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Introduction – Effects and Impacts

The tourism industry is huge. To assess the effects or impacts of the industry worldwide demands a scale of undertaking not unlike to describe the problems that planet Earth is facing. Indeed, some of the latter is associated with the former.

Effect and impact have different meanings. Tourism activities affect the local socio-economic and ecological environment. How it affects is manifested as effects. But whether effects have any impacts is dependent on an individual’s subjective judgements (Bedford et al., 1988).

The author can therefore in this essay describe a limited scope of tourism impacts, influenced and based upon his personal values.

While we may describe the effects, or rather, impacts of tourism, in order to resolve the negative impacts we will need to examine the causes, i.e. seek out the problem source of symptoms (Hunter, 1996). Mentioning that, the sources of tourism impacts have got no instant treatment remedies unless a complete ban on tourism is imposed internationally. That is draconian, but effective. Potter (1996) for example recommended a tough stance against tourism to curb its impacts.

Tourism impacts can be wholly attributed to mass numbers, globalisation and the conventional economic system, underlain by human characteristics such as disrespect, greed, apathy and pride (or the lack of pride). It is not difficult to identify with the aforementioned factors in tourism. We shall then next examine the varied ways in which tourism impacts are manifested.

Neocolonialism
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2 years back the author read a column tucked in a discreet corner of a journal. The article blatantly suggested that tourism is colonialism. From the author’s (my) Asian perspective, he cannot but feel strong agreement. The heading of Nicholson-Lord’s (1997) article in The Nation, “Is tourism just colonialism in another guise?” bares it all without requiring one having to read the article.

The impacts of colonialism need no recollection. The past is best left unearthed.

Authors including Nicholson-Lord (1997) who wrote along the neocolonialism line of thought are not few: Cater (1993), Khan (1997), McMinn (1997) and Pleumaron (1994). Colonialism may be explained as a politically weak country depending on a strong country for a backbone.

Over Dependence on Tourist Money

The last statement is best typified by Belize. Belize’s tourism industry contributed 24.8% to its 1990 GDP (Cater, 1997) but that percentage is plagued by foreign exchange leakage, foreign ownership, property price inflation, exclusion of local residents from development planning and environmental degradation etc (Higinio et al., 1997). Disrespect and greed resulted in these impacts.

To quote Pleumarom (1994), “A government which decides to rely on money from tourism for its development is a government which has decided to be internationally compliant.” Compliant just so that it may serve the interests of rich industrial nations.

It appears that for some countries, tourism is the sole recommended means by which they can possibly pay off their substantive “Third World debts” (Cater, 1993 and Pleumarom, 1994). Who allowed the creation of those debts initially by lending money to economically poorer countries? Who recommended the reliance on tourism to repay the money? The ominous World Bank is plotting a sinister comeback for colonialism.

Servitude

Or one may choose to view colonialism as servitude just as Khan (1997) perceived hosts’ actions as “directed towards satisfying the needs of the tourists.” We should note, “tourism by people from developed nations to less developed countries is one of the fastest growing facets of the tourism industry” (McMinn, 1997). While Pleumarom (1994) explained that local people held unskilled low wage jobs, Cater (1993) referring to Nepalese porters, described the graphical details, “Extra porters ply the trails laden with crates of beer, trays of eggs and toilet rolls.” These are “Western tastes and needs”, Cater (1993) emphasized. When supplies are exploited to meet excessive luxurious demands, the very resource that attracts tourists becomes adversely affected, take for example the uncertain fate that awaits red pandas in the Himalayas (Primack, 1993).

Outsider Judgements

The servant and master relationship is uncomfortably clear. To the individual layperson, he or she may not feel that it is wrong or unfair to serve drinks to a tourist. More importantly, conventional economics dictates that he needs a job to earn an income to support his family. The short term urgencies prevail, he cannot afford to consider idealism or whether it is socio-politically right or wrong to serve.

It is we the observers, seeing from a macro viewpoint, who judge that there will be social implications if the servant-master relationship persists. Where is the much touted capacity-building and local participation talked about in environmental circles? If the less educated servant is not made aware of the implications of his menial occupation, it may erode his pride gradually until he no longer questions why and accepts the circumstance as normal. Such are the impacts of tourism that it only serves to propagate colonialism. Institutionally weak countries submissively rely on the North to earn their living. Khan (1997) summarized, “tourism’s economic benefits... have been acquired at a considerable intangible cost.”

