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ere’s a quick quiz that’s likely to be a real

shocker. What’s the largest industry on

earth? Telecommunications? No. Computers

and software? Nope. Chemicals? Not even

close. How about oil and gas? Nyet. What

about automotive products? Close, but still no

cigar. The largest industry on earth, annually

accounting for more than $3.5 trillion in spend-

ing — and a half-trillion dollars a year in direct

revenue — is, drum roll please, tourism. Yep,

tourism. In fact, according to the World Travel

and Tourism Council (WTTC), international

tourism receipts for 2005 were pegged at

$680 billion (by the way, that’s $47 billion

more than in 2004). Tourism now accounts for

11.4 percent of all consumer spending, and em-

ploys 255 million people (nearly 10 percent of

the global workforce). It’s also now more than

6 percent of the global gross domestic product

(GDP). In some regions, like the Caribbean, it

accounts for a full half of the GDP. Within the

United States, tourism supports 17 million

jobs, and generates about $100 billion annually.
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These are impressive numbers, for
sure, but what’s truly amazing are two
additional facts. Ten years ago tourism
wasn’t even in the top 10 list of the
world’s biggest industries. The second
is that, while last year more than 760
million travelers embarked on interna-
tional holidays, this number is expected
to double in just the next 15 years.

But before you run out and invest
every dollar you have in some tourism-

related company, consider this: The
picture is not entirely rosy; tourism
does have its problems. For as many
upsides as it may offer, it has just as
many downsides. And the jury is still
very much out when it comes to the
eventual consequence of such a
tourism boom. As one tourism expert
has put it, “Tourism is like fire; it can
cook your meal but it can also burn
your house down.”

Controlling the Fire
Preventing the fire of tourism from

getting out of control is the biggest
challenge facing the industry today be-
cause popular destinations around the
world are being literally “loved to
death.” Diving is an excellent example
of how tourism has changed in recent
years. It has been estimated that, to-
day, twice as much money is spent on
dive travel than on scuba diving equip-
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Much of marine tourism relies on healthy
coral reefs and associated ecosystems.
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Most divers want to be responsible travelers but don’t
always know how. Below is a list of guidelines adapted
from several sources, including Australia’s Cooperative
Research Center for Sustainable Tourism at Griffith Uni-
versity (“Green Guide to Scuba Diving: Best Practice En-
vironmental Management for Scuba Diving Tours”), the
Pacific Asia Travel Association (based on its “Green Leaf
Questionnaire”) and the Coral Reef Alliance (CORAL).

When using these guidelines it’s important to under-
stand that there’s probably not a single dive operator on
this planet that can meet all of them. It’s nearly impos-
sible. And those businesses that strive to become more
sustainable often face a lengthy, expensive and difficult
process. So use these guidelines as just that: a guide.

What measures does the operator take before clients
arrive to help protect their environment and ensure a
better visitor experience?

Does the operator encourage visitors to learn about
the geography, culture and ecology of dive destinations
to be visited prior to leaving home? 

Does the operator provide pretrip information about
the destination’s environment, local customs and
proper dive etiquette to all clients? 

Does the operator design tours to enhance clients’
awareness and understanding of the coral reef ecosys-
tems that will be visited? 

Does the operator seek local perspectives in plan-
ning tours and interpretive programs? 

How environmentally conscious is the dive operation?
Does the operator respect all local guidelines, laws,

regulations and customs; and strongly encourage
clients to do the same? 

Does the operator hire local dive guides and dive-
masters where possible and appropriate? 

Does the operator design tours or courses to help
clients appreciate and understand the environments
and ecosystems they visit?

Does the operator provide training for their staff to
ensure that they understand the ecology of the areas
visited so they can teach clients how to appreciate the
environment and minimize their effect on dive sites?

Does the operator support local marine conserva-
tion efforts?

Is the operator certified by any independent organi-
zation that assesses and/or monitors the environmen-
tal sustainability of their operation?

What does an environmentally responsible operator do
before divers ever hit the water?

Does the operator provide clients with educational
materials to help them learn about and respect under-
water environments?

