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Introduction 

	 ‘Sustainable Tourism’ is a concept that has been in practice for fifty years, yet tourism remains 

unsustainable in most places (Moscardo and Murphy 2539). ‘Sustainable Tourism’ is generally 

understood as a division of tourism that is “friendly towards the environment and local people 

and helps conservation” (Hall and Lew 3). ‘Sustainable Tourism’ emerged as a potential solution to 

offset the negative impacts of tourism, which are numerous and well-documented (Moscardo 5). 

These negatives include, but are not limited to, little to no economic returns for host communities 

of destination regions, disruption of social structures due to increase of visitors, loss of local 

cultural elements that differentiate host communities, restricted land access for local residents, and 

damage to local environmental and ecological conditions (Mowforth and Munt 14). These are some 

of the factors that contribute to the un-sustainability of tourism, yet ‘Sustainable Tourism’ does 

little to minimize the full scope of associated problems (Moscardo 5). To truly address tourism and 

and sustainability, one must begin with the assumption that ‘Sustainable Tourism’ does not exist 

(Moscardo 4). By taking this position, new ways of thinking about the roles and responsibilities of 

tourism can be established. Tourism itself cannot be sustainable, instead, it must be re-conceptualized 



as a tool to improve the well-being of host communities and sustain destination regions (Moscardo 

and Murphy 2540).

Issues with Tourism

	 To begin to understand the various issues associated with tourism, it cannot be viewed as 

simple, innocent enjoyment, providing a break from everyday life. Rather, tourism must be viewed 

as a multidisciplinary subject to be analyzed through sociocultural, economic, and political lenses 

(Mowforth and Munt 2). Authors Martin Mowforth and Ian Munt argue in their book, Tourism and 

Sustainability: Development, Globalisation and New Tourism in the Third World, that to understand 

the complex issues associated with tourism, there are three key themes to consider. These themes are 

uneven and unequal development, relationships of power, and globalization (Mowforth and Munt 4). 

	 The first theme, uneven and unequal development, describes the relationship between

high-income and low-income locations (Mowforth and Munt 4). All forms of tourism are best 

understood through this disparity in development (Mowforth and Munt 4). This disparity is reflected 

in the fact that most international travelers are from higher-income locations who have the resources 



for expensive trips for leisure. The more impoverished someone is, the less likely they are to 

participate in voluntary travel (Hall and Lew 6). Additionally, this uneven development is reflected in 

lower-income countries where there is a growing population of wealthy inhabitants who are newly 

able to participate in tourism (Mowforth and Munt 4). Rich people face less barriers and are given 

far more privileges in crossing borders than the poor (Hall and Lew 6). Lastly, tourism development 

is highly uneven geographically, as popular areas for travel go in and out of fashion quickly. This 

unpredictability can cause devastation for the lower-income communities that have to quickly adapt 

to rapid increases and decreases of visitors (Mowforth and Munt 4). For example, when the United 

Kingdom Foreign Office cautioned British tourists against travel to The Gambia as a result of a coup 

d’état there, the Gambian economy and tourist sector effectually collapsed (Mowforth and Munt 15).

	 By beginning to understand the uneven and unequal development that exists globally, it 

becomes obvious why understanding the second theme, the relationships of power, is critical when 

discussing tourism (Mowforth and Munt 4). The political, economic, and military power of high-income 

countries in relation to low-income countries is one such relationship that is central to tourism 

development (Mowforth and Munt 5). Additionally, the power of international multilateral donors, 



the power of wealthy inhabitants of lower-income communities destination regions, and the power 

of tourists themselves are all relationships that must be assessed to understand the complexity 

of tourism (Mowforth and Munt 5). As one such example, in lower-income destinations, there is 

a tendency for communities and individuals to take on a subservient relationship to the tourist’s 

interests (Mowforth and Munt 66).

