
tourism’s problems be monitored carefully. Although the
World Ecotourism Summit scheduled for Quebec in May
2002 aims to be a truly comprehensive effort, allowing all
stakeholders to voice their views and to exchange information about ecotourism experiences worldwide, the event is
also by its very nature an opportunity for significant tourism
marketing and promotion. The heavy involvement of international agencies, governments, and the private sector could
distract attention from efforts to develop more low-impact,
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locally run ecotourism activities, particularly in areas not
prepared to handle an onslaught of tourists.108
As ecotourism increasingly comes into its own, it is
clear that one of the biggest challenges is balancing the
potential benefits with the pitfalls. Depending on how it is
done, ecotourism can create its share of social and environmental problems. The degree of impact ultimately reflects
the level of commitment of the enterprise, the quality of
guide training, and the behavior of tourists themselves.
By definition, ecotourism will always remain a niche
form of travel, relevant only in the relatively few areas of the
world that still possess valuable natural attractions. It can do
little to address the very real environmental problems of
rampant, mass tourism at more urban destinations, such as
downtown Bangkok. Thus, it should be viewed as just one
possible solution in a range of strategies for more sustainable
tourism development.109

Toward a Sustainable Tourism Industry

A

ccording to the World Tourism Organization, sustainable
tourism should lead to the “management of all resources
in such a way that economic, social and aesthetic needs can
be fulfilled while maintaining cultural integrity, essential
ecological processes, biological diversity and life support systems.” Interest in making tourism more sustainable has
grown steadily over the past decade, particularly in the wake
of the 1992 U.N. conference in Rio. Although tourism was
barely mentioned in that meeting’s blueprint for action,
Agenda 21, countries have since endorsed international declarations on a wide range of related topics, including tourism
and sustainable development, the social impacts of tourism,
tourism and biodiversity, and tourism and ethics. (See Table
4.) In an important milestone, the World Tourism
Organization, the World Travel & Tourism Council, and the
Earth Council drafted their own Agenda 21 for the Travel and
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Table 4 (continued)

Key International Milestones in Sustainable Tourism
Year
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Event

1992 Agenda 21: Though tourism is not a specific agenda item at the Rio
Earth Summit, the conference report briefly mentions it in chapters on
mountain and coastal ecosystems.
1995 Charter on Sustainable Tourism: Delegates at the World Conference
on Sustainable Tourism in Canary Islands agree on 18 priority points for
sustainable tourism development.
1996 Agenda 21 for the Travel and Tourism Industry: Backed by the
World Tourism Organization, WTTC, and Earth Council, the report outlines key measures that governments and the tourism industry can take
toward sustainability.
1997 Malé Declaration on Sustainable Tourism: Tourism and environment
ministers from Asia and the Pacific agree on general guidelines for the
sustainable development of tourism.
1997 Manila Declaration on the Social Impact of Tourism: Governments
and private groups from 77 countries and territories pledge to better
involve local communities in tourism planning and to address the social
abuses and exploitation arising from tourism.
1997 Berlin Declaration on Biological Diversity and Sustainable
Tourism: Environment ministers from 18 countries pledge to recognize
the role of ecologically sound tourism in biodiversity conservation and
call on international banks and donors to support sustainable tourism
projects in developing countries.
1999 UN Commission on Sustainable Development’s Working
Programme for Sustainable Tourism: This first action-oriented work
program on sustainable tourism recognizes the need for sustainable
tourism development that safeguards local culture and the environment.
1999 World Tourism Organization’s Global Code of Ethics for Tourism:
Sets out global rules of the game for tourism stakeholders and creates
an overall framework for applying sustainable tourism practices.
1999 World Bank/World Tourism Organization Alliance: The two institutions agree to cooperate in sustainable tourism development, with the
Bank pledging to encourage private sector development and foreign
investment in sustainable tourism and to help governments formulate
clear policy objectives.

2000 UNEP’s Principles for Implementation of Sustainable Tourism:
A set of guidelines to help governments, industry, and other stakeholders—including UNEP conventions that address tourism issues—to apply
the general concept of sustainable tourism in practice and to minimize
environmental impacts from tourism.
2002 United Nations International Year of Ecotourism: Governments, the
tourism industry, and other stakeholders will have an opportunity to
review and share their experiences with ecotourism at the World
Ecotourism Summit in May.
Source: See endnote 110.

