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Tourism must deliver more than economic prosperity, says WTTC panelists 
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Tourism makes a lot of promises on prosperity, jobs and economic progress. But, does 
it deliver? In a debate at the WTTC Summit in Lisbon, it was clear that economic 
promises are not the only ones that matter. David Browne captures the debate at the 
just concluded World Travel & Tourism Council meeting in Lisbon, Portugal. 

On the second day of the WTTC Summit in Lisbon, industry leaders were challenged 
on whether they were delivering on their promises. Are they stronger on rhetoric than 
reality, BBC World’s Nic Gowing questioned. 

In Spain, the industry has been forced to rethink its strategy and impact on society, 
according to Jose Luis Zoreda of Exceltur. “In Mallorca, there is a problem of over-
development. Societies are starting again to evaluate how an island that depends on 
tourism manages its impact,” he said, adding, “we have to maintain balance. In the last 
ten years, growth has been too fast. We over-developed hotels and residential 
properties. In some places, society is not very happy with that.” 

Travel and tourism promised prosperity for developing countries and regions which 
have seen a decline in heavy industry. It promised jobs and has, by and large, 
delivered on these promises. 

But, there were other issues to consider, especially about sustainability. Dr. Graham 
Miller, a researcher in tourism at Surrey University in England, said means should be 
found to measure the results. “You need to measure the effect of your actions. Jobs 
and GDP are output measures,” he said. “WTTC should commit to developing 
measure of sustainable development, such as the level of water consumption per 
tourist, or the levels of prostitution in areas developed for tourism.” 

This was echoed by Peter Burns from Brighton University. “Are we delivering? In 
terms of GDP, yes. In environment, we are getting there. But, in terms of social issues, 
we have some way to go,” he said. “We have to educate young managers to know 
what tourism means to society. We need to be clear about what we are promising in 
social terms, before we can know whether we are delivering. Are we promoting social 



development or global awareness or equality and democracy? 

Geoffrey Lipman, representing the United Nations World Tourism Organization, said 
boards of directors should give equal status to sustainability as to financial results. 
“True sustainability will only come when, at board level, companies are issuing 
audited sustainability reports in the same way they deliver financial reports, to show 
that compa-nies believe in triple bottom-line accountability,” he said. 

According to Lipman, “We tend to have these discussions about rhetoric or reality in 
our own goldfish bowl. We tend to reinforce our own beliefs. If we talked to 
government repre-sentatives from outside our world, people would say that Travel & 
Tourism has not done enough. Yes, some companies, like those represented here, have 
done good things, but it’s not enough across the industry and, if we don’t do more fast, 
then, we are going to be in trouble.” 

In some places, local people were protesting that tourism developments were a greater 
cost than a benefit. Owen Johnstone-Donnett of TTF Australia gave an example of 
Byron Bay where there were calls for quotas on the number of tourists allowed to visit 
the area. “There are moves in some communities to limit the number of people visiting 
sensitive coastal communities, such as places of historically small population, where 
local people say they simply cannot afford to pay the significant costs of local 
infrastructure development demanded by tourist inflows that do not deliver significant 
revenue into the community,” he said. “There are suggestions of imposing local 
tourism taxes, or even quotas.” 

Jumeirah Group executive chairman, Gerald Lawless, gave Dubai as an example of 
where tourism had delivered on its promises. “Tourism now contributes more than 20 
per cent of the Dubai economy. Everyone can see the benefits of tourism. We are 
investing in people, in training. 

“It can be challenging, culturally, to get local people working in the service sector. 
But, we are bridging this cultural divide. We have lots of women coming through our 
courses. At the end of one session, the ladies on one of our courses asked the school to 
run an open evening to educate their parents and relatives about why it is good for 
them to work in the tourism sector.” 

But, he was challenged by another participant who said Dubai had become a western 
city and had destroyed the natural Arab culture. Local workers were leaving the city. 
“Sheikh Mohammed wants to make Dubai a global city. All employers are being made 
to pay their employees in line with international standards, and to treat them 
accordingly,” said Lawless. 

“In Dubai, we are delivering on what we have promised. “We also have to learn from 
our own mistakes and from the mistakes of others. Dubai is now very different to what 
it was a decade ago. And, yet, there are still local people doing what they have done 
for hundreds of years; the dhows still ply their trade up and down the Gulf. They have 
been preserved. And Dubai is very open. Muslims and Christians interact freely and 
work together: there are churches of all faiths, open to everyone.” 



Jabu Mabuza, chief executive of Tsogo Sun Group, said tourism had, undoubtedly, 
delivered on its economic promises, but there were other issues facing society and the 
industry had made promises on these. “Tourism made promises of what it would bring 
to local economies. Has it delivered? Yes, economically. But, only a qualified yes in 
terms of making a positive difference to local people. Tourism has created jobs and 
helped economies develop,” he said. 

However, Mabuza also said there were issues in terms of ownership and management 
of the product, which meant that local communities did not always feel the economic 
benefit. “We need to recognize this as a problem and start to address it. 

“Local authorities need to earn revenues from tourism and then ensure that these are 
used for the benefit of the local community. People need to recognize that whilst 
tourism can be one of the main contributors, it is not the panacea to all your problems. 
It will take time for ownership to transfer to local people. 
“Of course, we can do more, we are not perfect, but we have done a lot in terms of 
embracing issues of sustain-ability, perhaps, more than we have been given credit for. 
The figures are telling us how far we have come. We made promises about jobs and 
contributing to the economy and we have delivered on that promise. 
“Now, there are new issues facing society. We have not made promises about these 
issues. We need to look at these and make new promises.” 

   
 


