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Abstract

Tourism is constantly undergoing change and in recent years one of the most
significant characteristics of that change has been the move towards sustainable
forms of tourism. This paper discusses the issues involved in moving tourism
towards sustainability, arguing that a destination specific approach is essential
and that local involvement in deciding what are sustainable tourism objectives
is equally important. The paper then discusses Issues relating to carrying
capacity in tourism destinations and the links between this concept and
sustainability. It then examines the problem of identifying indicators of
movement towards or away from sustainability and how these can be selected
and implemented at the destination level. An example of such a process is
discussed and the lessons that can be drawn from this case are reviewed. The
paper concludes with a re-emphasis of the importance of tackling movement
towards sustainability at the destination or local level.
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SUSTAINABLE TOURISM

It is likely that there is no subject which has attracted as much attention in the last
two decades as sustainable development. The term sustainability first achieved
prominence in the World Conservation Strategy [1], and led directly to the concept of

A The basic statments of this paper were presented at International Conference on Tourism and
Transition, University of Split, Faculty of Tourism and Foreign Trade, Dubrovnik, Croatia,
November 22-24, 2000.

2y Author’s translation and proff-reading into English.
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sustainable development. From its first annunciation in 1987 in the report of the
Brundtland Commission, Our Common Future, [2] that concept has received widespread
support from political, economic and environmental quarters and succeeded in uniting
these very separate viewpoints in general agreement over adoption of the principles of
the concept. It has become very clear, however, that this support is more often in
principle than in practice, and that implementation of these principles has generally been
slow to materialise. A large number of conferences, often at the highest level, such as
the Rio Summit, have taken place and innumerable reports and publications have since
appeared, espousing the principles and arguing for their application in all aspects of life.
Tourism has been seen as highly suitable for receiving the application of the principles
of sustainable tourism, often because it is generally, but inaccurately argued that tourism
is dependent on a pristine natural environment for its success and can therefore benefit
greatly from sustainable development [3]. While some forms of tourism do indeed need
a high quality natural environment, other forms of tourism such as cultural and urban
tourism rely on other attractions to draw people to those destinations.

There can be little argument that the application of the principles of sustainable
development make excellent sense in a world which at times seems bent on exhausting
or ruining its natural resources with scant regard for the consequences of such action or
of the well-being quickly of future generations. The adoption of these principles in the
context of tourism development is equally sensible and desirable. The acceptance, and
even the implementation of such a philosophy, however, does not mean that tourism
destinations and resources would not still face problems from many of the impacts
which they currently experience. Sustainable development and, in the tourism context,
sustainable tourism, does not mean that impacts will not occur. Rather, the concept
means that impacts which do occur will not threaten the permanent well-being of the
environment in which they take place [4]. Change as a result of development is almost
always inevitable, indeed, economic change at least is often a highly desired occurrence
and frequently the basic reason for the development of tourism in the first place. Impact
or change in the environmental and social/cultural aspects of destinations is also highly
likely, if not certain. The key is to ensure as far as possible, that any change or impacts
which do occur are of the right type, i.e., positive impacts, and when negative impacts
occur, that they are minimised and controlled to the greatest degree possible.

It is important to understand, however, that sustainable tourism, by itself, does
not necessarily imply fewer negative impacts nor more positive impacts in absolute
terms. The goals of sustainable tourism, if achieved, should have the effect of reducing
the level of negative impacts such that their effect will not be permanent or threaten the
survival of the environments affected, and ensuring that the positive impacts will be felt
by local communities and populations, as well as at a national level. There are, however,
certain issues which have to be acknowledged and resolved. Many authors (see, for
example, [5], [6], [7], [8] ) have noted that the treatment of sustainable development and
sustainable tourism has often been overly simplistic and assumptions about adoption and
implementation naive and incorrect.
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Sustainable development is a global concept, and when examined closely, it is
clear that this implies that complete achievability is only possible at the global level. To
expect to achieve sustainability at the sectoral level is inappropriate and unrealistic, as
individual sectors can never achieve true sustainability or sustainable development in
isolation from other sectors and the global environment. Sustainability can be thought of
at the sectoral level only in terms of achievement of a degree of sustainability. In the :
context of tourism this could be both at the general industry level and for specific
destinations. The argument put forward in this paper is that completely sustainable
tourism cannot be achieved unless the global environment as a whole and all of its
sectors have also achieved complete sustainability. In the same vein, to describe
individual operations or developments as being sustainable, in the context of tourism or
any other sector, is almost inevitably inaccurate and misleading. A tourism enterprise
cannot be sustainable on its own because it is too dependent on, and inter-related to,
other sectors. One obvious example of this misconception is what are called sustainable
ecotourism lodges. While such an enterprise itself may follow closely sustainable
principles in its operation, it is highly unlikely that it does not involve inputs from other
sectors, not all of which are likely to completely sustainable. In particular, its marketing
and promotion will almost certainly involve unsustainable elements, such as energy,
even if marketing is done on the world wide web only and uses no paper and ink. Most
importantly, perhaps, visitors to such an enterprise will almost certainly use
transportation which is not sustainable, particularly if they are coming from long
distances away. Thus while the local operation of the enterprise may be along
sustainable principles, the enterprise itself cannot be accurately called a sustainable
operation in the true sense of the term. Furthermore, as sustainable development is a
concept which involves operation in the appropriate manner over a long time scale, it
would be necessary to wait many more years before any specific enterprise could be
definitively stated to be sustainable.

