Preparations of tourism-related events for the World Social Forum 2004

Dear colleagues and friends,

A number of NGOs and networks concerned with tourism issues are preparing activities in relation of the World Social Forum (WSF) in Mumbai, India, in January 2004. Started in Porto Allegre in Southern Brazil as a counter-weight to the annual World Economic Forum which is driven by global corporate interests, the WSF has quickly expanded into a focal point of peoples' movements across the world and demonstrated growing global unity and solidarity among people struggling for human rights and justice for all. At the WSF in Mumbai, India, about 75,000 delegates will be expected, of who about 10,000 will be from outside India. 

Equations from India, the Hongkong-based Ecumenical Coalition on Tourism and Tourism Watch from Germany are jointly organizing the following events under the theme “Tourism-a search for equitable options”: 

One panel discussion for 4000 people, 

Four focused workshops for 200 to 500 people, 

One indepth workshop for activists, and

Solidarity and Learning and Exchange tours in the host country India. 

The organizing team has set up a wsf-tourism egroup (contact: winnu@vsnl.net ) and a website http://wsf-tourism.org/  to offer a broad opportunity to participate in the tourism debate and to shape the inputs for the WSF tourism events. Below we are sharing some issues raised by the tourism NGOs, all of which need urgent attention at the WSF.  

In addition, we are presenting information on an international seminar entitled “Tourism: Unfair Practices – Equitable Options”, which also aims to identify important themes in anticipation of the upcoming WSF. This seminar will be hosted from 8 to 9 December 2003 in Hannover, Germany, by DANTE, a network of 16 initiatives and NGOs from Germany, Austria and Switzerland, focusing on sustainable tourism development (the organizers of the seminar can be contacted at fernweh@iz3w.org).

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team) 

--------------------------------

http://wsf-tourism.org/you_know.asp
THE DARK SIDE OF TOURISM

Does tourism need to be mainstreamed in WSF discussions? Is this 'sunshine industry' only for the elite? Changing this 'elite' perception is difficult, but essential. Just like gender and racism, tourism is a 'cross-cutting' theme that impacts us all, particularly the most vulnerable. Tourism does come under GATS, but it needs to be discussed and debated separately. Tourism is all the more dangerous and insidious because often its impact is invisible.

The most visible forms are on:

Women

Tourism has led to modern day slavery, with women being kidnapped, trafficked and sold. Sex-tourism is now part of the industry as well as of most people's vocabulary.

Children

Boys and girls as young as 8-years are pushed into sex-work for tourists. They are in high demand by those in search of novelty as well as due to the fear of HIV/AIDS. It has turned the pleasure-seeking tourist from older sex workers - who are more likely to be infected - to the youngest possible ones. It is child labour and exploitation at its worst.

Tribals

Ecotourism is one of the most destructive forms of 'development'. It is the worst form of cultural imperialism, all the more virulent since majoritarian populations who have more direct and violent means of enforcement, practice it within nations. The forests that are home to the tribals become the vacation spots of the leisure class. The tribals are allowed to stay there only for the voyeuristic pleasure of the tourists: to exhibit their culture and art forms. The moment the tribals puts on any indication of modernity, they are pushed out and their very livelihood made illegal. Tribal culture is thus ossified and made into a commodity rather than a live, dynamic, evolving relationship between the community and the biosphere.

Labour

Most of the employees of the industry are unorganised. True, they do not look as emaciated as those in some sectors. But the 'smart' get up is a colonial hangover - a jailbird uniform that does not enhance their self-esteem. They have little security and are subject to the worst forms of abuse. Unable to enter into the world of dreams, yet always sustaining the dream world of others - the psychosocial impact on them is devastating. The eternal quest for youth renders them unemployable at ever- younger ages. The irregular hours, the tourist 'seasons' and the vagaries of global capital make it hard for them to paste on their plastic smiles - both a survival tool and a job requirement.