Does the operator check to see if all divers are
weighted correctly, and make any corrections (in-wa-
ter adjustments done away from coral)?

Does the operator give clients a predive briefing
stressing the importance of awareness and conserva-
tion and low-impact diving, such as maintaining neutral
buoyancy; maintaining control of fins, gauges and ac-
cessories; no touching, standing on or collecting coral;
no feeding or handling fish and other living organisms;
and abiding by any fish and game regulations?

How well does the operation manage its local environ-
ment and dive sites?

Does the operator make provisions to dispose of
sewage in a way that does not affect the nutrient bal-
ance of the reef ecosystem?

Does the operator make provisions for disposal of
harmful substances, such as depleted batteries, chem-
icals used for film processing and used engine oil? 

Does the operator maintain engines well to avoid re-
lease of petroleum products into the water, and are
there containment provisions if releases do occur?

Does the operator install or use permanent mooring
buoys where needed (or drift dive rather than anchor)?

How to
Do the Right Thing: Evaluating a Dive Operator’s 

Commitment to Sustainable Tourism
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ment. For many divers, diving is syn-
onymous with travel; it’s often a big
motivator for someone interested in
becoming, and remaining, a diver. So
whether your interests lie in the voca-
tion or avocation of diving, we all
have much to lose if tourism does, in
fact, burn down the house. 

But really, how is diving at risk
when it comes to the tourism jugger-
naut? It’s been well established that
marine tourism is one of the fastest
growing sectors in the industry (ac-
counting for 85 percent of all tourism
according to one source). Further-
more, as a major share of marine
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If moorings are used, does the
operator help maintain them?

If anchoring is necessary, does
the operator do so in a way that
avoids reef damage? And once on
site, does a staff member confirm
that the anchor is in a suitable
place and properly secured to
avoid damage?

Does the operator limit group
size to make sure that divemas-
ters can monitor all clients and
prevent overuse, or rotate dive
sites to avoid overuse?

General Considerations 
Does the operator encourage

visitors to participate in local con-
servation efforts? 

Does the operator inform visi-
tors of how they can make dona-
tions or give other support to the
local community or environmental
conservation? 

Does the operator work with
local authorities to minimize the
environmental impact of visi-
tors, particularly in marine pro-
tected areas? 

Does the operator support local
businesses and service providers
as much as possible? 

Does the operator encourage
visitors to buy authentic arts and
crafts of local artisans, and to
purchase other products and ser-
vices that benefit the local econ-
omy but do not harm or deplete
natural resources? 



tourism takes place in the tropics —
and what draws folks there is the envi-
ronment — it doesn’t take a genius to
realize that much of marine tourism is
dependent upon healthy coral reefs
and associated ecosystems. And
there’s no segment of tourism more
highly dependent on the continued ex-
istence of healthy coral reefs than div-
ing. After all, diving and coral reefs go
together like hot dogs and baseball.

While tourism isn’t even close to
the primary reason for the demise of
Earth’s coral reefs — destructive fish-
ing practices, urbanization and pollu-
tion are far bigger problems —
tourism does play a role. (For a more
complete review of the problems fac-
ing coral reefs, see “Sudden Impact:
The Story of Diving and Coral Reefs”
Dive Training, April 2005.) However,
the reason reefs at popular dive desti-
nations are in trouble isn’t from what
you might assume, or have been led to
believe. When talk turns to how coral
reefs are degraded at popular tourist
sites, divers are often viewed as the
culprits. After all, our high visibility
and close association with coral reefs
makes us easy targets. However, the
reality is very different. Absolutely,
anchors as well as clumsy and careless
divers do take a toll on our beloved
reefs, but these problems pale in com-
parison with other destructive factors. 