CARRYING CAPACITY AND SUSTAINABLE TOURISM
DEVELOPMENT

The concept of sustainable development has, at its core, the principle of living
and operating with the limits of the environment (destination) in which development is
taking place, in other words, maintaining use at or below the level of the carrying
capacity of that destination. In the fields of recreation and tourism there has been
considerable research on carrying capacity and its application to visitor destinations.
One of the approaches to dealing with overuse and undesirable impacts has been the
identification of carrying capacity limits, on the assumption that determining the ability
of an area to withstand use without irreparable damage or change allows managers to
maximise potential without ruining the basic capital or reserves of the area. This is a
basic ecological concept and has its origins in animal husbandry, with attempts to
answer the critical question of how many grazing animals could an area tolerate before it
was overtaxed and its ability to regenerate its resources destroyed. In the 1960s this

93



EKON. MISAO PRAKSA DBK. GOD. X. (2001) BR. 1. (91-103) Butler, W. R.: DETERMINING THE.

concept was first applied to extensive recreation and tourist areas which were beginning
to experience overuse with resulting negative impacts on vegetation and wildlife [9]
Three key findings emerged. First, there is rarely, if ever, a single specific number of
visitors which can be identified as the carrying capacity limit because impacts vary with
visitor behaviour. Second, any levels of use which could be identified as critical were
rarely transportable to other areas because of variations in environmental as well as
visitor characteristics. Third, unlike the agricultural situation, there was an additional
and much more problematic element in the equation, namely, visitor perceptions of the
quality of the experience. Thus from overly simplistic early estimates of maximum
numbers, attention shifted to meeting visitor preferences and management capabilities,
and concepts such as the Limits of Acceptable Change [10] became popular alternatives
approaches for the management of specific areas.

In the context of tourism areas, compared to extensive recreation areas, however,
carrying capacity has been inadequately studied and almost universally ignored, despite
early efforts in the 1960s [11]. Two additional problems make the use of the carrying
capacity concept even more difficult in the context of tourism. First, there is normally a
resident population in most tourism destinations, and this population has its own, often
quite separate and often divided, opinions on acceptable capacity limits in terms of
tourist numbers and impacts. Second, despite the common use of the term ‘tourism
management’, there is in reality, very little management of tourism in most tourism
destinations or regions. There is tourism promotion, marketing and development, but
once established, very little specific management of tourists or tourism. This is a
reflection on the nature of tourism, which is primarily a private sector operation
involving very large numbers of mostly small and medium sized operators, with little
overall control being capable of being exerted by any body, other than normal planning
and other regulations that apply to most forms of economic activity. Thus to even
determine, let alone apply, carrying capacity limits in most tourism destinations is next
to impossible because of the mix of tourists, the nature of the industry, the mix of local
opinions and desires, and the lack of overall control of tourism. Only in a very few
places, normally at the specific community level, have limits or controls on tourist
numbers been implemented. Potential loss of tourism receipts (and with that a decline in
employment and tax revenue) from smaller numbers of visitors, either because of
specific controls on numbers or fear of tourism rejection of the destination because of
the imposition of limits on numbers, has prevented most destinations identifying and
imposing carrying capacity limits. Without such limits, the reality is that successful
handling of impacts is highly unlikely and significant movement towards sustainability
limited at best.

An additional major problem which has to be faced in the context of dealing with
the impacts of tourism is that much planning for development is undertaken at the
national or regional levels, and reality is that these are rarely appropriate levels at which
to examine or control the impacts of tourism. It is almost impossible to identify impacts
and elements such as carrying capacity at a national or regional level, where boundaries
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