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There are many of us who share the conviction that tourism can be a powerful lever for economic and 
social development, cultural flourishing, environmental balance, the preservation of ecological and 
historical heritage, and for solidarity among peoples and nations. We believe that it can represent a 
powerful vehicle for generating employment and thus poverty reduction. We are united for promoting 
solidarity and sustainability in tourism development with a special focus on the poorest communities. 
 

Three characteristics of tourism 

Above and beyond the magnitude of the flows it generates—880 million arrivals and 852 billion dollars 
in receipts accounted for by just international tourism in 2009, and this despite the crisis—three 
characteristics inherent to the very nature of tourism make it a remarkable phenomenon.  

Let us look at them one by one.  

The first has to do with its cross-cutting nature, and consequently, the multiplier effect of tourism 
expenditure. Tourism is, indeed, a complicated thing. Travellers going on trips engage in a series of 
acts—economic and non economic—before, during and even after their stay. At their destinations, they 
carry out expenditures in diverse enterprises that are characteristic of the tourism industry (travel 
agencies, hotels, restaurants…), but they are also purchasers of goods and services produced by other 
branches of the economy: public and private services, handicrafts and souvenirs, products of the 
fashion and luxury industries... Even more importantly, expenditures made in an enterprise belonging to 
the inbound tourism industry in turn generate additional flows of payments and intermediate 
consumption to the benefit of the different branches of the economy. Just as a pebble thrown into a pool 
of water generates successive circular waves that expand ever wider, an initial tourism expenditure 
creates successive flows of receipts and expenditures throughout the economy.  
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It is therefore this cross-cutting nature—a kind of hallmark of our tourism industry—which explains the 
importance of the phenomenon of the tourism expenditure multiplier. This is what makes tourism a 
driving force for the economy as a whole, above and beyond its own weight, which we try to capture 
through the macroeconomic measurement instrument that is the tourism satellite account.  

Nevertheless, the multiplier effect of tourism expenditure is not infinite. It is profoundly dependent on the 
level of development, and above all, on the degree of diversification of the economy of the visited 
country. This is the second characteristic. These "leakages"—that is to say the part of tourism 
expenditure that escapes and in so doing reduces the positive impact on the local economy—takes 
diverse forms: induced imports; unbalanced contracts between the tour operators of the North and the 
hotel operators of the South; payments of different kinds that go to economic agents abroad, especially 
multinational companies; repatriation of earnings preferred over onsite reinvestment of the profits made.  

Here we reach the principal limitation of the multiplier effect of tourism on the development of the 
poorest countries with insufficiently diversified economies.  

Aside from its social and ethical dimension, inclusive tourism development can thus be defined as a 
mode of investment, of product creation and of consumption that maximizes the multiplier effect by 
limiting "leakages" and reinforcing "linkages". Thus, a visitor who stays in a village in a country of the 
South, sharing in the life and activities of its inhabitants and occupying modest accommodations, will no 
doubt spend less that one who chooses a traditional high-end hotel in a city or in a tourist resort; but the 
net revenue that, in fine, will remain in the local economy will not necessarily be smaller—quite the 
contrary.  

The inclusive, equitable and balanced development of tourism—and this is the third characteristic—can 
be built upon a process of sustainable development of the activity, which will enhance its impact on the 
human community where it takes place.  

Let us go back to the formula given by the Brundtland report of 1987, a report that would make it 
possible for the concept of sustainability to become the main theme of the United Nations conference in 
Rio de Janeiro in 1992; I quote: “In essence, sustainable development is a process of change in which 
the exploitation of resources, the direction of investments, the orientation of technological development; 
and institutional change are all in harmony and enhance both current and future potential to meet 
human needs and aspirations.” 

We know this: sustainable development is essentially characterized by its three inseparable 
dimensions—the famous economic, social and environmental "triple bottom line".  