Tourism Industry in 1996, outlining key steps for the industry, governments, and others.110
Making tourism more sustainable requires careful
planning at all levels and the involvement of all people with
a stake in it—including the local communities that will be
directly affected by tourism’s presence. At its core, however,
tourism is a private sector activity, driven in large part by
international hotel chains, tour companies, and other businesses. Sustainability will therefore require systemic change
in the ways this industry operates. But reconciling the
industry drive for more tourists with the need for sustainable practices will not necessarily be easy.111
Nevertheless, the tourism industry has taken many
positive steps to become more environmentally and socially responsible. This change is in part a response to growing
consumer pressure for more environment-friendly tourism
products. A 1997 study by the Travel Industry Association
of America reports that some 83 percent of the public supported green travel services, and that people were willing
to spend 6 percent more on average for travel services and
products provided by environmentally responsible companies. In a similar survey in the United Kingdom, more than
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half the interviewees said that when planning vacations or
business trips, they would find it important to deal with a
company that takes environmental issues into account.112
At the very least, industry leaders are beginning to recognize the link between responsible stewardship and financial self-interest. Perhaps more than any other industry,
tourism depends on a clean environment. Declines in environmental quality can hit industry pocketbooks directly.
Conversely, helping to make destinations more attractive
and supporting more environmentally sensitive practices
can boost the profits of tourism businesses.113
Many of the world’s larger tourism companies, from
hotels to tour operators, are taking formal steps to restructure their management and operations along environmental
lines—including reducing consumption of water, energy,
and other resources and improving the management, handling, and disposal of waste. Some are adopting the environmental management standard set out by the International
Standards Organization, ISO 140001. In addition to saving
money, these transformational moves are important to sustainability. Agenda 21 ranks the incorporation of environmental management principles as “among the highest
corporate priorities and as a key determinant to sustainability.”114
Changes in the hotel industry can be particularly fruitful, not only because these facilities consume large quantities
of resources, but also because they can have enormous influence over the broader habits and practices of their guests,
employees, and suppliers. A simple step such as outfitting
rooms with cards that encourage guests to reuse linens and
towels when they are staying more than one night can conserve on average 114 liters (30 gallons) of water per room
each day, plus energy—at a daily cost savings of at least $1.50
per room. The Texas-based Green Hotels Association has
generated positive results in its efforts to spread the use of
such cards in the United States: a representative from the
Holiday Inn chain reported that 80 percent of guests that
stayed multiple nights participated in the program.115
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Worldwide, hotels are embracing a wide range of environmental actions, from installing solar lighting and purchasing biodegradable housekeeping supplies to composting
beach seaweed for hotel gardens and loaning bicycles to
guests. By implementing its environmental management
program, Inter-Continental Hotels reduced overall energy
costs by 27 percent between 1988 and 1995. In 1995 alone
the chain saved $3.7 million, cutting its sulfur dioxide emissions by 10,670 kilograms and saving 610,866 cubic meters
of water—an average water reduction of nearly 7 percent per
hotel, despite higher occupancies. Other large hotel chains
have made similar steps in this direction. (See Table 5.)116
Spearheading this movement at the global level is the
London-based International Hotels Environment Initiative
(IHEI), which works with hotels, hotel associations, suppliers, tourist boards, governments, and NGOs to encourage
environmentally and socially responsible business practice.
Founded in 1992, IHEI represents more than 8,000 hotels in
111 countries, including international chains such as Hilton,
Marriott, Radisson SAS, Taj Group, Scandic, and Forte. In
1995, it joined with UNEP and the 700,000-member
International Hotel and Restaurant Association to release an
“Environmental Action Pack for Hotels,” outlining ways for
hotels to integrate environmental management principles
and to reduce energy and water use, waste, and emissions.117
The cruise industry, too, is making an effort to integrate environmental management practices into its activities, though much remains to be done. Some companies are
embracing relatively simple initiatives such as recycling plasticware and using recyclable and reusable containers.
Holland America, Princess Cruises, and other lines are outfitting newer vessels with on-board water treatment plants,
incinerators, or co-generation incinerators that harness energy from waste burning, though critics have raised concern
about the health impacts of toxic emissions. Older vessels
continue to have only limited options for waste disposal.118
In a significant step, in June 2001 the International
Council of Cruise Lines, a powerful industry lobbying group
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TABLE 5

Hotel “Greening” Success Stories
Hotel or Hotel Chain
Hilton
International

“Greening” Initiative
In recent years, has saved 60 percent on gas costs and
30 percent on both electricity and water costs, while cutting wastes by 25 percent. Vienna Hilton and Vienna
Plaza reduced laundry loads by164,000 kilograms per
year, minimizing water and chemical use.

Singapore Marriott Water conservation efforts save some 40,000 cubic
and Tang Plaza
meters of water per year—a reduction of nearly 20 percent.
Scandic

Has reduced water use by 20 percent per guest in recent
years. Has also pioneered a 97 percent recyclable hotel
room and is building or retrofitting 1,500 annually.

Sheraton Rittenhouse Square,
Philadelphia

Boasts a 93 percent recycled granite floor, organic cotton
bedding, night tables made from discarded wooden
shipping pallets, naturally dyed recycled carpeting, and
nontoxic wallpaper, carpeting, drapes, and cleaning products. The extra 2 percent investment more than paid for
itself in the first six months.