Communities

They become 'host communities'. Their lives are always on display and there is an accompanying reduction of private space. The tourist on the other hand is freed from all peer controls. The 'acceptable' behaviour of a person as a tourist is much more than for the same person within his own community! Continuously being either a tourist or a host community changes the value system to one where everything is on sale - the culture, natural resources and finally even the bodies of the dependants.

Finance

Tourism brings even international financial capital to the most remote areas. In most other service industries, capital comes to where there is a lot of infrastructure - to 'cosmopolitan' locations. Even there, the communities cannot adequately cope with the impact of such capital. In the remote areas it is horrendous. The capital goes to these areas precisely because they have no infrastructure, and for their 'virgin' novelty. These exotic locales have a premium. Once their novelty wears off, the prices come down so as to attract the same amount of returns through volume. This destroys the location, the community and the people. But capital when not invested in any fixed assets can just pack up and leave anytime. It is akin to 'slash and burn' - only the effects are a lot worse, and the earth often never recovers. The impact of WTO/GATS in this sector is more serious than in other organised sectors.

Intellectual Property and Bio-piracy

Tourism has been one of the important covers for bio-piracy, after 'scientific research.' The case of an American tourist who went to the tropical forest, and 'patented' a new flower variety is one of the most well known. Less well-known are the clauses added by the World Bank on letting in scientists under its 'eco-tourism' projects on the explicit condition that the bio- wealth belongs to the world as a whole. The implications of TRIPS, intellectual property rights and indigenous knowledge are obvious.

Local Governance

Tourism is always controlled by central governments. Given the nature of the industry and capital flow, the local government cannot control the 'use and dispose' culture. The local development plans often are subservient to the needs of the tourist. No guesses as to who wins when it comes to a face-off between a swimming pool for the tourists and a primary school for the locals. Given the international nature of the capital, local governments are unable to keep the needs of the community foremost on their development agenda. Whither panchayati raj?

Sovereignty

Water, land and other resources become the casualty. They are diverted for the pleasure of the tourist rather than the sustenance of the community. Large tracts of land are fenced off by multinationals for minuscule tourist numbers, impoverishing entire communities and diverting precious water. In smaller nations, where tourism is the major industry, even national governments cannot decide national investment and development priorities. Then where is the caring compassionate side of tourism?

Toxic Waste

Tourists have a 'use and throw' mindset. They have no investment in the community. They pollute the environment. It is a lifestyle issue: the tourist would like to travel light. Therefore the use of disposables - more plastics, more waste, no recycling. The local communities have to become either waste absorbers or waste managers. New forms of tourism, such as medical tourism, and disaster tourism even increase the generation of toxic waste.

War and Peace

War is good business for the tourist operator and a good opportunity for the tourist. To visit war-ravaged places is to fulfil a macho sense of bravado. It is also cultural theft on a large scale: the people will rob and sell their cultural artefacts for a pittance in order to survive. The tourist can have the best food, accommodation and transport for ridiculous prices - because the local currency will be buffeted by inflation. This is amplified if one can pay with a credit card.

Disaster tourism was the engine that actually spurred the growth of tourism as an industry. It has a long history, starting in its organised form after the Second World War, when the American veterans wanted to visit Europe, where they had fought. The disaster tourist does not create war, true. But the consequences for the local community are no less devastating - as can be seen in Iraq. Scarce commodities are diverted to fulfil the needs of the tourist. Since the tourist brings in the all-important 'foreign investment' to the local economy, the infrastructure - from the police to food are built around their needs. The security of the local population is given secondary status.