One might say that the concept of sustainability that has been widely accepted since 1992, and 
especially since the United Nations Summit in Johannesburg after Rio, was invented for tourism. In the 
case of tourism, a multidimensional activity that is now globalized, all the facets of sustainability are 
quite present: technological innovation and the capacity to create new products, social redistribution 
with a view to more equitable sharing of the wealth created, the cultural flourishing of the communities 
visited as well on the part of those who, through their travelling, contribute to development, the 
containment of environmental impacts, and the preservation of both tangible cultural heritage and 
biodiversity in the destinations concerned.  

This is why, given the fact that tourism is a direct victim of global warming, we consider that its capacity 
for sustainable development is diminished by the setbacks in the successive United Nations 
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conferences in Bali (2007), Copenhagen (2009), and the forthcoming one in Cancun on climate change, 
and the delay in the finalization of the legal instrument meant to succeed in 2012 the Kyoto Protocol of 
1997. On the other hand, we welcome as an advancement in the sustainable development of tourism 
the partial agreement reached in Nagoya last 30 October among the member countries of the 1992 
Convention on Biological Diversity, and the ambitious albeit non-binding plan to halt the loss of plant 
and animal species by 2020. In Cambodia, a technical cooperation project implemented by UNWTO, by 
changing the fishermen’s practises and by providing employment opportunities in tourism, gives a 
chance to save the endangered species of the dolphin of the Mekong river, in making them a tourism 
attraction. 

If, as envisioned, 17 per cent of the land surface and 10 per cent of maritime areas are indeed protected 
by 2020, a vast field for the expansion of ecotourism will be opened up. This is because “protected”, as 
is already the case of Antarctica thanks to a specific treaty, should not be taken to mean “forbidden”.  

This consubstantiality between tourism and sustainability may turn out to be the worst of things for 
developing countries and even for emerging countries, where the environment is easily sacrificed in the 
quest for profit. But, on the contrary, this could turn out to be an important asset, since their tourism 
potential is so great: it is no coincidence that, as the sites included in UNESCO’s list of heritage sites 
since 1972 are approaching the magic number of 1000, the share of these countries is constantly rising.  

Tourism and poverty: a rich and complex issue 

Over the years, poverty reduction has become a central concern of the international community. Today, 
some 1.4 billion people do not live but merely survive on 1.25 dollars a day; every two seconds, 
someone in the world dies of hunger; each year 6.5 million children perish before their first birthday.  

We now know: poverty cannot be reduced to just a lack of income; it has many facets; it is manifested in 
many ways, ranging from health and malnutrition problems to the conditions of access to culture and 
education, from the respect of the rights of women and those of minorities to the possibility of having 
potable water and living in a non-degraded environment. Like tourism itself, poverty can be understood 
to be a multidimensional phenomenon, and this is, in essence, what turns the former into a source of 
hope for the elimination of the latter.  

This fundamental fact was recently taken into consideration in the latest publication, last 4 November, of 
the Human Development Index (HDI) of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). On its 
twentieth anniversary, this composite indicator, which covers 169 countries, has been substantially 
enriched with a “multidimensional poverty index”, measuring a set of inequalities. “Poverty in terms of 
choices and opportunities often makes more sense than poverty evaluated in terms of income”, states 
the report. It is not surprising that the countries of sub-Saharan Africa are those that show the highest 
negative effects resulting from an accumulation of different disadvantages. We nevertheless continue to 
lament that the HDI, among the three major components it includes (health, knowledge and income), 
does not specifically take into account access to holidays and leisure—an integral part of the quality of 
life and of the new “wealth of nations” that it aims to measure.  

The unacceptable situation in which an entire part of the world population lives led the international 
community in 2000 to place poverty reduction as a top priority when establishing the Millennium 
Development Goals. At the initiative of Secretary-General Kofi Annan, the United Nations General 
Assembly added to the Goals: the eradication of hunger, access to primary education, gender equality, 
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reducing child mortality and improving maternal health, combating AIDS and other major infectious 
diseases, sustainable development, and the establishment of a veritable global partnership for 
development.  

Underlying many of these eight objectives, tourism did not appear as such. It was necessary to wait two 
more years for this to happen.  

