Summary of Special Event:  The SIDS Tourism, Biodiversity and Culture Nexus in Context of the Green Economy

Introduction:

On 27 October, 2011, UN-OHRLLS convened a Special Event titled: The SIDS Tourism, Biodiversity and Culture Nexus in the Context of the Green Economy at UN Headquarters in New York.  The event was chaired by the High Representative for LDCs, LLDCs and SIDS, Mr. Chieck Sidi Diarra, and featured a presentation by the Secretary-General of the UN world Tourism Organization (UNWTO), Mr. Taleb Rifai.  The chair of the AOSIS, H.E Ambassador Dessima Williams Permanent Representative of the Mission of Grenada, delivered some remarks at the opening of the event on behalf of the group.  Following these statements and presentation there was an exchange of views by participants which included statements, comments and questions.  The objective of the Special was two fold: 1. to contribute to the ongoing discussions in the Second Committee on Sustainable Development of SIDS and; 2. contribute to the ongoing dialogue in the lead-up preparations to Rio+20.  
Background:

Both the 1994 Barbados programme of action for SIDS and its 2005 Mauritius Strategy for Implementation highlight the importance of Tourism for SIDS.  Tourism has contributed much to the development of SIDS and, as one of only a few development options for those small States, will continue to be very important for their future growth.  It could also stimulate the development of other sectors.  

However, if not properly planned and managed, tourism could significantly degrade the environment on which it is so dependent.  The fragility and interdependence of coastal zones and the unspoilt areas on which eco-tourism is dependant upon call for careful management.  One of the special tourist attractions of SIDS is the distinctiveness of their cultures.  The diversity and fragility of their environments are reflected in the diversity and fragility of their cultures.  The protection of the former is an important condition for the protection of the latter. 

Capital investment in tourism, particularly for the necessary infrastructure, is costly.  There is usually great competition for land resources among tourism, agriculture and other land uses.  Large increases in tourism and the overdevelopment of tourism in particular areas or in whole islands could be environmentally and culturally disruptive and detrimental to other valuable sectors, such as agriculture.  

It is imperative, therefore, that the development of tourism be carefully planned, particularly in relation to compatible land uses, water management, coastal zone management and the development of parks and protected areas.  Tourism, like all forms of development in the coastal zone, needs to be carefully integrated within the existing cultural and environmental constraints and opportunities present within SIDS.  Eco-tourism, linking areas of high ecological value to low-impact tourism, may present important and environmentally sustainable opportunities for tourism development in SIDS.

The unique biodiversity of SIDS as well as the diverse cultures of SIDS inhabitants have been the main attraction for tourists that choose to visit SIDS.  This is obvious from the many tourism marketing campaigns that have been centred around coastal resources, including beaches, the ocean, as well as the unique SIDS flora and fauna.

UN-OHRLLS Opening Remarks:
Following his welcome which he extended to all participants and Mr. Rifai and H.E Ambassador Williams in particular, Mr. Diarra stated that for SIDS the tourism, biodiversity and culture nexus is not an abstract concept.  He remarked that these linkages, with its challenges and complexities reflect the reality that is often played out on a daily basis by various actors and stakeholders, including policy makers, private sector businesses, civil society and resource owners in SIDS.  

He also reaffirmed that there was no denying that the tourism sector is vital for SIDS.  He underscored this by referring to estimates from the period prior to the global economic and financial crisis, which indicated that the international tourism receipts as percentage of exports in the SIDS had averaged some 40.1% in 2007 and was at that time trending on an upward trajectory, having increased from 35.5% in 2003. 

Mr. Diarra also highlighted the need to balance this important industry, and the activities associated with it, with the protection of SIDS unique environment.  He also underscored that this was a concern for SIDS.  Environmental degradation, particularly that of the SIDS marine and coastal zones, due to activities associated with the tourism industry, have placed coastal ecosystems under significant and at times overwhelming pressure. 

Mr. Diarra also remarked that the unique cultures of SIDS continue to play an important role in fuelling the growth of the tourism in SIDS by generating demand for cultural tourism.  Cultural tourism, he stated, was an effective means by which national, regional and international appreciation of indigenous island arts and popular culture can be generated.  The role that cultural tourism can play in support and strengthening of cultural industries and enhancing local cultural confidence was also highlighted.  

He called for international support for SIDS in the development of their tourism sector stating that this was a priority because while tourism is widely recognized as a vital industry for SIDS in their pursuit towards economic development and sustainable development goals, the need to properly plan and manage the industry is an undertaking that is best shouldered through enhanced partnership between SIDS and the international community.

