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CAN SUSTAINABILITY BE QUESTIONED?
Summary
In the last two decades, the literature on tourism has dealt extensively with the concept of sustainability. The large majority of this body of academic work on sustainability has had overwhelmingly positive tones. It is only very recently that different undercurrents have occurred and they have inspired this paper. The idea of sustainability has long featured in the literature of general economics. It has appeared in different contexts but with broad common ground. It seems that the main question is: “Whose sustainability is dominant?” The paper presented here discusses a sub-question: “Can we argue with certainty that establishing any sustainable state will benefit all parties in the process?”
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Introduction

During a coffee break at one of the many tourism conferences that I have attended, a colleague asked why there was so much discussion about something that was clearly so self-evident, like sustainable development. The question was asked within the tourism context but it implied the idea of sustainability in general. At first I agreed with him, but when one starts studying the idea of sustainability more deeply and when one looks at even a small part of thousands of pages on sustainable development in general, and on sustainable development in tourism more specifically, the idea begins no longer to be quite so self-evident. The study of sustainability goes on raising issues, and the idea becomes “a tricky question”, as the British would say. Thus, this paper begins with the statement that theory has not yet completely explained the phenomenon of sustainable development, including that of tourism. I am aware that by saying this I risk criticism from those who understand everything about the theory of tourism, or from those who understand what others (including myself) do not completely understand. 

While the concept of sustainable development is well established in international practice, and while the positions it promotes have been mostly applauded, and although the process that has emerged from its principles has been going on for a long time, almost every discussion on the topic seems to start from the beginning, from defining the basic paradigm of sustainable development. This inextricably links tourism to sustainable development. However, why is there this constant returning to the roots of the very phenomenon? The only reasonable answer seems to be that the very paradigm is not sufficiently clear and can be interpreted differently, which means that it is incomplete or defective in certain ways. At the present stage of tourism development – and tourism is taken as an example of sustainable development par excellence – only general statements about the needs of tourism have been put forward, i.e. to preserve the natural resources and all the other essential resources of tourism. Thus, the idea of sustainable tourism development is far from being generally accepted, let alone implemented in practice.   

The concept which uses the root word “sustain” is not new to economic literature. Decades ago it was used by the famous economic theoretician Alfred Marshall, who used the term “sustained economy”. However, the terms sustained growth and sustainable development, for example, have to be clearly differentiated since wrongly interpreting them, or even equating them, makes it impossible to understand each of these terms individually. 
Theoretical background

There is no need to argue about the usefulness of the idea that mankind should preserve its resources for future generations, wherever and whenever possible. This is the main tenant of sustainability and there can be no objection to it. This pronounced consideration of the environment was born in environments where pollution in certain areas had reached such levels that the natural environment had been temporarily endangered or even devastated. The report “Our Common Future”, also known as the Brundtland Report, published in 1987, defined sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. This general attitude has been universally accepted, but further elaboration of the main thesis has proven much more problematic. The question arose immediately of how to achieve economic development, particularly growth, including tourism development and tourism growth, while observing the requirements referred to in the given definition. Every development, particularly economic development, inevitably brings into the environment adverse factors which can, and often do, have a negative impact on the “carrying capacity” of the environment (sea, water, soil, air, biosphere, etc.).  That is why the concept of sustainable development was to be expanded by further explanations from which it can be inferred that preservation need not be understood literally as an unconditional call for halting and preventing development in a certain natural environment, as some were inclined to argue. The expansion of the sustainability concept was supposed to signify that development should be governed by, among other factors, the principles of environmental protection, meaning that all activities that have the necessary conditions to develop in a given area should indeed be carried out, but without harming and endangering the right of other species to live and develop. This means that sustainability is the capacity for a living entity – either a biological one or a social one – or for a process to co-produce, preserve itself, reproduce and renew itself. In other words, it can be said that sustainable development is a concept that seeks to improve the quality of life by combining economic development, environmental protection and social responsibility.
This extended definition of sustainable development, and the final, short one, are acceptable for tourism, but the question is whether such definitions have any operational value. Theoreticians of tourism have attempted to solve the problem by introducing a relatively new concept of “carrying capacity”, although it has been clear from the beginning that the optimal value of this capacity cannot (always) be quantified.  Another solution proposed by theoreticians is a relatively simple one: to single out only the most valuable localities, outstanding locations and landscapes and very fragile natural entities and preserve them through the strictest protection measures, including bans on any human activity in such environments, including tourism activities. These are not new proposals and they have already resulted in various forms and types of environmental protection, ranging from simple forms of protection to national parks as the highest level of protection of a natural entity. The third, simplified definition says that sustainability is “what we do and how we do it”.

