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Travelers’ Responsibility: A Core Component of Sustainable Travel

By: Erika Harms
SLIDE 1

Muy buenas noches a todos. Es para mi un gusto y un honor poder
acompanarlos esta noche y poder compartir con el mundo lo que Costa
Rica tiene que ofrecer. Les pido ahora que me permitan hacer alarde de la

cortesia al visitante que nos caracteriza y pasar al ingles.

First | want to extend my gratitude to Dona Margarita for her kind words of
welcome. While | often dreamed of being able to one day show and
display the leadership she has done, | couldn’t possibly imagine having the
honor of following her. She is a true representation of one of the highest
values of this country, of women leaders whom you will find them in

government, businesses, and communities.

Secondly, | want to recognize another pioneering woman, our host during
the coming days. Martha Honey. She made the best of her time in Costa
Rica to learn about conservation and tourism and then set out to teach the
world about Ecotourism. When she felt that movement was strong enough
she went to explore yet another frontier: travelers’ philanthropy, and | am

impressed to see how this movement has grown in scarcely 3 years.

Today, in this room | see many colleagues, many friends, bust mostly | see
leaders, fellow companions in the efforts to preserve the last wonderful
places on earth, maintain and restore dignity in local communities, and

engage the fastest growing industry in changing the face of the earth.
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SLIDE 2

| began traveling when | was 7 months old. And for those of my
generation you will agree travel meant an entire new and different concept:
it meant a journey, a voyage, , it meant exploration and cultural and natural
immersion. It meant an experience from the planning stage to the

showing of slides when you return home.

But as always frontiers had to be expanded. With the development of
technology and globalization, we moved to tourism and the concept of
travel changed. It meant easier access to remote places but the purpose
was vacation, relaxation, sun, and the concept of journey or voyage gave
away to convenience and price, and an experience that would recreate that
feeling of never have left home. It became less about the destination itself
— except for the bragging factor —it became about comfort and

convenience.

This brought on, with a very few exceptions, a devastating impact on
destinations and its inhabitants. Mass development occurred in pristine
places, transforming charming villages into concrete block buildings (
spain), substituting wetlands for casinos, shops, and discos ( cancun),
displacing local populations to cater to foreigners ( venice). Slide 3 the

impact of tourism

With over 900 million tourists traveling each year and this number doubling
by 2020, we can’t deny impact of tourism, particularly for developing
countries. As a source of employment — it is the number one employer of

women.
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Tourism has many benefits, as you can see, but | want to share with you

my personal experience of the power of tourism.

| was very fortunate that my aunt was one of the people that developed,
together with first Minister of Environment, a sustainability plan for the
country. Through her eyes | explored the different activities that occurred in
the country and how they impacted both our natural resources as well as
our economic well being. | engaged early on in conservation activities and
traveling through the country, | saw the deterioration of our natural
resources, and the impacts of overfishing, deforestation, and migration
from people from the rural areas to urban settlements, mainly to Central

Valley. | don’t need to tell you what all this meant.

When | was little, we would visit a beach called Playa del Coco. Our
parents would take turns to watch and give shark alert. Today you have to
pay $ 5000, get on a boat for 36 hours to see sharks that 40 years were

just a few feet away from the shore. ( insert shark fins).

In addition, pasture lands took over, driven by a law that made deforested
land more valuable and accessible than that with timber -- probably triple
the value of the land. Costa Rica was a country that had a booming middle
class, where the poor always had a plot to grow food on, time for recreation
and a healthy living, and the hope of a job and better living in the city.

But, increasingly, most of the time the rural migrants ended up in living in

the slums, succumbing to drugs and prostitution.

During that same time though, | got to work with two people who were the
visionaries who to set up the National Park System, setting aside 25% of

the land to conservation, and on the foundation of this park system,



tourism, driven mainly by Costa Ricans, began to thrive. Americans who
sailed by our coasts stayed and slowly Costa Rica, and its natural beauty
and the friendliness of its people became known to others, and tourism

began to develop.

Now, you have to know that Costa Ricans have their own way of doing
things. This may have something to do with our origins, but we have always
had a love for nature — unfortunately not so much for culture and it is sad to
see how little we have preserved from our past -- and we are always happy
to host and show around those that come to visit. Add to this the fact that
we were the most literate country in the region and have always been
inclined to speak English, and you have built the basis for a good tourism
offering. Costa Rica quickly realized the value of linking conservation to
tourism, and that its best offerings were experiences which later translated
into the brilliant international marketing campaign of “No Artificial
Ingredients”. We have lost our way a couple of times — let’s not kid
ourselves — but as the latest economic crisis demonstrated, our value of

linking tourism to nature and people quickly made us rebound.

What value did tourism bring us — the resources to preserve our
biodiversity, generating income for the parks and protected areas, and
encouraging others to create more protected areas that they could show to
the tourists. Standing trees and fauna now had an economic value, diving
and sport fishing have actively engaged in the conservation arena, and
programs are being set up to convert fishermen into guides. The
population itself has realized that rather than capturing nature, it is worth so
much more to the tourist to see them in the wild. And most importantly,

tourism has been able to provide an income to families in rural areas,
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stopping migration and increasing their standard of living. While many
years ago the only urban centers were located in the central valley, we
have now seen cities beyond the central valley like Liberia and Santa Cruz

flourish.