	 The final theme, globalization, encapsulates the idea that the world is shrinking, and countries 

across the world are becoming increasingly interdependent. The deepening of globalization means 

increased travel and accessibility, making global communities more connected than ever (Higgins-

Desbiolles 1195). This connectedness is reflected in the fact that the events and activities happening 

in one place can affect the lives of those very far away. Over time, lower-income communities that 

were once peripheral to tourism, have been intricately sewed into the fabric of tourism. The range of 

possible tourist destinations grows larger every year (Mowforth and Munt 14). In this shrinking world, 

local differences erode steadily and create a homogenized whole (Mowforth and Munt 13). 

	 The term globalization has expanded in meaning. Cultural globalization now exists, and is a term 

used to describe the emergence of a single global culture (Mowforth and Munt 29).  This culture



is reflected in global consumerism, as it relates to international travel and mass tourism (Genc 398). 

Mass tourism creates a commodified experience, where the tourists are the consuming agents and the 

destination region’s people and culture are the product to be consumed (Higgins-Desbiolles 1195). 

Traditional cultural elements such as arts, crafts, and rituals change significantly in order to be more 

available to the consumer (Hall and Lew 118).  Low-income communities transform into unidentifiable, 

overdeveloped, extravaganzas. Differences and refinement are denied while cultural inauthenticity is 

fervently promoted (Mowforth and Munt 14). 

	 This increased interdependency has also allowed for the globalization of environmental issues. 

Over the last fifty years, concern for the impact that tourism has on the environment and natural 

issues has grown (Moscardo 8). Just as lower-income communities have been drawn into tourism, 

notions of sustainability have been put onto these communities, and often disproportionately 

(Mowforth and Munt 20). With this, new forms of tourism have arisen, seeking to distinguish 

themselves from the mainstream, and offer solutions to the numerous issues of mass tourism. Thus, 

the idea of ‘Sustainable Tourism’ was born (Mowforth and Munt 25).



Overview of ‘Sustainable Tourism’

	 When ‘Sustainable Tourism’ first garnered interest, it presented the opportunity for an exciting 

and new style of holiday (Mowforth and Munt 1). ‘Sustainable Tourism’ promises environmental beauty 

and ecological and cultural diversity off-the-beaten path (Mowforth and Munt 69). Tourists take 

comfort in the fact that they participate in culturally enhancing experiences while preserving fragile, 

exotic, and threatened landscapes (Moscardo and Murphy 2540). Tourists crave these ‘authentic’ 

experiences in remote and untouched places (Genc 397). This travel is almost exclusively to lower-

income countries and is promoted to the middle and upper-middle-classes (Moscardo and Murphy 

2540). Key players in ‘Sustainable Tourism’ often portray activities as ‘no-impact’, ‘responsible’, 

‘low-impact’, ‘green’, ‘environmentally friendly’ or some other term that conveys the same message 

(Mowforth and Munt 29).  All forms of ‘Sustainable Tourism’ claim to share a level of concern for the 

potential overdevelopment of a destination and attempt to take into account what they consider to be 

the negative impacts of tourism (Mowforth and Munt 23). 

	 The issues surrounding the current standards of ‘Sustainable Tourism’ are extensive and 

complex, however three major issues are identifiable: environmental concerns, tourist-centric 



experiences, and one-size-fits all solutions. Each will be discussed briefly. 

	 First, ‘Sustainable Tourism’ focuses primarily on immediate, environmental concerns of the 

destination region (Tekalign et al 3). In doing so, ‘Sustainable Tourism’ ignores almost every other 

dimension of sustainability (Moscardo and Murphy 2540). The public perception of sustainability is 

most often solely related to ecological sustainability, thus, ignoring and minimizing the actual tourist 

impact on the local environment (Mowforth and Munt 104). In this way, ‘Sustainable Tourism’ also fails 

to consider the larger global system that tourism is a part of. Environmental impacts exist well beyond 

the limits of the destination region and must be considered if tourism is to contribute to global 

sustainability (Moscardo and Murphy 2540).