AOSIS Chair Remarks:

In her opening remarks, H.E Ambassador Williams expressed her support of the initiative by Mr. Cheick Sidi Diarra and UN OHRLLS to place this important focus on the nexus of biodiversity, culture and tourism especially during our critical preparations for the upcoming Rio + 20 summit.  
Ambassador Williams stated that it was imperative that we focus on ways in which SIDS unique culture and vast biodiversity can help to boost SIDS tourism sectors to consequently accomplish the three goals of sustainable development.  She expressed the belief that sustainable development, climate change adaptation and cultural development should be approached within ONE multidimensional framework that is absorbed into the national developmental plans of all SIDS countries.  

She also stated that focusing on the nexus of culture, biodiversity and tourism is another way for the world to assist SIDS - to support not just their fight against a changing climate but also their fight to protect our environment and culture, which for most SIDS is one in the same.

Ambassador Williams highlighted the findings of a recent UNESCO report which proposed five important points with regard to the inclusion of culture in development for SIDS and LDCs.  These were: 1. Culture has a cross cutting role in achieving development goals and especially for the future of SIDS is a genuine driver of development; 2. The link between culture and development not adequately reflected in international developmental policies; 3. Sustainable tourism and culture are strategic outlets for income generation and poverty reduction; 4. Sustainable tourism and cultural development assist in the promotion of women leaders as well as provides economic empowerment of women; 5. Rio +20 preparations provide an opportunity to assess this link between culture and development.

UNWTO Presentation

Mr. Rifai thanked Mr. Diarra for inviting him to make a presentation at the Special Event.  He stated that nowadays tourism is a major economic sector and one of the mainstays of international trade. It contributed directly to 5% of the world’s GDP and employed 1 in 12 people globally and accounted for 30% of the exports of services.   He also commented that nowadays there is no place on earth that humans cannot get to.
He stated further that tourisms role in environmental protection, in preserving biodiversity, in conserving the cultural heritage, in promoting mutual understanding and peace among nations is increasingly significant.  He highlighted that as one of the most successful export sector in the world, international tourism has become the main economic activity for many island nations creating so much needed income opportunities, jobs and foreign exchange earnings. This, he stated, was particularly true for least developed island states. 

He stated that tourism was no doubt one of the sectors in which most of the SIDS present a strong comparative advantage.  As such, it was a sector that can allow them to take a bigger role in the international economy. The value of tourism translates into foreign exchange earnings, increased consumption, value added to the GDP, investment, resources for debt payment and jobs. Mr. Riafi also noted that for a number of SIDS tourism has been utilized as a catalyst for agriculture, fisheries or handicrafts with locals being encouraged to invest in such projects, to maximize tourism earnings retention and distribution.

Mr Rifai also highlighted the fact that while SIDS have a high degree of dependence on the tourism sector a high level of leakages, meaning that a significant part of the earnings generated by tourism in the islands often “leak out” of their economies, was also present. These leakages are due to primarily of imported goods and services and the repatriation of profits.  He stated that in some SIDS, tourism leakages reach as much as 56%, on account of imported goods and services, repatriation of profits by overseas resort developers/hotel owners and remittance of funds by expatriate labour. He also noted that in some cases, most of the food consumed by tourists, and even by locals, was imported as local people have given up agriculture or other productive sectors. 

Mr. Rifai expressed the view that the extent of these leakages influences the economic benefits received by the local population becoming ever more critical for islands to devise policies which allow mitigating these leakages. He stated that SIDS governments shouldered a responsibility to devise adequate policies that allow the maximization of tourism earnings by encouraging local investment in specific areas with a view to satisfy the tourists’ needs with locally produced goods and services as well as foreign investors to use local products and human resources.

He also stressed that another challenge facing small islands is their inevitable dependence on air travel. Being by nature insulated and, in many cases, situated in remote places, tourism in islands depends much on availability and costs of air transport. He noted that the trend towards a decline in the cost of air travel registered in recent decades has strongly benefited the growth of tourism to SIDS. However, increasing taxation on air travel, for fiscal purposes or connected to climate change mitigation measures, has become a perilous issue for the development of tourism in the SIDS, and thus for their economic and social progress. The Air Departure Tax out of the UK is a case in point. 

On the role of Tourism in  fostering development and fighting poverty in the SIDS, he stated that in the last decade, the number of international tourists visiting SIDS destinations increased by 12 million to reach 41 million in 2010.  AT the same time exports generated by international tourism grew by almost US$ 20 billion to a total of US$ 45 billion last year.

On the matter of Sustainable Development and Climate Change, Mr. Rifai pointed out that with its strong link to nature and climate, tourism is a highly climate-sensitive sector. At the same time, it is a contributor to climate change accounting for an estimated 5% of the total GHG emissions, mainly from transport and accommodation.

