
1 
 

WELCOME ADDRESS BY THE SECRETARY-GENERAL OF THE WORLD 
TOURISM ORGANIZATION (UNWTO) - MR. TALEB RIFAI 

 
24th Joint Meeting of the UNWTO Commission for East Asia and the Pacific and 

the UNWTO Commission for South Asia; and  
UNWTO High-level Regional Conference on Green Tourism 

 
Chiang Mai, Thailand, 3 May 2012 

 
H.E. Mr. Chumpol Silapa-archa, Minister of Tourism and Sports of Thailand, 
H.E. Mr. Ahmed Adheeb Abdul Ghafoor, Minister of Tourism, Arts and Culture 
of the Maldives, 
Mr. M. L. Panadda Diskul, Governor of Chiang Mai Province 
My good friend Martin Craigs – CEO of PATA 
Distinguished delegates, Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
It is an honour and a pleasure for me to be here this fine morning to welcome 
you to UNWTO’s 24th joint meeting of its Commissions for East Asia and the 
Pacific and South Asia, and the High-level Regional Conference on Green 
Tourism.  
 

I have visited Thailand on a few occasions but this is the first time I have had 

the pleasure of coming to Chiang Mai. Judging from the little I’ve seen since I 

arrived, I can only agree to the apt description of this lovely city as being the 

Rose of the North. 

 

I take this opportunity to express my heartfelt gratitude to the Government of 

Thailand, for the warm reception and hospitality extended to us on this 

auspicious occasion. 

 

Overview of Tourism 

 

I’ll begin my remarks by giving you a brief overview of where the tourism 

industry stands today. Global tourism in 2011 performed better than expected 

with a 4.4% increase over the previous year registering a record number of 980 

million international tourist arrivals. This growth was experienced in spite of the 

barrage of shocks that hit the international economy such as the devastating 

Japanese earthquake and tsunami, political changes in the Middle East and 

North Africa, civil unrest in some oil-producing countries, and the on-going 

financial turbulence in the euro area. Asia-Pacific region grew by 6% with 11 

million more arrivals to reach 216 million international tourists. 

 

Arrivals worldwide are poised to cross the threshold of 1 billion by the end of 

2012. Growth is expected to be in the range of 3 to 4 per cent which though 

slightly lower than last year, will sustain the positive trend of 7 per cent from 

2010. By region, growth in Asia and the Pacific is expected to remain solid 
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between 4 and 6 per cent benefiting from strong intraregional demand and 

improved outbound flows from Japan.  

Why Green Tourism? 

Dear Friends, 

Let us now turn our attention to the main item on our agenda for today, i.e. 

green tourism.  

Green tourism is not about colour. It’s a way of travelling and of using resources 

in such a way that it minimizes tourism’s impact on both the natural and cultural 

environment.  

Green tourism is closely linked to sustainability and environmentally responsible 

choices made in the development and management of tourism and tourism-

related businesses. It is not uncommon to hear people, companies or 

destinations say that they are going green. How green a destination or hotel is, 

is increasingly playing a determinant role in tourists’ choices; it is also becoming 

a competitive marketing tool which countries are using to draw more 

environmentally sensitive tourists.  

But why has the term green become the buzzword in political and business 

discourse these past few years? It has made its way into the speeches of 

Heads of State, finance and environment ministers, the text of G20 

communiques as well as sustainable development and ecotourism debates. 

Permit me at this juncture a bit of digression in order to situate green tourism in 

its right context. 

Tourism has a proven record of being one of the largest and fastest growing 
industries in the world. It has a huge potential for creating employment, 
supporting livelihoods, generating trade, investment and foreign exchange 
earnings. It has a significant potential as a driver for growth in the world 
economy. The tourism economy represents 5 per cent of world Gross Domestic 
Product and accounts for over 25 per cent of GDP in some developing 
countries, especially Small Island Developing States. One out of every twelve 
jobs is generated by tourism. It also accounts for about USD 3 billion a day in 
overall export income and ranks fourth after fuels, chemicals and automotive 
products.  
 
According to our long-term forecast Tourism Towards 2030, which we released 

during our 19th General Assembly in Gyeongju (the Republic of Korea) 

international tourist arrivals are projected to reach 1.8 billion by 2030.  

Undoubtedly, this growth in numbers will translate into more job opportunities, 

the creation of more businesses and the generation of more income. However, 

it will also bring in its wake or add to the existing sustainable-related challenges 

of the tourism industry.  
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Tourism relies heavily on the consumption of energy especially in travel and 

accommodation, and its dependence on fossil fuels has serious implications for 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions - currently, accounting for an estimated 5 per 

cent contribution to total GHG emissions. This in turn has repercussions on 

climate change and global warming. 

Djerba Declaration, Davos Declaration, Climate Change and Tourism 

Dear Friends,  

In light of this, the correlation between climate change and tourism is one of the 

main reasons why we have gathered here to talk about green tourism. 

You will all agree with me that climate change is one of the greatest challenges 

to sustainable development and the Millennium Development Goals in the 21st 

Century. It has been an issue of international concern since the late 1990s 

when the Kyoto Protocol was adopted. There is irrefutable evidence that this 

change is the result of human activity such as industry, agriculture, 

accommodation, transport, etc. It is now firmly entrenched in the global agenda 

and critical negotiations for a greenhouse gas emissions framework continue. 

Much has changed since Kyoto, as climate change has developed into a major 

issue for tourism development and management. 

