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Tourism - A Star Attraction But Tarnished Vehicle
At the 11th Conference of the Parties (COP11) to the U.N. Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) tourism has landed once again as a policy misfit.  

The CBD Secretariat and U.N. World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) are heralding tourism’s alleged “contribution to biodiversity and sustainable development”
.  This is a high stakes position, given that the ‘eco’ tourism industry has a long track record of  environmental degradation and human rights violations globally - well documented in both scientific literature and community-based research
.    

The pro-tourism platform of the CBD Secretariat and UNWTO is unfortunately enmeshed in fiction that lacks objectivity and coherence.  During COP11 four coordinated side events are dedicated to tourism. The emphasis is on “promotion of ecotourism” and  “work with the tourism sector”.  A priority is to subscribe Indigenous Peoples to the tourism agenda  - through a full-day workshop, focussed on tourism marketing.  All this rests on the unqualified and often unfounded assumption that tourism is a vehicle for sustainable development.  It perpetuates the problem of industry marketing preceding comprehensive community planning (thus blocking rights-based decision-making by affected peoples - through free, prior and informed consent).

The agenda of these promotional events supported by the CBD Secretariat is industry growth, rather than authentic and appropriate evaluation of a balance of issues.   All four side events are designed to prompt our unthinking acceptance of tourism as a ‘sustainable’ economic activity. In effect, the Secretariat has extended diplomatic immunity to tourism as an industry.

This parade of tourism workshops at COP11 is thus a true tourism snapshot: showing only smiles. Their bias gives us a sanitized view of the serious trade-offs characteristic of tourism.

Information critical for discerning the true nature and track record of tourism globally has been suppressed.  Starting in 1997, NGOs specializing in tourism contributed a rigorous body of research to help inform this CBD decision-making process
.  However, their findings showed that the tourism sector poses grave threats to cultural and biological diversity. This inconvenient evidence contradicted the CBD Secretariat’s claim of tourism being ‘sustainable’. It has been filtered out of current deliberations.  Thus, many delegates at COP11 are unaware of the history of tourism dialogues and the foundation laid previously by NGOs for a precautionary approach.

Facts and Fiction  - The CBD Guidelines on Tourism
Since tourism arrived on the CBD agenda in 1998, the CBD Secretariat has opted for shallow engagement.  The Ministerial Roundtable on tourism at COP4 gave the sector a favoured place within the CBD orbit. Germany, a country with high consumer demand for ‘eco’ tourism, chose a prominent role in funding and designing both this launch and the subsequent CBD process on tourism. It brought the German multinational travel company TUI on board for profile.  It then housed the consultants shaping the process.  The featured players - both consultants and showcased experts - have facilitated industry interests, in keeping with institutional mandates.  

This private sector drive of the CBD process on tourism resulted in an early marketing thrust.  At the outset, the CBD Secretariat, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)  and their tourism partners sought a policy product that would carry their objective of industry growth.  This led to the CBD Guidelines on Biodiversity & Tourism Development.

The CBD Guidelines on Tourism are the broken wing of the CBD process.  They flow from a process that was rushed, and which was invisible to the Indigenous Peoples whose ancestral lands, sacred sites and cultures are generally targeted by industry for ‘eco’ tourism.  The process was marked by serious procedural indiscretions, such as an alternate set of tourism guidelines specific to Indigenous Peoples’ territories, developed without the knowledge or involvement of any Indigenous Peoples (UNEP/CBD/WS-Tourism/2)
.  Meanwhile, the broader guidelines ultimately formulated were brought forward for adoption amid high controversy, including an official presentation suggesting endorsement by the Kuna People of Panama (and inferring wider  acceptance among Indigenous Peoples)
.  NGOs witnessing this breakdown of the process warned that the guidelines would compromise both cultural and biological diversity. 

Given this background, we must hold the CBD Guidelines on Tourism under close scrutiny.  

The resurrection of the guidelines at COP11 signals a renewed push to enable the tourism industry to compensate for other resource sectors and economies presently failing.  Proponents of the guidelines are hoping that case studies of their implementation will instill confidence in tourism so that the sector can continue to grow unabatedly, without more stringent oversight and regulation.