On the challenges that SIDS encounter in having to adapt to climate change he highlighted that UNWTO has been long advocating the need to address this challenge taking into account: (a) the need to provide SIDS, namely LDCs, with adequate financial means and technical expertise for adaptation; (b) The importance of developing mitigation policies which do not jeopardize the tourism sector to these destinations considering that most coastal destinations and SIDS depend on long-haul flights for their tourism-driven economies. He stated that this position has been presented by UNWTO in international fora namely in the Climate Change Summits from Bali to Mexico.
Moving towards RIO+20 in 2012 and “Barbados +20”, Mr Rifai stated that UNWTO has launched an innovative framework for achieving sustainable development – the creation of the Steering Committee on Tourism for Development in late 2010 with 8 other sister agencies working in tourism (ILO, ITC, UNCTAD, UNDP, UNEP, UNESCO, UNIDO and WTO) is an opportunity to make tourism work for development in a more effective manner. 

He informed that the Committee has already secured that tourism is recognized and placed in the LDC IV outcome document and Plan of Action. Under the leadership of the World Tourism Organization, the ambition of the committee is to become an Innovative Framework for Delivering as One for Tourism, targeting primarily LDCs and vulnerable states such as SIDS, but aiming at assisting other developing states to achieve the MDGs and development imperatives through tourism in the coming decade.

He explained further that in this framework, UNWTO is also currently preparing a review of the performance and future challenges to be addressed by the SIDS in the next decade as we move towards a greener growth path. The Report, to be released at RIO+20, give UNWTO the basis to continue advancing this important work. He called upon the UN system to also inform of its respective undertakings in supporting the SIDS in promoting sustainable tourism in SIDS regions.

Exchange of Views:
Following the UNWTO presentation the opportunity was given to participants to engage in an exchange of views on the subject matter.  Speaking on behalf of her group, the AOSIS Chair, welcomed the detailed presentation by UNWTO which gave a great perspective on the UN’s work on tourism and SIDS.  She stated that SIDS are a resilient group of countries whose peoples have shown great resiliency in the face if challenges and adversities.  She highlighted that the issue for SIDS is one of environmental fragility.  
The AOSIS Chair was particularly interested in the issue of airline taxation as there is an obvious connect between that issue and the ongoing negotiations on climate change which the SIDS are heavily involved in.  She would appreciate if data on this issue could be shared with her group which could help in strengthening their negotiation positions in the climate change fora.  The AOSIS Chair also concurred with the sentiments sounded by the UNWTO Secretary-General on the need for new investment in remote, rural areas that could contribute towards boosting sustainable tourism growth in the SIDS rural areas. 
The AOSIS Chair also welcomed the establishment of the Steering Committee on Tourism for Development in late 2010 which includes 8 other sister agencies working in tourism which are ILO, ITC, UNCTAD, UNDP, UNEP, UNESCO, UNIDO and WTO.  She stated that AOSIS is interested in the work of the Committee and would welcome any opportunities for the Committee to work on SIDS issues.    

The Maldives highlighted the issue of SIDS vulnerability stating that vulnerability has increased. It stated that many of the issues impacting upon SIDS are issues that are beyond their control.  The cost of transportation was underscored as one such issue.  He agreed that while tourism does impact upon SIDS environment there was also an increase in the number of tourists who were socially conscious of the need to try and preserve the natural beauty of the environment they visit.  In many ways the level of environmental care shown by tourists were at a higher level then those displayed by locals.  
Maldives stressed that for them, as a high import country, the issue of “leakage” was very high.  It stated that while many developing countries were benefiting from remittances, in the case of Maldives it was the opposite.  The high numbers of foreign workers meant that money was being “leaked” through remittances being sent to the worker’s countries of origin.  As such there are complex issues in SIDS that are at odds with the images often portrayed of them as holiday destinations.
The Dominican Republic acknowledged that while any location on earth is now accessible to humans there is a need to protect biodiversity as there could be certain places where interaction between humans and the environment should be discouraged.  They highlighted the need for adaptation.  
Gabon also highlighted the benefits of eco-tourism as an avenue through which tourism can contribute to sustainable development efforts.  They also raised the issue of freshwater as an important issue for SIDS and posed a question on how this issue is addressed in SIDS in the context of the tourism and whether there may be competing demands on this scarce resource that could put it under even more pressure.

UNWTO stressed the need to distinguish quality from luxury in any tourism venture.  They highlighted that tourists or visitors are often interested in experiencing the local environment and culture.  Such interests could also promote local industries in SIDS.  UNWTO also reiterated that the world has changed and it was important to ensure that for developing countries befit from such changes.  On the importance of fresh water resources UNWTO stated that the guiding principle behind any development in SIDS, including tourism, was that SIDS people themselves benefit.  

UN-OHRLLS Closing
Mr. Diarra, in closing, thanked Mr. Rifai and the H.E Ambassador Williams for their remarks and presentations.  He reaffirmed the need to furnish appropriate data to SIDS on tourism and the linkages that might have with the ongoing climate change negotiation process and the sustainable agenda as a whole.  He remarked that the Special Event had highlighted important issues for SIDS and was very informative.  He thanked participants for taking the time to attend and participate at the event.