Inter-Continental
Hotels and Resorts

Hotels must implement a checklist of 134 environmental
actions and meet specific energy, waste, and water management targets. Between 1988 and 1995, the chain
reduced overall energy costs by 27 percent. In 1995, it
saved $3.7 million, reducing sulfur dioxide emissions by
10,670 kilograms, and saved 610,866 cubic meters of
water—an average water reduction of nearly 7 percent per
hotel, despite higher occupancies.

Forte Brighouse,
West Yorkshire,
United Kingdom

A transition to energy-efficient lamps reduced energy use
by 45 percent, cut maintenance by 85 percent, and lowered carbon emissions by 135 tons. The move paid for
itself in savings in less than a year.

Hyatt International

In the United States, energy efficiency measures cut energy
use by 15 percent and now save the chain an estimated
$15 million annually.

Holiday Inn Crowne By offering guests the option of not changing their linens
Plaza, Schiphol
and towels each day, the hotel reduced laundry volume,
Airport, Netherlands water, and detergent, as well as costs, by 20 percent.
Source: See endnote 116.
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that represents the world’s 16 biggest cruise lines, adopted
new mandatory waste management standards for its members. The members’ 90 ships together carry more than 7 million passengers annually—over three quarters of all cruise
tourists. Companies risk losing their membership if they fail
to abide by the guidelines, which among other things set
new rules for the disposal of wastewater, used batteries, and
photo processing and dry cleaning chemicals. The guidelines
also call on members to strengthen compliance with domestic and international environmental laws.119
There are also growing international efforts to get tour
operators, their staff, and their clients to adopt more environmentally sound practices. Tour operators and travel agents
can play a big part in redirecting tourism because they help
determine not only where tourists go, but also which services they use. Many tour companies are setting up professional
guide accreditation programs and investing in extensive
training to ensure that their guides adhere to sound practices.120
In March 2000, UNEP, in cooperation with UNESCO
and the World Tourism Organization, launched a voluntary
Tour Operator’s Initiative, calling on members to share and
implement best practices and to integrate sustainability concerns into their operational management and tour design.
The effectiveness of the initiative remains to be seen, however. Of the 20 companies that have signed on—including
British Airways Holidays, Thomas Cook Ltd., Germany’s ITS
Reisen, and groups in India, Italy, Japan, Morocco, Sweden,
Thailand, Turkey, and the United States—many demonstrated a strong environmental commitment before participating
in the group, which suggests that the initiative may be
preaching to the converted. For instance, British Airways
Holidays, with offices in some 77 countries, was one of the
first major tour operators to adopt a policy and action program for the environment, in 1993.121
Moreover, many high-level sustainability efforts fail to
reach the less elaborate tour operations, accommodations,
and services that most of the world’s tourists use. Indeed, a
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survey in Australia’s Gold Coast region found that while
energy and water conservation measures were as common in
three- and four-star hotels as in five-star ones, they were
rarely adopted in one- or two-star accommodations. To be
effective, particularly in the developing world, environmental management must be implemented at these levels as
well.122
One way to push the wider adoption of sustainable
practices is to accelerate the transfer of environmentally
sound technologies, practices, and management tools. For
instance, donors, banks, and businesses in industrial countries could support desalination plants and other water-saving systems, renewable energy technologies, and the
adoption of ecologically sound chemical management.
Banks and insurance companies could incorporate environmental and social criteria into assessment procedures for
loans, investments, and insurance. Companies could use
environmental impact reviews or green auditing measures to
monitor progress.123
In addition to structural changes in management and
operations, tourism businesses of all sizes and types are
embracing a wide range of less formal voluntary initiatives to
regulate their impacts, with mixed success. Forty-six of
Antarctica’s main tour operators, for instance, now belong to
the International Association of Antarctic Tour Operators, a
voluntary body formed in 1991 that has developed a strict
code of conduct for tour operators and their clients. But
despite regulations that include landing no more than 100
people per site at a time and making sure visitors do not disturb wildlife, tourists still pick up penguins, approach seals,
and drive birds from their nests.124
Tourism businesses are also participating in voluntary
certification schemes that grant a seal of approval to companies or destinations that demonstrate environmentally or
socially sound practice. Europe’s Blue Flag Campaign, for
instance, awards a yearly “eco-label” to beaches and marinas
that maintain high environmental standards and sanitary
and safe facilities. (See Table 6.) Not only do these labels serve
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as useful marketing tools, but they can also spur the tourism
industry to develop more environmentally friendly products.
Moreover, they can provide consumers with valuable information about the range of sustainable tourism products,
helping them to make more informed travel choices.125
Unfortunately, more than 100 competing tourism certification schemes exist worldwide, and there are as yet no
international guidelines to help travelers evaluate them.
Though many of these schemes are developed in partnership
with government agencies or NGOs that independently issue
or monitor the certification standards, others are based on
self-evaluation or paid membership, which may simply
allow companies to “buy” their way to a green label.
Ultimately, the success of tourism certification will depend
on whether it can set a trusted, reliable standard, and on the
degree to which the industry and consumers embrace it
worldwide.126
It is too soon to tell whether industry voluntary initiatives are making a real difference on the ground, or if they
are largely “greenwashing” tools used to create the perception of environmental concern. The industry-sponsored
Agenda 21 for the Travel and Tourism Industry, for instance,
places significant emphasis on these forms of self-regulation,
while continuing to uphold the dominant role of open and
competitive markets, privatization, and deregulation in
spurring tourism’s growth. It makes little mention of direct
government regulation or international instruments such as
tourism taxes.127
Moreover, while many industry efforts embrace a shift
toward environmental sustainability, they are less willing to
incorporate social and cultural needs, such as addressing labor
and employment issues, protecting cultures, and maximizing
linkages with local economies and communities. One tourism
company that has been more successful at this than most is
Conservation Corporation Africa, a hotel management group
based in South Africa that employs and trains more than 2,500
people across the region and offers small-scale loans to help
local residents start their own businesses.128
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TABLE 6