Sustainable development is more often than not defended on “ideological grounds”.  “If, as we are led to believe, tourism is the world’s largest industry, then we should remember that it is a world driven by avarice, greed, self-interest. ‘A much wants more, what’s in it for me, now mentality’”, says Brian Wheeller (2005). He is trying to be as direct as possible when he states that the capitalist world does not recognise any other value but its own (financial) interest. Without further elaboration, I would like to pose a counter-question: Is it not true that all parties in the equation of sustainable development want to achieve their own interest? The advocates of sustainability will even counter this question by saying that although this is true, another truth is that within the paradigm of sustainable development such particular interests will not be realised at the expense of other interests.  What happens if it is not possible to strike this balance, not necessarily from the profit-making perspective, but for purely objective reasons? If, for example, we want to build a small marina and create jobs for a local community, provide a means of living for several local families, it is nonetheless difficult to imagine that such a construction would not devastate a part of the seabed in the location. Is this then sustainable development, and for whom is it sustainable?      


Sustainable tourism or sustainable tourism development is not a market niche, but the principle of sustainability applied to all tourism activities manifested in diverse forms, ranging from a business trip, a visit to a historical place or an event, to bird-watching, lying on a sandy beach or a diving excursion. This brings us to the next and very important question about the systematic planning and development of a destination: without a vision, without a development vision which keeps to the principles of sustainability, it is not possible to plan sustainable tourism development. Vision, in tourism as well, is by definition not a short-term concept. Besides, the idea of sustainable development, and particularly its process, is based on understanding the long-term relations within a certain space. Consequently, the concept of biodiversity, among other concepts, has gained in importance, not only as a tool for seeing the relationships in an area, but also as an instrument for recognising the objective opportunities on which the development vision (of tourism in a destination) needs to be based. 
Tourism more than welcomes even the basic principles of sustainable development, since tourism is the only activity which, by preserving the natural environment, preserves its material basis, without which it cannot develop.  Human needs in tourism are largely met in an unspoilt and unpolluted natural environment, in the protected world of flora and fauna. The same protection is required for another important tourism factor: the cultural and historical heritage. The necessary infrastructure raises certain problems in putting these tourism-related principles into operation, since without the infrastructure even the richest, the most attractive and best preserved localities cannot survive in tourism.  Some old urban sites, like Dubrovnik, Korčula or Trogir, are undoubtedly exquisite cultural and historical localities, but it does not automatically imply that they are outstanding tourism destinations. They become such only after adequate infrastructural and suprastructural facilities have been built. Many dilemmas and theoretical and practical issues remain unresolved in this area, particularly in how to reach the set targets of sustainable development in practice.  
Certain problems in providing arguments for sustainable tourism development stem from the examples given in the literature. These examples are taken from developing environments, from areas of limited physical scope (for example, small Pacific islands), or from areas with a sparse population or from uninhabited areas, where putting a system of sustainable development into operation is much simpler. For these reasons, such examples are weak proof, particularly on the global scale, and generalisations should not be derived from them. These examples do not offer credible explanations of a concept of sustainable tourism development, particularly not in the sphere of implementing its principles in other environments around the globe. The UNDP offers the cases of Nepal, Guyana, Costa Rica, Papua New Guinea, Madagascar, Namibia, Kenya, Peru and other countries as valid examples where the criteria of sustainable development have been implemented. This shows that experts themselves hesitate to use the concept of sustainable development in economically more developed environments which have, to some extent, already “usurped” smaller or larger areas of the natural environment for the work and settlement of the local population.  