A friend of mine once summed up
the problem very nicely. “A diver,” he
said, “does more damage to a coral
reef by flushing the toilet in his hotel
room than he’ll ever do by diving on
one.” It was a glib but astute insight
into the real problem. From a tourism
perspective, the concern is less about
direct damage from recreation activi-
ties like diving and boating, and more
about the indirect threats from the in-
frastructure needed to support tourism.
Every tourist needs a place to eat,
sleep and go to the bathroom. They
also prefer that these facilities be very
near or, ideally, on the water. In addi-
tion, every tourist demands the facili-
ties and services that make tourism
possible like beaches, docks and mari-

nas. These all add to the eutrophica-
tion, pollution and sedimentation
problems already threatening reefs
from local population pressure (a pop-
ulation pressure that’s sometimes dri-
ven by tourism). And considering that
on small islands, tourists can some-
times outnumber the local resident

population, it’s easy to understand the
validity of my friend’s “flushing the
toilet” comment.

While the environmental conse-
quences of tourism are often obvious
— at least for those willing to take a
closer look — there are other not-so-
obvious results that involve people.
Clearly, the consequences of a rapidly
expanding tourism industry have, at
many destinations, been as detrimental
to societies as it has to the physical en-
vironment. For instance, in hosts of de-

There’s 
no segment 
of tourism

more highly
dependent

on the 
continued 
existence 

of healthy
coral reefs

than diving.
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veloping countries, job opportunities
from tourism development have en-
couraged the migration of people to
tourism centers, often disrupting tradi-
tional ways of life. Already some com-
munities and cultures have been
affected by a booming tourism trade.
This social upheaval can lead to prob-
lems with crime, pollution and a gen-
eral erosion in the fabric of society.
Ironically, this can lead to the decline in
the appeal of a destination because it
no longer feels “authentic” to travelers. 

This phenomenon is, in fact, so com-
mon and well-studied that it even has a
name: the Tourism Area Life Cycle
(TALC). Pioneered by a tourism profes-
sor from Scotland, Dr. Richard Butler,
more than a quarter-century ago, the
TALC concept views tourism as a dy-
namic process in which destinations go
through predictable successive stages.
The cycle starts when a relatively unde-
veloped location attracts a few adven-
turous tourists seeking pristine nature
and indigenous cultures. Then, as tour
operators and related businesses recog-
nize the market potential of the location,
the local tourism industry rapidly ex-
pands and develops. However, the
changed nature of the now “discovered”
destination causes the type of tourists
who were initially attracted by the un-
developed nature of the location to
move on to other destinations that re-
main undeveloped and pristine; and the
cycle is repeated. 

A New Kind of Tourism
The problem is that undiscovered

tourism destinations, regardless of
what some brochures may tell you,
are not unlimited. Tourism has be-
come so big that we could literally
run out of truly pristine locations. So,
without the option of creating more
places on earth, the only reasonable
alternative is doing the business of
tourism in a different way; and that’s
exactly what’s beginning to happen
all around the world. Tourism, along
with the tourists, is changing. So,
let’s look at how.

Traditionally, the reason for travel
has been to rest and relax. In the ma-
rine sector, this emphasis on leisure is
referred to as “sun, sea and sand”
tourism. This describes the bulk of
marine tourists, and probably always
will. But over the past few decades
there have been some significant
changes. Increasingly, tourists want
more from their holiday than a suntan
and souvenirs. These more intrepid
travelers — I’ll no longer call them
tourists — want a closer and more ex-
periential encounter with the destina-
tion they visit than lying on the beach
during the day and partying at night.
For many, the primary motivation for
selecting a destination is not the qual-
ity of its beaches, golf courses or of
nightlife, but its relatively undisturbed
wildlife and culture. Clearly, as the
quality of the underwater environment
has always been the primary selection
criteria for divers, we have long been
in the vanguard of this group that’s
now been dubbed the “experiential na-
ture-based traveler.” To this type of
traveler a walled, all-inclusive resort
with the nightly buffet and stage show
is anathema.

Depending on the niche, this seg-
ment of tourism has been estimated to
be growing at from 10 percent to 30
percent faster than tourism in general;
and it has hardly gone unnoticed by
many of the larger sectors of the travel
industry. It has already led to massive
changes in the products travelers now
want, and what destinations now offer. 