Selected Tourism Certification Efforts Worldwide
Green Globe 21 – Has awarded logos to some 500 companies and destinations in more than 100 countries.
Rewards efforts to incorporate social responsibility and Agenda 21 principles into business programs. But may confuse tourists by rewarding not only
businesses that have achieved certification, but also those that have simply
committed to undertake the process.
ECOTEL® – Has certified 23 hotels in Latin America, seven in the United States
and Mexico, five in Japan, and one in India.
Assigns hotels zero to five globes based on environmental commitment,
waste management, energy efficiency, water conservation, environmental
education, and community involvement. Hotels must be reinspected every
two years, and unannounced inspections can occur at anytime. A project of
the industry consulting group HVS International.
European Blue Flag Campaign – Includes more than 2,750 sites in 21
European countries; being adopted in South Africa and the Caribbean.
Awards a yearly ecolabel to beaches and marinas for their high environmental standards and sanitary and safe facilities. Credited with improving
the quality and desirability of European coastal sites. Run by the international nonprofit Foundation for Environmental Education.
Certification for Sustainable Tourism, Costa Rica – Has certified some 54
hotels since 1997.
Gives hotels a ranking of one to five based on environmental and social criteria. Credited with raising environmental awareness among tourism businesses and tourists. But the rating is skewed toward large hotels that may be
too big to really be sustainable.
SmartVoyager, Galapagos, Ecuador – Since 1999, has certified five of more
than 80 ships that operate in the area.
Gives a special seal to tour operators and boats that voluntarily comply
with specified benchmarks for boat and dinghy maintenance and operation,
dock operations, and management of wastewater and fuels. A joint project
of the Rainforest Alliance and a local conservation group.
Green Leaf, Thailand – Had certified 59 hotels as of October 2000.
Awards hotels between one and five “green leaves” based on audits of
their environmental policies and other measures. Aims to improve efficiency
and raise awareness within the domestic hotel industry.

Source: See endnote 125.
.
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Beyond the Industry: Other Supporting
Players