In modern international tourism, no spectacularly good global examples of sustainable tourism have appeared so far. However, at a micro level, at the level of smaller spatial entities and localities, there are numerous good examples, including the EAST project
 in Jamaica, The Green Business Scheme
 in Scotland, the Waitomo adventure programmes in New Zealand, Vias Verdes
 in Spain, the wine routes projects in Austria, the Heritage Trails
 in Dolenska, Slovenia, village tours in Cyprus,
 and so on.
          Theoretical explanations are put forward today which aim to weaken or marginalise objections to the concept of sustainable development and make these objections less credible. This relates to the field of tourism as well. These explanations introduce the ideas of ecological, social, economic and cultural sustainability. However, the term sustainability mostly refers to ecological sustainability which demands that all other objectives be subordinated to the ecological ones. Is this acceptable? I am afraid we still do not have adequate ideas or arguments to agree on this. There is no Mediterranean country which would not give priority to developing its coastal regions. After the introduction of the term “marine environment”, and following the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea of 1982, it has been accepted that there is a definite and clear interdependence between the sea and coastal areas.  This provided a legal framework for the international planning and managing of these regions as the task for all Mediterranean countries.  Other countries outside the Mediterranean have adopted similar approaches to managing their coastal areas. A good example is Wales.
 On the initiative of the Welsh Parliament, the Government and all the ministries of Wales, as well as the Wales Tourist Board, were given responsibility to apply the common principles of sustainability and to work according to these principles, on the basis of the Government of Wales Act of 1998.  
It is difficult to oppose the concept of sustainable development today, since everybody is on its side. Why would anybody willingly expose himself or herself to criticism and frustrations in the midst of the almost universal euphoria about sustainable development? Why would anybody risk having all his or her opinions ignored, even those that are not controversial, just because of a different approach to development? However, the attitudes put forward in this paper are founded on wide academic experience and a background in the practical planning of tourism development. The experience of the author has been that whenever experts from other areas have been consulted in tourism planning, they have never been ready to accept criticism or to compromise. This is how the very idea of sustainability was bound to fail, since everyone wants the criteria of sustainability to apply only to one field, their own, thus bypassing the basic rule which says that there is no sustainability without “sacrifices” of all parties in the process of sustainable development. Another and very serious question is how far these “sacrifices” can go, since they have a rational and economic limit. If, for example, bear habitats are protected on Učka Mountain, then the further development of the local population on the narrow maritime belt below Učka Mountain will certainly be halted. This narrow coastal belt has no other possibility for development other than to “conquer” the slopes of Učka. Examples like this abound in Croatia and elsewhere. We therefore come to the basic question of the concept of sustainable development as defined by British tourism theoreticians: “Who is sustainable and for whom?” 
The issues of preserving and protecting biodiversity, or even conserving it, which are becoming increasingly popular today, belong to the same category. They form another general issue of sustainable development. The two concepts are often intertwined, as are the problems faced in their implementation. 
Conclusion
The concept of sustainability, particularly in the field of tourism, still needs an adequate definition to clearly define the relation between two or more sides that are or should be in a state of sustainability. The idea of sustainability surely goes beyond environmental protection. The basic question is who is sustainable and what their intentions are regarding other entities in the same space.  Sustainability is an important idea in the theory of tourism development, since it is rarely the case that resources in a certain space allow for and ensure the development of only one activity – tourism. Relying on a single economic activity is certainly not to be recommended, and insisting on the domination of only one economic sector, regardless of its development potential, is not, nor can it be, a desirable development criterion. 
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