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A SUSTAINABLE TOURISM MANAGEMENT MODEL FOR HONG KONG

For most countries in the Asian region, tourism just happened over the last few decades. Cruise companies built better ships, airline manufacturers built planes that would fly further and more economically and travel companies bought the ships and planes and decided to make money by promoting the opportunities of travel to the general public. Visitors arrived from foreign countries without much real thought being given by the host country to the impacts, the benefits, and the opportunities that this tourism and travel would bring.

To a large extent, most countries were a bit like the second and third monkeys – watching what was happening and wondering what was happening.

In this region, international tourism is really only about 35 years old at most. The early seventies saw the introduction of the Boeing 747 and international travel became affordable for the first time for hundreds of millions of people around the world. Many countries in Asia became available to these travelers.

Host countries of course welcomed the arrival of modern air services to and from their major airports. It was a sign of maturity for a country and a mark of pride. It was also an opportunity for the development of an international airline to fly a nation’s flag around the globe. 

Some countries such as Hong Kong had been a hub for people from all over the world for much longer than this. However, most of those visitors travelled for trade and there weren’t many travelling at any one time. Few if any travelled for a holiday. How different it is today.


During the seventies and eighties, tourism as we know it had well and truly arrived in this region and still no one was really on top of it. Governments did not have suitable legislation and regulations in place to manage it and the tourism industry was flat-out coping with the opportunities to be concerned by other issues. Everyone except the airlines and some travel companies was reacting to this visitor demand and we’ve been playing catch up ever since.

As countries realised that people wanted to visit and share local experiences, they became more pro-active and successful in marketing and promotion of their products and services. Tourism operators and suppliers banded together under the guise of a local tourism industry and lobbied for more supportive and conducive government policies to improve their abilities to attract and service visitors.

Twenty-two million people from other countries came to Hong Kong last year, with almost twenty-five percent of them from mainland China. Most of them came for a holiday. Some would say that this is really just another form of trade. Instead of coming to buy tea or rice by the ship-load, visitors are coming today to buy electrical goods and food and cultural experiences by the plane-load. The major export of Hong Kong today is the Hong Kong experience and people are prepared to pay good money for this.

In the early nineties, government and industry realised that this thing called tourism was not only an increasingly important economic force, but that there were other less desirable impacts from the influx of all these visitors and the supply of services and infrastructure that had occurred to meet the visitor demand.

The term “sustainable tourism” was borne and initially bandied about by conservationists and others, almost as a criticism of what tourism had become.

Of course, in the early nineties, not many people in government or industry in any country were fully aware of exactly what the impacts of tourism were – positive or negative. Because tourism was not a real industry, such as agriculture or manufacturing or transport, it was not measured by governments. Politicians did not receive any official information or statistics as to what proportion of a country’s GDP or employment was the direct result of tourism. It was not possible to compare tourism with traditional industries.

As for negative impacts from tourism, there were few if any systems for measuring the costs and the additional strains on public infrastructure such as roads, water, power supply and waste disposal. There was even less awareness of the effects of tourism on sensitive natural areas such as national parks, and waterways. There were few if any regulations governing the development of infrastructure on fragile coastal areas and in marine environments. And who was going to listen to communities complaining about the loss of local cultures, dance and music as their villages were transformed into tourism destinations for visitors?

It is not really surprising that we find ourselves here today still trying to grapple with the issues of sustainability for tourism. A lot has happened in the last 35 years and the rate of growth in tourism has been outstanding. Planning, the development of legislation and regulations, and the overall management of tourism have not been as outstanding. 

There is now a much greater general awareness of these issues and there is recognition across the region from most countries of the need to be more proactive in managing tourism in a sustainable manner. Even in those countries where the absence of systems still does not allow the impacts to be measured, there is a realisation that strategies need to be developed to address problems as soon as possible, if they are to prosper from tourism in the longer term.

But what if they don’t?

Tourism is going to double in this region in the next 20 years or so. Professor Haiyan Song and Dr. Bauer will speak to you this afternoon on the tourism demand in 2025 and what will be required for sustainability. But you can be assured that unless there is real commitment from government and industry to manage tourism more sustainably in the meantime – and to start this process soon, it will not be a happy experience sitting here in 20 years time having a seminar on this same topic.

Much has been written on tourism sustainability. There must have been thousands of books and papers from academics around the world published on this subject in the last twelve to fifteen years. Unfortunately this has not translated into policies and management practices to the degree necessary. 

What exactly does sustainable tourism mean? The World Tourism Organisation defines it as “Sustainable tourism development meets the needs of present tourists and host regions while protecting and enhancing opportunities for the future. It is envisaged as leading to management of all resources in such a way that economic, social and aesthetic needs can be fulfilled while maintaining cultural integrity, essential ecological processes, biological diversity, and life support systems”. 

Why we are still involved in this thing called tourism? I referred earlier to the fact that tourism just happened and in most cases was unplanned. But today, that is no longer an excuse for inaction or a lack of appreciation of what we want from tourism and what it can deliver.