A

s the changing rules of the global economy further open
markets to tourism development, governments, international institutions, NGOs, and tourists themselves will need
to play a proactive role in getting sustainable tourism on
track. But this will not be easy. Tourism’s rapid growth has
been facilitated in large part by an absence of outside interference; like most industries, the tourism industry opposes
intervention that it perceives as damaging to competitiveness and profits. And all signs indicate that instead of tightening regulations, governments are granting greater leeway
to private interests.129
One way governments can help move tourism in a better direction is by developing regulatory and policy frameworks that support key environmental and social goals,
without stifling incentives for investment. Planning authorities at the national, regional, and local levels can work to
better integrate tourism into overall strategies for sustainable
development. Australia’s 1992 National Ecotourism Strategy,
which recognizes the need for “responsible tourism planning
and management to protect the country’s natural and cultural heritage,” is a good model. Similarly, a 1997 recommendation by the Council of Europe calls on member
governments to limit tourism development to a level compatible with ecological and social carrying capacity, including supporting activities that benefit local communities and
controlling construction along coastlines. Both Costa Rica
and Belize have national policies or strategies to promote
ecotourism.130
Many countries still do not have broad plans, however.
And those that do typically fail to address social or environmental sustainability. Viet Nam’s Tourism Master Plan, for
instance, aims to attract large-scale investment primarily
through joint ventures between foreign corporations and
state enterprises, but it does little to support small-scale
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entrepreneurs or protect ethnic minorities from exploitation
by external operators. In general, because tourism activities
cut across a variety of government departments and industry
groups, it is often difficult for authorities to coordinate a unified plan of action for addressing the impacts.131
To ensure greater benefits for local communities and
the environment, national and local governments will need
to balance large-scale investments in hotels, restaurants, and
other facilities with smaller-scale initiatives that are actively
planned and managed by local communities, such as familyrun lodges or informal craft cooperatives. Though homegrown enterprises alone cannot accommodate growing
tourism numbers or generate the same levels of revenue and
employment as larger investments, they can expand opportunities for poor and indigenous groups and ensure that
tourism’s profits are spread more widely.132
Local participation not only brings residents greater job
satisfaction, it also gives them greater responsibility for an
initiative’s outcome and encourages them to take a longerterm view toward conserving their local environment and
resources. At the same time, smaller-scale tourism growth
tends to be slower and more controlled, and can help offset
tourism’s negative environmental and cultural impacts by
allowing more gradual integration of new activities into
communities. Many countries, including Brazil, Indonesia,
Namibia, and Nepal, are incorporating small-scale, community-based initiatives into national tourism efforts.133
To help get more responsible tourism off the ground,
governments will need policies, regulations, and programs
that boost local land and resource ownership, facilitate market access, and sanction exploitative businesses. Tourism
agencies and other local government bodies can provide
low-cost licensing to residents as well as training in languages, small business development, and marketing, and can
offer incentives like tax breaks, special interest rates, or
microenterprise loans. These types of support are desperately needed: in South Africa, where the government is hoping
to achieve 60 percent black ownership of the travel industry
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within five years, tour operations still remain largely whiteowned, in part because few black South Africans possess the
capital or relevant experience.134
Government agencies that oversee and approve tourism
planning can also act as intermediaries between externally
owned tourism companies and the interests of local residents. They can encourage these businesses to re-invest their
profits at the destination, for instance by supporting local
agriculture and construction, funding area conservation
efforts, and training and hiring local staff, including women.
To minimize tourism’s negative impacts on employment,
governments can set labor standards and place restrictions
on exploitative businesses such as sex tourism or child labor.
A new law in Nepal, for example, prohibits children under
the age of 14 from working in trekking, rafting, casinos and
other tourism-related jobs, though critics charge that
enforcement is weak.135
National and regional land use planning that considers
the diverse needs of local residents, tourists, and other users,
as well as of the environment, is an important element of a
sustainable tourism strategy. It gives tourism authorities
greater say over whether development occurs in an environmentally or culturally sensitive area and in a controlled manner. A new government plan in Spain’s Balearic Islands, for
example, oversees the careful zoning of certain areas for
facilities like hotels, green areas, sanitary services, and parking. In Denmark, Egypt, France, and Spain, laws forbid developers from building within a specified distance from the
coast in order to prevent beach erosion. And at Cuba’s Cayo
Coco, where hotels must have no more than four stories and
are required to be set back from the beach, each new building must go through an extensive government environmental impact assessment before construction is approved.136
One country that has been successful in its efforts to
integrate social and environmental variables into land use
planning is Namibia. Under a bold government plan developed in the early 1990s, local communities can assume legal
responsibility for zoning their own agriculture, wildlife, and
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tourism activities in multi-use areas known as conservancies,
and then derive direct financial benefits from them. Thirteen
communities had registered conservancies as of early 2001,
while another 20–24 were under development—bringing
large tracts of the country under local tourism management.
A national association for community-based tourism, started
in 1995, provides advice and training to these communities
and helps them to market their lodges and other ventures at
international travel fairs and other promotional events.137
Elsewhere, governments are mitigating tourism’s
impacts by restricting the actual number of visitors allowed at
a natural area or cultural site—though determining the
appropriate level of use is often difficult. The Peruvian government recently decreed that no more than 500 people a day
can hike to Machu Picchu (down from as many as 1,000), in
addition to more than tripling the fee and requiring tourists
to trek with a registered company. On a larger scale, the
Himalayan kingdom of Bhutan practices an official policy of
“high-value, low-volume” tourism and accepted only 7,500
visitors in all of the year 2000, at a cost of $250 each per day.
Elsewhere, natural areas are being roped off completely: visitors to Ecuador’s Galapagos Islands are restricted to only 18
sites, while the country’s Pasachoa Park closes for a full month
each year to allow for environmental restoration.138
One alternative to barring visitors is to try to limit the
impact of those who do come. In Nepal, several local governments have banned the use of plastic bags or containers
in their region in an effort to reduce pollution and litter. And
visitors to the country’s remote Upper Mustang region are
required to take precautions like bringing their own kerosene
for fuel to prevent deforestation, disposing of waste properly
or carrying it with them, and not giving money or goods to
local children. Other tourist sites worldwide are designating
special trails that lead visitors away from sensitive areas to
protect them from excessive damage.139
In addition to regulations, governments are using economic instruments to encourage responsible tourism. These
include charging user fees, offering grants that reward “good
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practice” in tourism, and levying eco-taxes on everything
from accommodation to air and marine transport. In 1995,
for example, France adopted a tax on marine public transport