Certainly many, many issues remain and this is where travelers’
responsibility kicks in, and our responsibility as businesses or organizations

working in the field is to guide the travelers to a more responsible behavior.
SLIDE 5

Fortunately, 30 years ago or so visionary people, many of whom had the
opportunity to live in Costa Rica, saw the value of the preserving a
destination. Ecotourism was a pioneering concept that enabled bringing
back good practices for the preservation of a destination, particularly its
natural treasures and the communities that lived in the area. You are all
experts here so i won't go into depth. A movement began to green the
businesses, integrate communities, offer specialized travel, and now we
have an array of definitions of “good forms of tourism”: ecotourism,
community tourism, green tourism, responsible tourism, sustainable

tourism, and so on.
Slide 6

With the proliferation of definitions came also the proliferation of ‘green’
certification programs ( slide of certifications). Currently there are over 130
certification programs in the market place. This has created unintended
confusion in the market place, both at a business to business level as well
as at a business to consumer level, as to what sustainable tourism really

is.



Slide 7

In order to promote change, we need a global solution, one language, one

clear message.
Slide 8

In 2008, a group of organizations and individuals sought to bring to the
forefront a mechanism by which sustainable tourism could be translated
into actionable items. They sought to build a common language that would
reduce the confusion in the market place ( insert definition — show the slide)
and also integrate the the socio-economic impacts , however, this € human
component that has been largely ignored by conventional and mass
tourism. This group of visionaries eventually launched the global

sustainable tourism criteria.

This is a set of common guidelines created with the input of experts,
organizations, and companies from around the planet, defining sustainable
tourism in a way that is actionable, measurable, and credible. It sets a
minimum standard of sustainability for tourism businesses across the

globe.

The criteria does not constitute a full certification program, but they serve

to:

Serve as basic guidelines for businesses of all sizes to become more
sustainable, and help businesses choose sustainable tourism
programs that fulfill these global criteria;

Serve as guidance for travel agencies in choosing suppliers and

sustainable tourism programs;



Help consumers identify sound sustainable tourism programs and
businesses;

Serve as a common denominator for information media to recognize
sustainable tourism providers;

Help certification and other voluntary programs ensure that their
standards meet a broadly-accepted baseline;

Offer governmental, non-governmental, and private sector programs
a starting point for developing sustainable tourism requirements; and
Serve as basic guidelines for education and training bodies, such as

hotel schools and universities.

This was a global effort which reached out to all types of organizations,
from businesses to governments, from conservationists to community
advocates, from large-scale businesses to community enterprises,
academicians, and other experts. Over 80,000 were consulted, 2,000
provided active feedback and a group of 160 organizations led the process

of establishing the criteria.
Slide 9 - The Criteria

The criteria has 4 pilars and some criteria are very pertinent to your

conversations over the next 3 days at the conference. They include:
Slide 13

You are here this week to discuss how travelers can make a difference and
what is the responsibility of businesses, government, and non

governmental organizations to build the tools to accomplish these goals.

There are three components to this issue:



1. The economic impact of travel on a destination
2. The responsibility of the traveler
3. The responsibility of the organizations and businesses that are

involved in travelers’ philanthropy

While we saw that the tourism industry has a value of $ 1 trillion a year,
and represents 5% of total GDP, the actual benefits to the destinations are
minimum. UNEP calculated the leakage in developing countries to be
95%, which means that out of every $100 paid by a traveler, only $5
remains in the destination. Of course, this varies depending on the type of
tourism a country has. A country like Costa Rica where locally owned,
nature-based tourism is strong, the percentage of leakage is much lower.
But in countries primarily serviced by foreign tour operators, foreign
airlines, and foreign all-inclusive resorts, where tourists never leave the
resort, this percentage is pretty high. In Thailand, for example, the leakage
is 80%.

We all have an obligation here: governments to encourage and provide the
necessary support to the kinds of businesses that increase local revenue;
companies to purchase and hire e locally as much as possible; and
travelers to make the right choices and demand more sustainable options

that benefit the local destination.

Tourism can be a form of achieving the Millennium Development Goals,
particularly those related to poverty alleviation and biodiversity
conservation. | liked the way Nobel Laureate Wangari Mataai described
travelers’ philanthropy as a form of development assistance in the foreword

of the Traveler’s Philanthropy Handbook. And | would take it a step further



and say tourism overall is a form of development assistance through the
resources it generates directly and indirectly, through the additional CSR

work of the companies, and, of course, through travelers’ philanthropy.

The Handbook defines travelers’ philanthropy as “tourism businesses and
travelers making concrete contributions of time, talent, and treasure to local

projects beyond what is generated through the normal tourism business.”

* Helping tourism businesses become actively involved as ‘good
citizens’ in their travel destinations.

* Assisting local projects that provide a ‘hand up’ not a ‘hand out;’
that is,

* Projects that promote social empowerment, education, and
entrepreneurship that lead to sustainable, long-term
development and environmental conservation.