Tourism is an often misunderstood industry. Many people only see the surface of it – the accommodation, restaurants, tour operators, etc. And at a quick glance, there doesn’t appear to be anything too complicated or important about this compared to the real, serious industries of agriculture, mining, etc. Many, including some politicians, find it difficult to take it seriously. 

This is because they fail to comprehend not only the complexity and breadth of tourism to economies and everyday lives, but they also fail to see its potential for building stronger communities and nations and being a positive force for international peace and understanding of different races, cultures and beliefs. And they fail to understand the enormous capacity for human development that tourism brings – real opportunities for people from all levels of society.

There is no point in developing and promoting tourism if there are no residual economic benefits for local, state and national economies, which then flow on to communities. 

There is no point in just driving tourism for economic benefits if local lifestyles, cultures and heritage are threatened or degraded. Tourism should add infrastructure, services and opportunities that will benefit local communities and improve their quality of life.

There is no point in tourism if the natural environment is destroyed in the process. Tourism operators should be the greatest allies that protected area management agencies have. Tourism organisations should be more concerned than most conservation groups, in the welfare of the natural environment. For without it, there are less unique features to attract visitors to a destination - and through effective partnerships with tourism, there can be greater resources for conservation and an increase in conservation activities and awareness for protected areas.

Not one person here today could put a hand on his or her heart and say that none of these negative impacts are occurring in Hong Kong as a result of tourism (or for any other country in the region for that matter).

I have been tasked today with talking about a sustainable tourism model for Hong Kong. All of my preceding comments are relevant to what this model should be and how it should work. Developing a model is not so complicated. Making it work is much harder. A model for Hong Kong needs to be specific to the issues, opportunities, problems and challenges here. It is not possible to take a complete model from the shelf, dust it off, and implement it.

The most important ingredient for any sustainable tourism model is a commitment – a real commitment - from government and industry to work to improve management of tourism. This is not just talk - not just a few policies at election time; but an on-going and all-embracing effort to tackle the issues that will make a difference and to break down the barriers between government agencies to achieve real results.

When I refer to government commitment, I refer to a whole of government commitment. Tourism Ministries are insufficient on their own to undertake the task. I referred earlier to tourism not being a real industry. It is a bit of just about every industry. In a similar way, tourism is a bit of just about every agency of government. There would be few Ministries where the behavior of visitors did not impact in any way on their portfolio and responsibilities. Unfortunately, because one Ministry is labeled with Tourism, it is often the case that the others then pay lip service to it or ignore it.

Industry must play a role. Besides maintaining pressure on government to provide sufficient resources to achieve what is needed, industry leaders must be prepared to work with government on national task forces and other committees to drive the change process and to maintain the momentum for on-going monitoring and measurement. There is a responsibility for industry to be informed and involved and this will require resources on its part.

Industry is not just the hotels and restaurants. Visitor expenditure flows right through this economy and in the same way that a whole-of-government approach is required, so is a broad, industry approach – representing the different industry sectors which rely directly and indirectly on visitor expenditure.

Many governments have developed sustainable Tourism strategy documents which involved input from all government agencies in their preparation. But in most cases, since these documents were produced and launched with much fanfare, they have sat on shelves, and other Ministries or Departments have gone back to doing their own thing – because that is what they really wanted to do all along. Attitudes and cultures within government need to be changed if this improved management of tourism is going to work – and this change must be driven from the top. 

Too few resources, both financial and human, are provided by governments to undertake this task. Visitors don’t vote, which is why most governments still provide far higher levels of resources to other industries, even though in most cases, they deliver less economic benefits and more negative impacts than tourism.

We all have a job to do to convince government leaders to fully understand this process and the need for a whole-of-government approach to be imbedded into the structure and plans of government. In some countries, where in recent years a Tourism Satellite Account has been developed which provides figures from the treasury or the Ministry of Statistics of exactly how important tourism is to the economy and employment, the government leader now understands the importance of tourism. For many countries that don’t yet have a TSA, there is still much to be done.

So the first and most important step in developing a model for sustainable tourism is for the government of a country to be convinced of the need and the benefits of doing so, and to fully support a new management approach.

Once a real government commitment has been made to manage tourism sustainably, the next steps are fairly logical.

For this region, benchmarking Hong Kong in terms of sustainability would be a good start. There are systems available now which have been developed in recent years that allow such a benchmarking process to be undertaken with some scientific rigor. One of these EarchCheck, which was developed by the Australian Sustainable Tourism Cooperative Research Centre, contains a series of indicators which measure the performance of a destination from an economic, social/cultural and environmental perspective and it can be used to compare a destination with other similar destinations or an ideal destination.

In this way, it is possible to identify which of today’s management systems are working well; which need to be improved; and what new systems and programs need to be introduced to achieve the levels of sustainability that are desired.

Priorities can then be allocated to each issue or problem and a timetable and budget can be prepared for work to be undertaken. Each year, results against targets can be monitored and new priorities set to govern future activities.