to several protected islands to raise additional funds for their
management and protection. And to offset the environmental impact of flights, one small London airport is asking travelers to pay a voluntary fee of up to $4.24, which would be
used to plant carbon-absorbing trees. By more accurately
pricing tourism services to reflect their toll on the environment, governments can push tourists and the industry to pay
a fairer share in maintaining tourism
assets.140
Many countries
Yet such levies are often highly
are incorporatcontroversial because businesses fear
ing small-scale,
they will deter tourists. Local enterprises in Spain’s Balearic Islands, for examcommunityple, are fighting the regional
based initiatives
government’s April 2001 decision to
charge tourists up to $1.78 extra per
into national
night at accommodations, even
tourism efforts.
though the fee would pay for improving tourist areas and managing natural
spaces to protect them against environmental damage. A
similar effort by the Indian Ocean island of Seychelles to
introduce a $90 eco-tax on all foreign visitors fell through in
1998. And a proposed $50 per head passenger tax on
Caribbean cruises was reportedly dropped in the early 1990s
after complaints from U.S. cruise lines. Indeed, rather than
levying taxes, many governments instead offer tax holidays,
loans, and other incentives to attract tourism investors.141
Governments can take action at the international level
by supporting the implementation of regional and global
environmental treaties, such as the climate change and biodiversity conventions. But efforts to address tourism explicitly in some of these treaties have met strong resistance. For
instance, many small island states and some European countries oppose the establishment of global guidelines on ecotourism under the Convention on Biological Diversity out of
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concern that governments and the industry would perceive
ecotourism primarily as a new market opportunity, and that
the rules would accelerate the privatization of biodiversity
worldwide. Governments can also work to ensure that international trade agreements like GATS and TRIMS do not
undermine domestic environmental and labor regulations or
compromise broader development goals.142
Currently, many developing-country governments lack
the capacity or will to take on a greater oversight or regulatory role. Fiscal and planning instruments are often too weak
to influence the direction of tourism investments effectively,
while local authorities may have only limited enforcement
power. Many governments are relying on outside groups for
additional support. International lending institutions like
the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank (ADB), for
instance, have stepped up their funding for sustainable
tourism and related infrastructure improvements. In 2001,
the ADB approved a $2.2 million loan to improve solid waste
infrastructure and management in the Cook Islands. In addition to funding large-scale investments and environmental
improvements, regional lending institutions as well as the
World Bank could also earmark greater support for smallerscale enterprises.143
Other international institutions are working to create
benchmarks for sustainable tourism that will make it easier
for governments and businesses to measure progress. The
World Tourism Organization has tested nine core indicators
to assess the health of tourist destinations, based on environmental factors such as levels of use, development, protection, and waste management, as well as social variables
like tourist and resident satisfaction. The organization has
also developed a hotel audit program to help owners of
smaller hotels become more environmentally responsible.
And the International Maritime Organization oversees and
enforces international labor and environmental standards
on shipping and other maritime activities, including those
affecting cruise ships.144
There are also efforts to publicize instances where
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progress toward sustainable tourism is being made. UNEP, in
cooperation with the World Tourism Organization,
UNESCO, and industry associations, publishes technical
reports on best practices in the tourism industry and organizes conferences and workshops to help governments, the
private sector, and other groups share experiences and
become more sustainable.145
Over the past few decades, nongovernmental players —
including citizen groups, grassroots activists, and tourists
themselves—have generated much of the pressure for more
sustainable tourism. Local involvement can spell the difference between positive and negative tourism developments.
“Destinations often attract the tourists they deserve,” says
Robyn Bushell, professor of tourism at the University of
Western Sydney. “If locals aren’t proud and active, and businesses aren’t required by local governments to value a place,
then nor will the visitors.”146
Notably, it is a citizens’ coalition, and not the government or the industry, which is finally taking the initiative to
deal with the waste problems at India’s Kovalam beach. In
February 2001, activists with a local environmental group
(Thanal), aided by Greenpeace India, launched Zero Waste
Kovalam—a project that aims to convert the village into a
zero-waste community by incorporating strategies of reduction, recycling, and reuse into the various waste streams. If
the initiative wins industry and government backing, it may
become a model for similar efforts across India.147
Communities and international activist groups are having similar success combating unsustainable tourism developments elsewhere, but this remains an uphill battle. In
April 2001, these groups played a big role in convincing the
Mexican government to revoke permits for five hotel companies to build resorts, golf courses, and other facilities at
X’cacel, a 165-hectare stretch of beach south of Cancun that
is home to 40 protected species and a key nesting site for
endangered sea turtles. And the U.K.-based lobbying group
Tourism Concern has successfully persuaded many tour
operators to stop advertising Myanmar (formerly Burma) as
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a destination in protest against that country’s human rights
violations.148
Tourists themselves have a growing responsibility to
understand the environmental and social impacts of their
travel. Industry groups and NGOs can help promote more
sustainable behavior through public awareness campaigns
and tourist training. These groups can inform consumers by
providing brochures or guidelines at travel agencies or
including awareness materials with the health and safety
information that is already distributed for many countries.
Tourism Concern, for example, has produced five in-flight
videos warning tourists about the crime of child sex tourism,
and the World Travel & Tourism Council has created a video
series on tourism’s environmental impact aimed at airlines
and schools. The relatively low visibility of these initiatives,
however, suggests that much remains to be done to boost
tourist education.149
Before departing on trips, travelers can research
whether the companies they are supporting are environmentally and culturally sensitive, hire local staff, or give a
portion of their profits to local communities or conservation
efforts. The International Ecotourism Society’s “Your Travel
Choice Makes a Difference” campaign helps travelers choose
responsible tour operators and guides and offers “green”
travel advice on their website. Groups like Conservation
International and Responsible Travel also selectively advertise eco-friendly trips over the Internet.150
Once at their destinations, tourists can choose to follow
visitor rules and regulations, buy local food and crafts, not
purchase souvenirs made from endangered animals, and stay
in lower-impact lodging, though in the absence of audits
and standards, the degree of impact can be difficult to determine. They can minimize cultural disruption by thinking of
themselves as guests: learning about local customs and language, asking before taking a photograph or entering sacred
spaces, supporting local performers or craftspeople, and generally respecting the rights of others.151
Ultimately, sustainable tourism means traveling with
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an awareness of our larger impact on Earth. This is something for everyone to keep in mind—from governments promoting tourism, to tourism businesses and tourists
themselves. Together, these groups can balance the ultimate
goal of satisfying tourist demand with key environmental
and social objectives, both minimizing tourism’s impacts
and boosting its benefits.
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Appendix: Tourism Links