Indeed, while historically very different means have been utilized in the fight against poverty, 
(accelerated industrialization efforts, “green revolutions” and programmes for integration in international 
trade) tourism had never been identified as a full-fledged vehicle for development, even as tourism 
exchanges, taken overall, were in the favour of the countries of the South.  

Recognition began in 2001 at the United Nations Brussels Conference on the Least Developed 
Countries (LDCs). Tourism was seen as a way to open up these fifty countries to international society 
and to world trade, and together with air transport, it represents thirty per cent of exports of services 
worldwide, and 45 per cent of those of developing countries.  

In fact, access to tourism and the opening up of the economies and societies of the LDCs to 
international exchanges go hand in hand. First of all, because tourism follows—and to a certain extent 
contributes to—the building of infrastructure created thanks to public development aid and to private 
foreign investment. Secondly, because it incites local investors to create enterprises and products for a 
foreign clientele, at a stage of development where the national population does not yet have access to 
holidays and leisure. Lastly, because tourism can only flourish in societies that are culturally open to the 
outside world, becoming progressively pluralistic and democratic.  

An eloquent example is provided by the Maldives, where democracy has been recently established 
following a process in which the country at the same time opened itself up to international tourism and 
lifted itself out of the list of the world's poorest countries. Since then, the LDCs number no more than 49. 
Thanks to tourism, more will be leaving the list.  

What are the mechanisms through which tourism makes its contribution to the fight against poverty?  

Following the work carried out in 2004 by the World Tourism Organization, we consider that these 
mechanisms are seven in number (like the wonders of the world and not like the cardinal sins!) First of 
all, tourism creates not only direct employment for persons living in poverty, but also even more 
numerous jobs induced in connected sectors: construction, agriculture, handicrafts… Secondly, the 
infrastructure created for and thanks to tourism can be utilized by the local population (roads, water, 
sanitation, electricity, health facilities...) Likewise, the sale to tourists of goods and services as well as of 
handicraft products provides valuable revenue—perhaps the sole income—for poor people, whether 
through direct sales or through employment by enterprises that produce and sell these products and 
services. Tourism also makes it possible to establish specific taxes or even to broaden the base of 
existing levies, with the revenue thus earned being utilized for the benefit of the most disadvantaged 
groups of society. Lastly, through direct relations between visitors and those who are visited, tourism is 
conducive to voluntary giving and acts of charity: solidarity is often born of personal encounters.  

It is true that we should not underestimate the many and arduous obstacles that tourism development 
faces in the poorest countries: the size of “leakages” to the detriment of their economies; the lack of 
awareness on the part of local authorities and funding agents, with other pressing priorities being 
compared with a sector that is perceived—often wrongly—as one that can develop by itself; constraints 
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related to difficulty of access, inadequate infrastructure, lack of security, health risks... Tourism’s cross-
cutting nature creates the additional complexity of having to bring together a series of public and private 
actors that are not accustomed to working in cooperation—and this in countries that are often under-
administrated.  

Lastly, even when the economic opportunity that tourism represents is somehow perceived, there is 
often the temptation to see it as an area that is conducive to speculation, where short-term profits are 
sought at the expense of efforts aimed at the long run and for preservation, which are necessary for its 
lasting development.  

In spite of it all, in the period 2000-2002, tourism was increasingly seen as an instrument for 
development assistance that was well worth exploring at a time when so many others had shown their 
limitations.  

This consideration finally prevailed during the pivotal year that was 2002, which was declared by the 
United Nations as the International Year of Ecotourism and marked in May by a summit organized by 
the UNWTO in Québec. Having been ignored in the “Consensus” that came out in April of that same 
year at the Monterrey Conference on development assistance, tourism would go on to take its full place 
in September at the Johannesburg Summit on Sustainable Development.  

The action plan adopted by the summit fully took into account, in Paragraph 43, the comparative 
advantage possessed by the LDS in the area of tourism exchanges, thanks especially to their wealth of 
natural and cultural heritage.   