* Enriching the travel experience through meaningful, culturally
sensitive, and productive interactions with people in host

communities.

SLIDES 14-15

Let’s begin with the businesses: what are the responsibilities of a

company?

| would like to share with you the experience of Fairmont Maya Coba, one
of our members, and one that, when realizing the shortfall on their
community programs, quickly moved to engage in extensive practices to

support local communities by:



1) Purchasing locally and educating their visitors on the purchase: one
day a week Fairmont serves locally harvested lobster and this directly
benefits a local Maya community.

2) Promoting local tours, such as Sian Kaan Tours.

3) Educating the traveler: amongst other things, every night guests find
on their pillows, a postcard with a picture of a native species.
Fairmont conducts training of staff on sustainable tourism, on the
sustainability practices within the resort and its surroundings, and on
how travelers can help.

4) “‘TAWHA' - products made by local communities are sold at the stores

What is responsibility at the level of the traveler? Ultimately the
responsibility lies with the traveler, the final decision of having or not having
a positive impact in a destination will come from the traveler. Some

questions a traveler should ask include:

* Am | choosing a responsible provider?

* Am | building an experience that maximizes my positive impact in a

destination?
* Am | open to interaction with the host communities?
* Am | willing to dedicate time to help the communities?

* Do | want to support a local community or conservation project?

The consumer resources available to help answer these are, however, few.
How does a traveler know where to find a trip that provides opportunities

to make a difference. How does a traveler engage?
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Sustainable tourism has lagged behind other business categories because
there is no clear global definition of it. It’s like telling people to “eat

healthier” — it's a vague and un-motivating statement.

Taking action depends on understanding. And understanding depends on

clarity.

Job One is to bring a simple, inspiring message of sustainable tourism to

the global consciousness.

The Global Sustainable Tourism Criteria, in one of its pillars, encourages
businesses and others to implement the following practices that will enable

travelers to visit a destination and have an impact on it:

For instance, A.7 states that a tourism business should provide
“Information about and interpretation of the natural surroundings, local
culture, and cultural heritage is provided to customers, as well as
explaining appropriate behavior while visiting natural areas, living cultures,

and cultural heritage sites.” It goes on to state:

B.1. The company actively supports initiatives for social and
infrastructure community development including, among others,
education, health, and sanitation.

B.2. Local residents are employed, including in management
positions. Training is offered as necessary.

B.3. Local and fair-trade services and goods are purchased by the
business, where available.

B.4. The company offers the means for local small entrepreneurs to

develop and sell sustainable products that are based on the area’s
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nature, history, and culture (including food and drink, crafts,
performance arts, agricultural products, etc.).

B.5. A code of conduct for activities in indigenous and local
communities has been developed, with the consent of and in
collaboration with the community.

B.6. The company has implemented a policy against commercial
exploitation, particularly of children and adolescents, including sexual
exploitation.

B.7. The company is equitable in hiring women and local minorities,
including in management positions, while restraining child labor.
B.8. The international or national legal protection of employees is
respected, and employees are paid a living wage.

B.9. The activities of the company do not jeopardize the provision of
basic services, such as water, energy, or sanitation, to neighboring

communities.

Travelers should be able to find all that information readily available on a
company’s website and in its brochures. Currently, finding readily available
information is not easy. One of the goals set by the GSTC is, through its
membership network, create resources to assist consumers in making truly

sustainable choices.

To begin with it is difficult for travelers to understand the concept of
sustainable tourism, | have been engaged with this concept since 1992
and still have difficulty explaining it in simple terms. | was invited to my
daughters’ school to speak on their morning closed circuit TV program
about my work and as | was leaving the door armed with one of my

traditional speeches, their father reminded me that my audience was 8
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years old and that words like sustainability, biodiversity, UNEP, and all the
other slang | commonly use, would probably not mean a thing to them., |

invite you all to try this exercise!

Most people want to do the right thing, and the fact is that most people
already practice sustainable tourism, and don’t know it. | recently met a
travel writer and asked him to write about sustainable tourism. His answer
was,” | don’t know what it is, and | really don’t care about it.” | replied, “
Yes you do care about, you frequently write about trips you took where
your actions and choices were very sustainable.” He looked at me in
disbelief...l quoted one of his favorite experiences of visiting a beach
restaurant run by a local woman whom he ended up calling “auntie.” He
described how she had set up the place and how her children were going
to college thanks to that business. | told him, “You were part of sustainable
travel, rather than paying exorbitant amounts of money in your foreign

hotel, you were able to help her help and her children. *

In addition to having developed the set of criteria, it is the role of the GSTC,
as mentioned before, to promote sustainable tourism, sustainable tourism
practices, and to create the demand for sustainable tourism. | would like to
conclude today by walking you through our new campaign that defines

sustainable tourism for what it is, a set of accomplishments.
SLIDES

| congratulate you all for the amazing work you do, | thank you on behalf of
all travelers for giving us the opportunity to experience a journey again,

thank you on behalf of the locals for having helped preserve our most
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valuable treasures — nature and people - and | wish you success during the

coming days.
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