UNWTO in conformity with its leadership role in the field of tourism has 

responded to the challenge of climate change by hosting the first two 

international conferences on climate change and tourism in Djerba (Tunisia in 

2003) and in Davos (Switzerland in 2007).  

We also took these initiatives in support of UN’s post-Kyoto roadmap in close 

collaboration with World Meteorological Organization, United Nations 

Environment Programme, UNCCD (United Nations Convention to Combat 

Desertification in Countries) and UNESCO.  

The two declarations that emerged from these two conferences (i.e. the Djerba 

Declaration and the Davos Declaration) bear testimony to UNWTO’s 

collaborative partnerships, awareness-raising initiatives, development of 

guidance, its support of international strategies, policies and action plans to 

reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

Furthermore, the Davos Declaration in particular provided the basis for our 

Ministerial Summit on Tourism in Climate Change during World Travel Mart in 

London in November 2007. It was also adopted by our 17th General Assembly 

in Cartagena de Indias in Colombia and presented to the United Nations 

Climate Change Conference in Bali Indonesia, both at the end of 2007. 
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On-going global crises and UNWTO’s Roadmap for Recovery 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The second main reason for organizing this Conference on green tourism stems 

from the series of crises that have unfolded during the first decade of the new 

millennium such as climate, biodiversity, fuel, food, water as well as especially 

the financial and economic crisis of 2008.  

You may all recall that in 2008, when the global financial and economic crisis 

started to hit hard, many governments offered stimulus packages to alleviate 

the economic malaise of their countries. 

 At UNWTO, our response to the global economic challenge and its negative 

impact on international tourism was to design a Roadmap for recovery. This 

Roadmap was a call to world and national leaders to make tourism and travel 

the cornerstone of their stimulus packages. 

Transition to the green economy features prominently in our Roadmap as a 

long-term solution to the crisis especially in the face of the imminent threat of 

climate change. 

It advocates a progressive reduction of carbon, the development of green 
programmes and new associated jobs, the development of green jobs and the 
efficient use of energy. 
 
UNWTO’s Hotel Energy solutions 
 
Thirdly, in response to the call of the Davos Declaration to promote and 
undertake energy-efficiency tourism programmes and the use of renewable 
energy resources, we initiated the hotel energy solutions project in 2008.  
 
This was done in close partnership with UNEP, IH&RA, the European 
Renewable Energy Council and the French Environment and Energy 
Management Agency. It is a project that seeks to increase energy efficiency by 
20 per cent and the use of renewable energies by 10 per cent in SMEs across 
Europe. 
 
The Hotel Energy Solutions e-toolkit we have produced is an innovative online 
software application for improving energy management in hotels. It shows how 
through the use of energy-efficient and renewable energy technologies, hotels 
could reduce operational costs while at the same time helping to alleviate the 
industry’s impact on the environment. Though it has been designed primarily 
with EU member States in mind because they provided sponsorship for its 
design, it can be used by hotels around the world free of charge.  
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The Green Tourism Debate 
 
Dear Friends, 
 
The Regional Conference on Green Tourism is UNWTO’s first conference on 
this subject. We envisage green tourism as a natural sequel to the strategic 
measures we have taken since Kyoto to make tourism more of a solution rather 
than a burden to the environment. It is our response to the negative impact of 
tourism on climate change.  
 
The Conference could not have been organized at a more opportune time. The 
financial and economic crisis of 2008 has persisted, bringing in its trail high 
rates of unemployment. Climate change is a constant threat and the price of 
fuel goes up with each passing day.  
 
In light of this, it is time to refocus our attention on UNWTO’s Roadmap for 
recovery and to draw the attention of governments and policymakers to its call 
for a transition to a green economy. The 15 strategic guidelines it advocates are 
still valid to create green jobs, to promote trade, to respond effectively to climate 
change, to encourage green tourism infrastructure investment and to promote a 
green tourism culture in suppliers, consumers and communities. 
 
We would also like to emphasise that integrating tourism into national, regional 
and international legislations that encompass and encourage green economy 
strategies is no longer an option – it is an imperative if we are to find long-
lasting solutions to the on-going global multi-faceted crisis. 
  
This calls for an integrated approach, a concerted action of the international 
community and the main players in the tourism industry as well as public-private 
cooperation. Green tourism can only succeed if it is supported by a green 
economy. 
 
That is why our conference will be the ideal platform to table the findings of 
UNEP’s recently launched Green Economy Report. UNWTO’s contribution to 
the tourism chapter on this ground-breaking study advocates that greener 
policies will lead the growth of our industry onto a sustainable path while 
enhancing its socio-economic benefits and mitigating its environmental impact. 
 
The organization of this conference is also a way to renew UNWTO’s 
commitment to the UN Millennium Development Goal about ensuring 
environmental sustainability. It also serves as a warming up exercise and an 
opportunity for us to advance the green economy agenda as the world prepares 
towards the UN Conference on Sustainable Development in Rio de Janeiro in 
June. 
 
Dear Friends, 
 
We have a very busy schedule ahead of us today. We are going to listen to and 
debate on several countries’ approach to the development of green tourism in 



6 
 

terms of the use of energy, water, waste management, biodiversity 
conservation, etc. and policies that are helping to support their endeavours. We 
shall also discuss the challenges the trade is facing in its efforts to adopt the 
green lifestyle. 
 
Our industry is at a crossroads in its history. I invite you all to join in the exciting 
debates and to help us define the parameters of this change and to lay the 
foundations for the green tourism revolution. 
 
Thank you. 
 
 
 

 