The transformation on 23 December 2003—one year after Johannesburg—of the World Tourism 
Organization into a specialized agency of the United Nations was the logical next step following this 
recognition by the international community of the role of tourism in sustainable development and poverty 
reduction.  

As Kofi Annan wrote to me in 2005: “In today's globalized economy, there is no doubt that tourism has 
considerable potential for mobilizing the human and material resources of developing countries and to 
contribute to the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals.”  

In 2002, the year of Johannesburg, Africa represented scarcely 3 per cent of tourist arrivals in the world; 
today, it accounts for over 5 per cent. Even more importantly, with 3.5 per cent of receipts, this continent 
where the majority of the LDCs are located has increased its share of the world market by half. Five per 
cent in one case, 3.5 in the other—this is not yet a great deal, but a direction has been given and a 
process has been set in motion.  

In many of the years of the first decade of the 21st century, Africa has been the region of the world with 
the fastest growth rate in tourism arrivals and receipts. Only the Middle East has outpaced it in certain 
years.  

On the African continent, tourism's progress contributes to and feeds economic growth.  

Contrary to what certain observers continue to believe—still marked by the habits of thought of the 
past—Africa is not doing badly. Since 2000, it has posted an annual growth rate of 6 per cent, while 
inflation has been reined in to single digits. This is, as IMF Managing Director Dominique Strauss-Kahn 
notes: “a remarkable achievement that often fell below the radar of the international community.” An 
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achievement that was hidden by the food crisis sparked in 2008 by soaring prices of imported 
agricultural products.  

With the crisis, Africa's growth had slowed to 1.5 per cent in 2009, but this was a time when the world 
economy declined by 1.3 per cent. And the African economies have already rebounded: their growth is 
expected to be no lower than 5 per cent in 2010 and 2011. The continent has been able to find within 
itself the mechanisms to drive its own dynamism; external contributions have played only a secondary 
role: the amount of aid to sub-Saharan Africa in 2008 fell 17 billion dollars (13 billion euros) short of 
being on track for the doubling by 2015 promised at the G8 summit in Gleneagles in 2005. While being 
moderately affected by the disturbances in the international financial system, on which it is not highly 
dependent, Africa has on the other hand benefited from the good performance of the commodities it 
exports.  

Last 22 September, when addressing the officials of UNDP, United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-
moon mentioned among the countries where the most progress had been made towards the Millennium 
Development Goals: Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Nepal, Tanzania and Mozambique. Here we see 
Mozambique, a country that went through a painful decolonization and a civil war, and which is very 
much behind in terms of the HDI, but which now receives 2.5 million tourists. These six countries 
happen to be among those that have made the most progress in the area of tourism. Is this completely 
by chance? Is it also a coincidence that these six countries—along with twenty-five others—have 
benefited from one or more projects undertaken within the framework of the UNWTO's ST-EP initiative, 
an initiative that was launched precisely at Johannesburg?  

We are two-thirds of the way to the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals, whose deadline 
is in 2015. For the remaining third of the way, the path has been drawn.  

Meeting in New York from 20 to 22 September 2010, during the United Nations General Assembly, the 
world's leaders decided to "keep their promise" to achieve in 2015 the Millennium Development Goals 
and to implement actions previously decided at Brussels and Johannesburg. Tourism will help them 
succeed in doing so.  

The ST-EP initiative 

Announced at Johannesburg and approved at the UNWTO General Assembly in Beijing in 2003, the 
ST-EP initiative aims to tie together sustainable tourism and poverty elimination in the LDCs and in 
disadvantaged regions of other developing countries through local projects related to ecotourism, 
adventure and discovery tourism as well as sports and cultural tourism. Numerous ST-EP projects are 
about community-based and village tourism; others focus on the link between tourism and biodiversity; 
and yet others on tourism handicrafts. In Kenya, a bridge built over a river separating a village from the 
neighbouring natural park has given the possibility to the inhabitants of the village to work as guides or 
drivers in the park, and to the visitors of the park to discover and share the life of the rural community. 