	 Second, ‘Sustainable Tourism’ is tourist-centric, allowing for the tourist to be central to the 

planning and development processes (Moscardo and Murphy 2539). For this reason, market needs 

remain the core driver of ‘Sustainable Tourism’, with the ultimate end goal being a profitable tourist 

sector. Being market driven severely limits the capacity for tourism to contribute to sustainable 

development, instead, ‘Sustainable Tourism’ then becomes about sustaining the tourism machine to 

increase its longevity (Moscardo 8). Tourism is always assumed to be viable, no matter the location, so



destination regions are assessed in terms of resources and assets it can provide to support a potential 

tourist market (Genc 398). In this regard, ‘Sustainable Tourism’ is an ‘industry’, operating according to 

the various interests and demands of the tourist (Higgins-Desbiolles 1195).

	 Third, ‘Sustainable Tourism’ is dominated by external drivers that ignore the subjective nature 

of sustainability to create a one-size-fits-all solution that disempowers local stakeholders. (Moscardo 

and Murphy 2540). ‘Sustainable Tourism’ guidelines and standards are created by academics and 

institutions that view sustainability as an objective concept supported by science, thus ignoring the 

social and cultural nature of sustainability. These guidelines are used by agents outside of destination 

regions. These agents analyze and set objectives for the planning of ‘Sustainable Tourism’ (Moscardo 

and Murphy 2542) without being an active or local member of the designated potential destination 

community. This process disempowers residents and business owners of the host community and fails 

to create solutions that address the specific goals and needs of the destination region (Moscardo 5). 

‘Sustainable Tourism’ appoints groups external to the destination region to define what sustainability 

means for the host community (Moscardo and Murphy 2542) and decide how it should be achieved and 

evaluated (Mowforth and Munt 110).



Reconceptualizing Tourism as a Tool to Support Sustainability

	 The current standards of ‘Sustainable Tourism’ fail to achieve sustainability at multiple levels 

(Moscardo and Murphy 2539). ‘Sustainable Tourism’ cannot exist, as tourism in its own right cannot 

be sustainable. Instead, tourism must be reconceptualized as one possible tool that can support 

sustainability (Moscardo and Murphy 2544). It is important to note that there is no single, all-

encompassing, universal definition of sustainability. Rather, sustainability can only be defined in 

terms of the context. At the bare minimum, sustainability must be addressed at cultural, social, 

environmental, and economic levels of the host community and destination region (Mowforth and 

Munt 104). 

	 There is a qualitative approach to sustainability, one that addresses the main issues of 

‘Sustainable Tourism’ through “explicit recognition and assessment of tourism in terms of [....] quality 

of life” (Moscardo and Murphy 2541). Quality of life refers to the notion of human wellbeing measured 

by social indicators. To live a gratifying life, key basic needs must be met though access to various 

forms of capital. The main types of capital that contribute to a higher quality of life include financial, 

natural, built, social, cultural, human, and political.



Conclusion	

	 To determine how to achieve sustainable development in a destination region, assessment must 

be done at several levels. Some of the groups that are necessary to include in conversation beyond the 

individual tourist, are stakeholders in the regions that tourists leave, stakeholders in transit regions, 

stakeholders in destination regions, and people who work in tourism, (Moscardo and Murphy 2544). 

All sides must be considered even if all stakeholders are not to be equally involved in the decision-

making process as stakeholders each bring their own unique perspectives, attitudes, and behaviors to 

the table (Tekalign et al 4). As mentioned earlier, the negative impacts of tourism extend beyond the 

limits of the destination region, and tourism must work to address all negatives. 

	 Tourism planning and development must move away from external agents in favor of engaging  

and empowering local stakeholders. The host community must be placed at the center of the 

discourse; it is critical to establish clear communication from the beginning. To build the community’s 

capacity to effectively make decisions, requires the development of effective leaders, networks, and 

partnerships as well as education about tourism and its impacts. The goal is to be able to work with 

the community to assess its needs and how, if at all, tourism could act as a possible solution. 
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