Initial attempts to meet the needs of
these new travelers led to the develop-
ment of the booming eco-tourism in-
dustry. From this evolved the idea that
travel should not only serve the tourist
but the destination and its inhabitants
as well. As eco-tourism became more
mainstream — and in some cases bas-
tardized — newer, more authentic di-
rections were explored, and the
market segmented into many more
specialized sectors and activities.
Then, with the growing recognition of
the declining state of Earth’s environ-
ment, many in tourism began to real-
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ize that making tourism more ac-
countable to both the local environ-
ment and residents could no longer be
just a specialized endeavor targeted to
“tree-huggers.” All forms of tourism
should become part of the solution,
and not part of the problem. From this
movement was born the idea of “re-
sponsible tourism,” or what’s become
better know as “sustainable tourism”
— an off-shoot of the growing con-
cern for sustainable development.

But what exactly does sustainable
tourism really mean? While arguments
rage among the experts in the field,
one of the best functional definitions
has been offered by folks involved in
modern international tourism since its
inception: Caribbean islanders. Ac-
cording to the Organization of Eastern
Caribbean States, sustainable tourism
is defined as “the optimal use of nat-

ural and cultural resources for na-
tional development on an equitable
and self-sustaining basis to provide a
unique visitor experience and an im-
proved quality of life through part-
nership among government, the
private sector and communities.” Im-
portantly, this definition recognizes
that tourism isn’t just an economic
activity. As it has both environmental
and cultural consequences, so too
must it take into account, and be re-
sponsible for, its effects. 

In general, sustainable tourism has
six underlying goals. These include
minimizing environmental impacts;
improving local contribution to sus-
tainable development; protecting the
quality of the environment by main-
taining biological diversity and ecosys-
tem function; minimizing the use of
nonrenewable resources; ensuring cul-

tural integrity, local ownership and so-
cial cohesion of the community; and
last, but certainly not least, providing a
high-quality experience for tourists.

Today, savvy tourism operators try-
ing to cater to the new more environ-
mentally and socially conscious
traveler have a daunting task. No
longer can they be satisfied by having
the nicest hotel and restaurant, or best
beach, or even the most exciting tours.
Many travelers today — a majority of
Europe and a fast-growing number
from the United States, according to
recent surveys — are just as or more
concerned with other issues. A long
list of guidelines and best practices
and resources have evolved over the
past decade or so and some — along
with a few of the organizations that
have developed them — are contained
in the accompanying sidebars.
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Tourism isn’t just an economic activity.
It also has environmental and cultural 
components — and consequences.
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What You Can Do
My experience has been that divers are

a special breed. The most serious among
us are anything but tourists; we’re travel-
ers. We take very seriously our responsi-
bility to protect the environments we
visit, and increasingly recognize that our
travel demands are sometimes placing
undue stress on local societies and cul-
tures. So what we can do to help ensure
that operators and destinations hear our
wishes loud and clear to make tourism
more sustainable is simple: Vote with our
wallets. When making your choice of
what destination and operator to patron-
ize, take a few minutes to consider not
only what you might “get for your dol-
lar,” but how that destination or operator
does business, and reward those who are
doing it right. In that way, you can be-
come part of the solution and help drive
a process that will make tourism a posi-
tive force for change. Let’s use the fire
that we helped ignite to cook our meal,
not burn our house down.
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Resources
“Tourism Impacts on Coral Reefs:
Increasing Awareness in the
Tourism Sector,”
by Tom Van’t Hof; 
available as a free download at
www.cep.unep.org/
programmes/spaw/icran/tourism
%201.PDF

“A Practical Guide to 
Good Practice: Managing 
Environmental Impacts in the 
Marine Recreation Sector,”
available as a free download from
www.coralreefalliance.org/
index.php?option=com_content&
task=view&id=26&Itemid=67

Programs 
That Support 

Sustainable Tourism

Sustainable Travel International
www.sustainabletravelinterna-
tional.org/

Project AWARE Go ECO
www.projectaware.org/
americas/english/ecotourism.asp

The Coral Reef Alliance
Guidelines for Marine Tourism
http://www.coralreefalliance.org/
index.php?option=com_content&
task=view&id=63&Itemid=124
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