While economic development is a vital component of conserving biodiversity, we must avoid premature endorsements of any industry or community development model that could carry serious impacts at not only the ecosystem level, but also for the biosphere at large. Tourism is one such industry: its reliance on air travel and its mixed performance at international ‘eco’ tourism hubs give reason to pause.  The ‘eco’ tourism industry’s exponential growth has carried several costs: climate change, culture loss, systemic dispossession and impoverishment of many already marginalized populations, and irreversible environmental damage at ‘successful’ destinations (e.g. Machu Picchu, Rapa Nui, Mount Everest) being just a few. Promoting an industry known to have such harmful dimensions is irresponsible.

Beware: The Falsehoods of ‘Eco’ and ‘Sustainable’ Tourism
To re-evaluate the CBD Guidelines on Tourism we need to be aware of the debates on ‘sustainable’ and ‘eco’ tourism which informed their development.  The guidelines emerged hand in hand with the U.N. International Year of Ecotourism (IYE). They sparked keen interest from international NGOs specializing in tourism, because of the prospect of better standards.

Leading up to the IYE in 2002, these NGOs submitted extensive research reflecting grassroots  experiences with industry - both positive and negative.  This research dispelled the myth of tourism being a grand solution for poverty.  With few exceptions, statistics on key social indicators such as business models, job options, income levels, cultural retention, food price inflation, land rights, customary access and utilization, and biopiracy revealed tourism to be highly exploitative - both socially and culturally - and characterized by racism.  The community-based  data also showed the heavy environmental costs of tourism locally, both  tangible and ‘intangible’ (for instance, degradation of ecosystems, waste of scarce water, pollution of groundwater and soil, over-use of electricity).   These research findings  contradicted the ‘good news’ stories on tourism that had become the script of the CBD Secretariat and its tourism partners.  Nonetheless, the synthesis offered a strong foundation for advancing theory on sustainable tourism and for developing visionary practise standards. 

NGOs hoped that the research gaps filled by their community-based evaluations of tourism would contribute to a better framework for reforming industry practice. Instead, NGOs’ request for the CBD precautionary approach to govern decision-making met hostility.  The CBD Secretariat and its partners retreated to heavy ideological protectionism of the tourism sector.  Credible grassroots research from NGOs was dismissed; dissenting expert opinions were sidelined. Even appeals to bear in mind the devastating impacts of air travel and other travel  infrastructure on climate change provoked ideological positioning.  The CBD process on tourism became burdened with a lack of transparency and scientific discipline.

We now stand at the 10th anniversary of the IYE, without adequate policy commitment to industry reform.  For the sake of economics, the CBD Secretariat and UNWTO are now actively promoting sector growth.  They package tourism as a ‘sustainable’ option, despite its heavy contribution to biosphere damage and its role in cultural homogenization globally. They wave the ‘ecotourism’ banner as if it still holds ethical appeal, though academic literature long ago catalogued, evaluated and confirmed the steep cross-sectoral ecological costs and social/cultural impacts. 

This lack of reason and accountability within the CBD process on tourism must end.  We must correct the distortions of information or we too become morally culpable.  

Our Appeal: Time for Evidence Based Standards on Tourism
The CBD Secretariat and UNWTO position on tourism reflects poorly on the U.N..  Their emphasis primarily on tourism ‘benefits’ completely disregards the fact that tourism is a complex  industry and social phenomenon, with unsustainable patterns of consumption and production.  

At this juncture it would be useful to revisit the concept of ‘limits of acceptable change’ with respect to tourism.  The UNWTO recorded over 900 million international tourist arrivals in 2011 and forecasts one billion for 2012.   It predicts 1.6 billion such arrivals - nearly a doubling - by  2020.  At Río+10 UNWTO Secretary-General Francesco Frangialli announced “we can harness this activity’s potential to contribute to poverty alleviation”.  However, the negative impacts of tourism so profoundly outweigh the rare examples of  ‘trickle down’, that sustaining this argument a decade later is indeed folly. During Río+20 scientists warned that our society’s consumption is crossing ecological thresholds, bringing the Earth to a point of  “no return”
.