ST-EP projects, by their very nature, are "small" in financial terms (70,000 US dollars on the average), 
but they are relatively numerous: 90 have been executed or are ongoing in 31 countries; 44 in Africa 
(half), 28 in the Americas (Central and Andean America), 16 in Asia and 2 in Europe. The intervention of 
intermediary structures (especially NGOs) is necessary to carry out the Initiative locally and to involve 
the host communities.  
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From experience, it appears that the major challenge facing ST-EP is to maintain coherence among its 
three principal dimensions: fund-raising from its donors both current (Italy, the Republic of Korea, the 
Netherlands Development Organisation SNV), and new (the former French Ministry of Immigration);  the 
identification of future projects so that they can be ready to launch as soon as the funds become 
available (150 are pending launch); project execution itself, which can present some surprises. In order 
for the initiative to advance harmoniously, each of these three components should be neither too far 
ahead nor too far behind the other two.  

The ST-EP initiative also entails complementary actions to raise awareness among opinion leaders and 
public decision-makers regarding the tourism-poverty link, and to train managers who are to run future 
projects. The Initiative relies upon the existence of a foundation based in Seoul, which, thanks to the 
action of Madam Ambassador Dho Young-shim, has received the support of the government of Korea.  

Among the successes of ST-EP is the fact that it is now being copied by different bilateral or multilateral 
development assistance institutions that are well outside the sphere of influence of the UNWTO. This is 
no reason to be jealous, but rather to rejoice. In particular, some ten projects, especially in the field of 
cultural heritage, focused on the achievement of the MDG, are being implemented by UNWTO thank to 
the important contribution provided by the government of Spain to UNDP. 

Among the things that remain to be done is the fact that, outside of the poor or isolated rural zones of 
sub-Saharan Africa, the Andean Cordillera, or the Indochina Peninsula, the ST-EP concept can be very 
promising for the small developing islands of the Caribbean and of the Pacific, or even for the great 
metropolises of the countries of the South which are not yet tourism destinations. It is through tourism 
that, tomorrow, Calcutta, Lagos, Addis Ababa or Jakarta will be able to join  Mexico City, Kuala Lumpur, 
Bangkok or Rio de Janerio. 

Having visited last year several ST-EP projects in Africa and Asia before stepping down from my duties 
as Secretary-General of the World Tourism Organization, I can affirm that ST-EP projects do work in the 
field: jobs are created, small enterprises are born and develop, handicraft products are sold, financing is 
found for infrastructure elements that would not have been priorities were it not for the success 
represented by tourist visitation.  

No one will claim that the ST-EP initiative by itself is at the origin of this spectacular change of trend. 
The several million dollars it deploys are but a drop of water added to the river of public development 
aid which amounted to 120 billion dollars (94 billion euros) in 2009, which is still far from the 0.7 per cent 
of the GDP of the rich countries that the latter pledged to reach in 2015. It has undoubtedly assisted, 
rather than caused, the awakening of the 49 LDC to tourism.  

But the figures of the UNWTO are there.  

Between 2000 and 2009, the annual growth rate of international arrivals in the LDCs has been 11 per 
cent: double that of other developing countries and of emerging countries, and triple the world average. 
These countries now receive 17 million visitors.  

In terms of receipts as well, the LDCs have widened their lead over the past decade, with average 
annual growth of 12 per cent, double the world average. We know just how important this is: thanks to 
the 10 billion dollars of foreign exchange receipts contributed by tourism, these very poor countries, for 
which, in many cases, tourism is the number one or number two source of foreign exchange income, 
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can import the capital goods they need in order modernize, to reduce their external debt, and to shelter 
themselves from the sharp and erratic fluctuations that affect their exports.  

The 49 LDCs are starting from a very low base; but they are closing the gap at a rapid pace.  

Even if the ST-EP initiative is but a part of the explanation, the UNWTO can be proud of being invested 
in it.  

 

 

  