Communalism

Does tourism fan communalism and fundamentalism? Unfortunately, yes! The days of a tourist being a rolling stone, gathering no moss but a lot of polish are over. The eclectic scholar has given way to tunnel vision. Therefore the pilgrim tourist travels more to enforce bias and bigotry rather than expand knowledge and mind. The pilgrim tourist often will continue to contribute to keep the 'holy land' in its 'pure' form meaning in a 'utopian state' divorced from surrounding change. This leads to them channelling money to the most conservative and reactionary sections of society, those who can give them simplistic pseudo- answers to the complexities of life.
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INTERNATIONAL SEMINAR ‘TOURISM: UNFAIR PRACTICES – EQUITABLE OPTIONS’ 

(This is a slightly shortened version of DANTE’s invitation letter)

DANTE – a European network of tourism initiatives and NGOs – has invited 36 activists and specialists on tourism and development from grassroots organisations from North and South to participate in the International Seminar “Tourism: unfair practices – equitable options” in December 2003.

Background

Tourism development has generated many conflicts around the world, which have been increased by neo-liberal policies. Liberalisation of international trade, privatisation and tourism development are mutually dependent and accelerate each other. In consequence, communities and local people loose access to and control over local resources. Thus, tourism has endangered livelihoods while policy-making institutions have kept local communities out of decision-making. As a result, struggles are emerging on working conditions, land use and resource allocation.

Liberalised trade in tourism services substantially intervenes with domestic regulations, which could ideally enhance people’s rights. Under the neo-liberal regime, it becomes virtually impossible to impose regulations for social and ecological standards on foreign suppliers. Unrestricted investment rights for foreign companies reduce the possibilities for the host countries to profit from tourism. At the same time, they weaken the scope for action for people’s movements and NGOs to call their governments for action. However, governments have often too willingly adopted the neo-liberal agenda to attract foreign investment catering to the needs of state finances and local elites.

On the other hand, indigenous communities and NGOs have been active in campaigning for a people-centred approach in tourism development. They have taken the initiative in analysing the implications of new economic frameworks such as the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) and in exploring theoretically and empirically the potential of fair trade in tourism. Others have created new small-scale tourism products within democratic structures. Community-based experiences come increasingly into focus as well as the role of development co-operation in tourism projects.

In 2002, on the occasion of the World Summit in Johannesburg, the DANTE Rio+10 Working Group initiated a cross-sector dialogue on tourism and presented a strategy paper with ten principles and challenges for a sustainable tourism development in the 21st Century. The World Summit and the UN-International Year of Ecotourism are over. At this time, DANTE is offering the opportunity to exchange views and opinions in an attempt to capitalize on experiences and with the aim to identify the most important issues as well as political strategies in view of the upcoming World Social Forum in January 2004.

Provisional Agenda

The DANTE seminar will focus on three significant topics:

· working conditions in tourism and workers’ rights

· privatisation and tourism development

· challenges and perspectives for communities and community-based tourism

· Optional: Open Space (for results of the internet consultation at http://wsf-tourism.org/)

Objectives

· learn from new insights and share experiences and opinions,

· extend the network of organizations and initiatives who resist unfair tourism practices and who are engaged in equitable and sustainable tourism options,

· take stock of critical issues in tourism development, especially the impact of GATS and of debt policy,

· look critically at new practices in tourism, such as “poverty alleviation strategies” (ST-EP) or pro-poor tourism approaches and review voluntary initiatives (TOI-Tour Operator Initiative) and labeling initiatives (such as proposed by the Sustainable Stewardship Council),

· further discuss community-based tourism approaches, the concept of Fair Trade in tourism and human rights issues,

· weigh up strategies of action and discuss the presentation of tourism issues at WSF 2004 in Mumbai/Bombay.

With presentations and panel discussions, the Seminar will present new study results. Workshop presentations of people-centred experiences will provide a deeper understanding of threats to human rights and constraints against people’s more equitable access to and control over resources. Participants are asked not to share only personal success stories but also problems and weaknesses they encounter as well as threats and opportunities they perceive.

On the basis of the findings participants will question present tourism development and tourism policies. During the evening panel (open to the public and the media) representatives of policy making institutions/Non-NGO sector [such as Geoffry Lipman, special advisor to the World Tourism Organisation and coordinator of its ST-EP programme] will be invited to make their policies and plans more transparent.
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NOTE: The articles introduced in this Clearinghouse do not necessarily represent the views of the Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team).