Provides practical guidance to the global hotel industry, tour operators,
and their suppliers on how to improve environmental performance.

International Organizations

Green Hotels Association
P. O. Box 420212
Houston, TX 77242-0212 USA
tel.: (713) 789-8889; fax (713) 789-9786
e-mail: green@greenhotels.com; www.greenhotels.com
Offers practical suggestions, ideas, and products to promote and
support the “greening” of the lodging industry.

World Tourism Organization
Capitán Haya 42,28020 Madrid, Spain
tel.: 34 91 567 81 00; fax 34 91 571 37 33
e-mail: omt@world-tourism.org; website: www.world-tourism.org
Collects data on tourism and helps governments and organizations translate environmental concerns into practical policies and
measures.
UNEP Division of Technology, Industry, and Economics: Tourism
39-43, Quai André Citroën, 75739 Paris Cedex 15, France
tel.: 33 1 44 37 14 41; fax: 33 1 44 37 14 74
e-mail: unep.tie@unep.fr; website: www.uneptie.org/tourism
Helps governments, NGOs, businesses, and other organizations
implement sustainable tourism through demonstration projects,
training activities, and support for voluntary initiatives.
UNEP Tour Operator’s Initiative
39-43, Quai André Citroën, 75739 Paris Cedex 15, France
tel.: 33 1 44 37 14 50; fax: 33 1 44 37 14 74
e-mail: unep.tie@unep.fr; website: www.toinitiative.org
Works with tour operators of all sizes to promote and disseminate
methods and practices compatible with sustainable tourism development.
Industry Links
World Travel & Tourism Council
1-2 Queen Victoria Terrace, Sovereign Court
London E1W 3HA, United Kingdom
tel.: 44 870 727 9882 ; fax: 44 870 728 9882
e-mail: enquiries@wttc.org; website: www.wttc.org
Collects data on tourism, and works with industry members to
raise awareness of sustainable tourism and promote best practices.
International Hotels Environment Initiative
The Prince of Wales International Business Leaders Forum (IBLF)
15-16 Cornwall Terrace, Regent’s Park
London NW1 4QP, United Kingdom
tel.: 44 20 7467 3600; fax: 44 20 7467 3610
e-mail: info@iblf.org; website: www.ihei.org