This process requires a national task force of very senior government officials from a range of Ministries to take responsibility for the overall management of the strategy; to monitor progress; to determine the priorities and resource requirements and to obtain the budget – in the same way that a Board of Directors functions in a large company.

Specific tasks or issues would then be delegated to individual working groups of officials to develop and implement new management practices.

The tourism industry and academia should be represented on both the national task force and on the individual working groups to provide practical perspectives and scientific input. They also need to be involved to share responsibilities.

There should be a transparent monitoring and reporting process.

The issues that this task force would need to address will vary in each country or in each destination. They will be identified from the benchmarking process and from known problem areas. By way of example, they could include: - new or improved systems for measuring the economic impact of tourism on the economy; systems for measuring visitor expenditure and job creation in regional areas; procedures for improving the profitability of operators and the quality of service and delivery; new training programs for management and staff; development of risk management strategies for Hong Kong as a destination and for individual tourism operators; models for community involvement in planning and tourism operations; options for tourism to provide economic opportunities to maintain the teaching and performances of local dance, music, arts, crafts and languages and the preservation of heritage and history; 

new infrastructure that benefits both visitors and local residents; partnership schemes between national park management agencies and tourism operators; how tourism in natural areas can improve conservation; methodology for identifying site carrying capacities in protected areas; new policies for management of coastal areas and marine environments; provision of water and power in remote areas; waste treatment options for resorts in sensitive areas; - amongst others.

The APEC International Centre for Sustainable Tourism was established by the APEC Tourism Ministers to improve sustainable tourism in the region. AICST is a network of governments, tourism industry associations or councils and universities. 

AICST has developed a framework for assisting countries and destinations in the application of improved sustainable tourism management practices. We call it Total Tourism Management – TTM. TTM is a total approach looking at economic, social/cultural and environmental issues. 

TTM has two main objectives. Firstly to assist a country/destination to improve sustainable tourism management practices and secondly to improve the skills, knowledge and experience of local people in the process. We don’t subscribe to a team of experts flying in, developing a strategy and then flying out again – leaving the local people no wiser or more experienced.

In a TTM approach for Hong Kong for example, we would work with government to select the Task Force members from government, industry and academia, who would take responsibility for the management and implementation of the new Hong Kong tourism management strategy.

We would assist the Task Force in conducting a benchmarking study to determine the current levels of sustainability in Hong Kong. We would provide the benchmarking program for this activity.

We would work with the Task Force to determine the priorities and a plan of action to guide the work.

Once the priorities were established and we knew what the issues or problems were that needed to be addressed, we would assist in the provision of information on these issues, provide case studies of how the issues are being addressed elsewhere and provide options for systems and programs that have been tried and tested in other places. 

In addition, we would source people from government, industry and academia from around the region with practical expertise in the specific issues, to guide and assist the working groups to plan and implement their activities. This process would continue over a period of years with the advisors flying in as needed and maintaining contact in the interim.

In this way, not only are the issues being addressed, but the working group members are undertaking the work themselves with guidance and assistance as necessary and gaining new knowledge and experience on improved management practices in the process. Over time, they would develop the ability to continue without guidance and to train others. 

In researching Hong Kong tourism for this presentation, I was pleased to see that there is already an awareness of the need for sustainable tourism.

Hong Kong promotes itself as a unique “East meets West” culture with a rich inventory of both modern and traditional architectures and artistic performances. There is a focus on providing visitors with a different culture, different traditions, different heritage and different lifestyles. In recognising the opportunities for promoting cultural tourism, I noted that there is a desire to involve local communities in the development of cultural products and services and to improve the quality of their lives.

There is recognition that new tourism initiatives in rural areas should be designed to benefit the lower-income groups.

I also noted that there is a desire for a balance between cultural and heritage conservation and the continuing modernisation and development of tourism. The challenges of managing increased visitation to historical, heritage and cultural sites has been highlighted.

These are all positive signs that Hong Kong is well on the way to better management of tourism so that when a similar seminar to this is conducted in twenty years time; there will be much good progress on which to reflect in addition to new challenges. 

The questions that only Hong Kong can answer are; whether these desires and recognitions are being translated into effective actions; whether there really is a whole-of-government commitment and approach to sustainable tourism management and a real partnership between government, industry and academia to make it work; whether there has been a comprehensive analysis of what is working and what is not and what else needs to be done; and whether there are sufficient resources available to undertake the task effectively?

I hope the answer to all of these is ‘yes’.

In summary:

Tourism just happened for most countries.

It wasn’t planned and in those early days there was no awareness of the impacts or any ability to manage them. We didn’t have the knowledge and what we didn’t know still hurt us.

Visitor numbers in the region will double in the next twenty years.

We now know about the impacts from tourism and we know that there are systems and programs that can manage them to acceptable levels.

Doing nothing or playing catch-up is no longer a responsible option.

We need to be like the first monkey and make things happen.

If the will is there, a sustainable tourism management model for Hong Kong is not so difficult to achieve.

Thank you.
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