Claims that biofuels and carbon offsets will markedly soften the impacts of tourism on biodiversity are not supported by evidence
. Biofuels investments and offset schemes advanced in the name of ‘sustainable’ tourism are displacing Indigenous Peoples, expanding monoculture plantations, and perpetuating levels of consumption which the biosphere cannot endure.  

This is a reminder that tourism is highly cross-sectoral and that its complexity must be addressed.  

We must be particularly careful to assess industry measures to avert climate change.  Gestures by airlines to curb fuel use by a mere 15% -  such as the $7 billion and $11 billion orders of new aircraft from Boeing Co. in 2012 by Philippine Airlines and Aeroméxico, respectively - reflect little understanding of the severity of issues now facing humanity. Even if carbon emissions from air travel could be halved, as Virgin Atlantic proposes, the UNWTO’s growth projections are unsustainable.  The “robust” passenger numbers reported by the International Air Transport Association (IATA) in 2012 already are a significant cause of climate change.  Carbon dioxide levels reached a “troubling milestone” this year
.  In light of this, any models for ‘sustainable’ or ‘eco’ tourism that rely on such transport infrastructure are bogus.

Common sense must intervene in how we interpret and apply science. Many Indigenous Peoples already live on the frontlines of climate change, as climate refugees.  Promoting ‘eco’ tourism as a community development model to other peoples elsewhere is a false solution for preserving cultural and biological diversity globally: no better than ‘iceberg tours’ which make product of the disappearing Arctic ecosystem, or the ‘first-contact tourism’ trend reported by National Geographic Traveler in 2011, targeting uncontacted tribes. We must do better than putting fragments of endangered places, species and cultures on display as a fundraiser or for ‘travel philanthropy’.  

Given the stark data confronting us on climate change and the other key biological, social and cultural indicators discussed at Río+20, we need real harm reduction measures, beginning with immediate limits to tourism growth.   The CBD Secretariat and UNWTO must be leaders in this regard.

Recommendations: Impartial Evaluation of Tourism
At COP11 we must get more savvy about differentiating real solutions from false ones.  Clarifying the scope of ‘sustainable’ tourism cannot wait for the next COP.  It is time to establish an open, equitable and transparent process on tourism within the CBD, with decision-making that is evidence-based and rights-compliant. This requires the following steps:

· The CBD Guidelines on Biodiversity & Tourism Development must be considered a draft in need of substantial revision, due to their serious flaws and oversights

· The CBD Secretariat must re-open tourism as an agenda item, for thorough re-evaluation and redress of the cross-cutting impacts of tourism

· The CBD Secretariat and UNWTO must be mandated to serve as impartial facilitators of the standard setting process on tourism

· Proclamations on tourism within the Río+20 outcome document must be regarded as provisional, since they are  dangerously abbreviated

· Point 16 of the Berlin Declaration on Sustainable Tourism
 must be implemented as a baseline for discussion and decision-making, for limits to sector growth and impacts

· Cultural sustainability must be prioritized, via meaningful representation of Indigenous Peoples (especially those directly affected by existing or proposed ‘eco’ tourism)
· Standard setting for tourism - including protected areas standards - must include special measures to ensure the free, prior and informed consent of affected Indigenous Peoples

· UNWTO Resolution 65/173, Promotion of Ecotourism for Poverty Eradication and Environment Protection, must be discarded as it puts peoples, ecosystems, sacred sites and designated world heritage centres at risk

· Research and statements on tourism submitted previously by NGOs to the CBD (1997-present) and parallel forums must be integrated, to support the precautionary principle  

· Technical matters must be cross-referenced with relevant bodies, e.g. U.N. Independent Expert on Cultural Rights and U.N. Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues,  U.N. Cultural & Biological Informal Diversity Liaison Group

· Long-term guidance should be obtained from civil society groups undertaking visionary dialogue, such as the Civil Society Reflection Group and The Elders council

Together, we must move beyond the ethically reprehensible breach of responsibility within the CBD process regarding tourism, and address tourism regulation and governance as a priority task for humanity.
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