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Tourism landed on the agenda of the U.N. Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) in 1998, as a complex issue warranting a Ministerial Roundtable.   Today a single question dominates the CBD discourse on tourism: whether to extend the existing workplan on tourism or fundamentally alter it.  Do the CBD Guidelines on Biodiversity and Tourism Development really embody a precautionary approach?  Or, do sixteen years of results say otherwise?    


Discussion on tourism at the 12th Conference of the Parties (COP12) focusses on the controversial guidelines. Their application is under review.  Given this, it seems that due diligence is underway, with provision for affected peoples and communities to inform the process. However, the CBD process on tourism appears to be primarily a domain of consultants.  The discourse has yet to be contextualized through an inclusive, balanced, grounded, and transparent process - meaningfully engaging civil society.  It privileges industry perspectives and interests (essentially, growth), despite the costs and risks of tourism across generations.


In such a polarized process we risk framing options as either pro or against tourism, rather than as a mutual exploration of contingencies and a collective responsibility to inspire social change.  Since Germany first proposed global tourism guidelines and invested in promoting them, the guidelines have been elaborately prepped, packaged, and positioned for dissemination. Their promotion continues in document UNEP/CBD/COP/12/24/Add.1 (Executive Secretary 2014). While such a commitment to implementation is generally positive, there is a need to yield to reality.

    
Emerging information on the magnitude of the biosphere crisis brings us to a new kind of site for decision-making.  Although evidence may be cited to substantiate tourism benefits (especially gross domestic product, or GDP, as noted by industry), there also is ample community-based research clarifying actual tourism benefits versus costs. The latter foregrounds broader dimensions of well-being integral to achieving social justice among peoples and between generations.  This research cannot be trivialized or neglected, if we aim to develop tools and instruments for tourism governance, which safeguard the cherished components of biodiversity for humanity.


Non-government organizations (NGOs) warn that the CBD Guidelines on Biodiversity and Tourism Development may seriously compromise both biological and cultural diversity. From the outset, NGOs have asserted that the guidelines could generate harm (NGOs Coalition, 1998, 2004).  During COP4, it was stated in ECO, the civil society bulletin, that the guidelines could “facilitate continued self-regulation by the industry” (Johnston 1998).  This business bias remains a central concern among NGOs (Johnston 2012; Pleumarom 2012).  It has been noted by academics as well (Hall 2010).  In June 2014, NGOs sent an Open Letter on Tourism and Biodiversity to the CBD Parties and Secretariat, urging a process which complies with all applicable international law -  first and foremost, a thorough review of the guidelines themselves (and not only their application).


We can either dismiss such statements as an indicator of possible loss and damage or explore why NGOs are sounding an alarm.  Diverging voices must be welcomed and sustained in the CBD process on tourism, for a democratic, balanced, critical, and proactive review of tourism.  Without real civil society participation, the process lacks both relevance and depth.


Let us remember the Berlin Declaration on Sustainable Tourism (1997), signed by  UNEP, the CBD Secretariat  and Global Environment Facility as well as several countries.  It states: “Tourism should be restricted, and where necessary prevented, in ecologically and culturally sensitive areas.” This is our mandate under the CBD, across local and global scales.
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