Business Enterprises for Sustainable Travel
The Conference Board
845 Third Avenue
New York, NY 0022-6678 USA
tel.: (212) 759-0900; website: www.sustainabletravel.org
Works to encourage the adoption of sustainable practices within
the travel and tourism industry by providing examples of best
practice and supporting community pilot projects.
International Council of Cruise Lines
2111 Wilson Boulevard, 8th floor
Arlington, VA 22201 USA
tel.: (800) 595-9338; fax: (703) 522-3811
e-mail: info@iccl.org; website: www.iccl.org
Helps the cruise industry incorporate comprehensive waste management programs into its operations and sets environmental and
other standards for member vessels.
International Association of Antarctic Tour Operators
P.O. Box 2178
Basalt, CO 81621 USA
tel.: (970) 704-1047; fax: (970) 704-9660
e-mail: iaato@iaato.org; website: www.iaato.org
Works to advocate, promote, and practice safe and environmentally responsible travel to the Antarctic.
Ecotourism Links
The International Ecotourism Society
P.O. Box 668
Burlington, VT 05402 USA
tel.: (802) 651-9818; fax: (802) 651-9819
e-mail: ecomail@ecotourism.org; website: www.ecotourism.org
Disseminates a wide range of information about ecotourism.
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Ecotravel Center
Conservation International
1919 M Street, NW, Suite 600
Washington, DC 20036 USA
tel.: (202) 912-1000, or toll-free (within the U.S.) (800) 406-2306
website: www.ecotour.org
Provides information about travel opportunities that benefit conservation and local communities around the world.
Planeta.com
Mexico City, Mexico
e-mail: ron@planeta.com; website: www.planeta.com
Provides practical tips and in-depth scholarly reports about ecotourism and hosts a variety of online forums and conferences.
RARE Center for Tropical Conservation
1840 Wilson Boulevard, Suite 402
Arlington, VA 22201-3000 USA
tel.: (703) 522-5070; fax: (703) 522-5027
e-mail: rare@rarecenter.org; website: www.rarecenter.org
Works with local communities, NGO’s, and others to raise awareness about biodiversity and to get local people involved in protecting their natural resources, primarily through ecotourism.
Big Volcano Ecotourism Resource Center
website: www.bigvolcano.com.au/ercentre/ercpage.htm
Offers comprehensive information on ecotourism, general
tourism, and best practices in travel worldwide.
Centre for Environmentally Responsible Tourism
United Kingdom
e-mail: info@cert.org; website: www.c-e-r-t.org
Highlights tour operators that have environmental policies in
place and are supporting and developing sustainable tourism.
Partners in Responsible Tourism
P.O. Box 237
San Francisco, CA 94104-0237
tel.: (415) 675-0420
e-mail: info@pirt.org; website: www.pirt.org
A network of individuals and representatives of tourism companies
who have a strong interest in adventure travel and ecotourism.
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Responsible Travel
e-mail: info@responsibletravel.com
website: www.responsibletravel.com
Offers an extensive selection of responsible/eco-travel trips and
accommodations.
Additional Links
Tourism Concern
Stapleton House, 277-281 Holloway Road
London N7 8HN, United Kingdom
tel.: 44 20 7753 3330; fax: 44 20 7753 3331
e-mail: info@tourismconcern.org.uk
website: www.tourismconcern.org.uk
Works to raise awareness of tourism’s impacts among government
decision-makers, the tourist industry, tourism activists, students,
and the general public.
Pro-Poor Tourism Project
e-mail: ppt@odi.org.uk; website: www.propoortourism.org.uk
Conducts and publishes case studies on tourism initiatives that
generate net benefits for the world’s poor. Offers practical suggestions on how the tourism industry, governments, and communities can support “pro-poor” tourism initiatives.
Rethinking Tourism Project
366 North Prior Avenue, Suite 203
St. Paul, MN 55104 USA
tel.: (651) 644-9984; fax: (651) 644-2720
e-mail: info@rethinkingtourism.org
website: www.rethinkingtourism.org
Provides information and resources about tourism and its impacts on
indigenous peoples and cultures and facilitates indigenous participation
in related policymaking forums, conferences, and workshops.
Bluewater Network
300 Broadway, Suite 28
San Francisco, CA 94133 USA
tel.: (415) 788-3666; fax: (415) 788-7324
e-mail: bluewater@earthisland.org
website: www.bluewaternetwork.org
Campaigns to raise awareness of and fight environmental abuse
among the shipping, oil, and motorized recreation industries,
including the cruise industry.
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Green Globe 21
7 St Stephens Court, St Stephens Road,
Bournemouth BH2 6LA, United Kingdom
tel.: 44 1202 312001; fax: 44 1202 312002
e-mail: info@greenglobe21.com; website: www.greenglobe.org
Seeks to raise industry awareness of the benefits of sound environmental practice and certifies tourism companies that have taken
specific steps to improve their environmental performance.

Notes

Blue Flag Campaign
The Danish Outdoor Council
Scandiagade 13, DK - 2450 Copenhagen SV
Denmark
tel.: 45 33 79 00 79; fax: 45 33 79 01 79
e-mail: bf.int@friluftsraadet.dk; website: www.blueflag.org
Provides benchmarks for sound environmental practice and grants
a seal of approval to beaches and marinas that adhere to strict
environmental and safety standards.

4. International tourist arrivals refers to the number of non-residents
arriving who stay at least one night. Estimates for 2000 from World Travel
& Tourism Council (WTTC), “Tourism Satellite Accounting Confirms Travel
and Tourism as World’s Foremost Economic Activity,” press release (London:
11 May 2000); arrivals numbers from Rosa Songel, Statistics and Economic
Measurement of Tourism, World Tourism Organization (WTO), e-mail to
author, 17 April 2001; effects of terrorism from WTO, “Tourism Knocked
Down, But Not Out,” press release (Madrid: 17 September 2001).
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