Keep the Forest for Whose Ecotourism?

Lastly, we examine McMinn’s (1997) comment, “It is therefore of critical importance to the First World tourists that the environment is sustained in the Third World for their enjoyment.” Let’s augment it with a cartoon illustrated in Primack (1998, pp201): It portrayed a rotund man in typical tourist floral motif shirt, sitting in a limousine that belched black exhaust. He shouted at a thin Mexican wielding an axe, “We need that tree to protect us from the greenhouse effect!”

McMinn (1997) and Primack (1998) have touched on a common issue i.e. for whose benefits are we protecting nature in the Third World for? Isn’t it another example to exemplify the servant-master relationship?

Cultural Erosion (or Westernisation)

Interactions between hosts and tourists act as interface of cultural exchange or confrontation.

Potter (1999) described the change in Icelanders’ attitude towards the seasonal onslaught of tourists as one of friendly welcomes to toleration. This is because “foreigners tramp across the countryside and demand specific comforts” (Potter, 1999). Shaw et al. (1997) presented such a change in “host irritation” as euphoria to apathy to annoyance and finally on to antagonism. It demonstrates a lack of respect and sensitiveness on the parts of tourists, but pride on the part of hosts to protect their heritage and homes.

Resistance Against Change

At the least, people react when they sense that their cultural rights and lands are threatened by negative visitor influences. An example of such people is the Kuna Indians of Panama. The author first knew about them in Wilson (1992) when the ecologist praised the Indians for the pride they took in preserving their natural wealth and tribal identity.

At last, it seems that nothing can stand against the wave of Western affluent values when Kemf (1993) acknowledged cultural erosion and break down amongst the Kuna. The younger generation has “crossed over the fragile frontier that separates them from the Western way” (Marin, 1999).

Powerful Temptations

Western cultures and temptations are difficult to resist. Kellert et al. (1998) registered tourists’ effects on local cultures when studying the Makalu-Barun Conservation Area in Nepal. Impressionable young people are quick to adopt “tourist behaviour and consumption patterns,” which is known as the “demonstration effect” (Shaw et al., 1997). Wealth inequality between locals and tourists only tempts the poor to steal from the rich, which actions are classified as crimes by Shaw et al. (1997).

Sensitiveness to Impacts

Changes and impacts would be most acute in relatively isolated cultures such as those of indigenous tribes found in more remote parts of the world. In cosmopolitan cities like Hong Kong and Singapore that attract millions of tourists per year, the impacts are less obvious if Eastern and Western values had not already amalgamated.

This is not to imply that values of globetrotting Westerners should be assimilated into one’s society wholeheartedly. If absorption is too rapid and done without discrimination, more harm than good will result. Khan (1997) has summed it all up, “Mass tourism inevitably has an impact on the value system, individual behaviour, family relationships, moral conduct, creative expression, traditional ceremonies, and community organizations, as well as destroying the sociocultural framework of the host country as a whole.”

Wary of the local impacts that Western tourists with their habits may create, Tourism Concern (not dated) has inserted the following dress code into their tourism code: “Respect for local etiquette earns you respect. In many countries, loose and lightweight clothes are preferable to revealing shorts, skimpy tops or tight-fitting wear. Similarly, kissing in public is often culturally inappropriate.”

Crimes Against Women

This leads us next to consider briefly another sociocultural impact that is driven by poverty, easy income and or greed, and caused by apathy and the “international pursuit of pleasure” (Pleumarom, 1994). The author shall not plough into the details of sex tourism. But a discussion on tourism impacts cannot omit mentioning prostitution. Referring to the “industry” in Asia, the author feels that it is an insult to Asians and humanity in general, if not a blatant abuse of humans by reducing the person down to a commodity of trade.

On a lighter but no less serious note, we observe the impacts of sailors in the locality of U.S. Naval Bases in Japan. Not a few counts of rapes and molests have been reported. Local residents shouted angry protests. But American perpetrators always escape punishment.

Large Scale Developments and Changes

Price Tags on Culture and Heritage

The World Bank lends money to fund huge tourism projects and tourism related infrastructures including resorts, airports and roads (Pleumarom, 1994). Environmental impacts created by such ambitious large scale projects need no references. Improved accessibility spells the start of a prolonged series of changes for local communities.

Throwing a small community-based economy overnight into the globalisation process and forcing them to compete with multi-national giants is like pitting a sampan against a cruise liner.

The Western development paradigm is not applicable everywhere. A development paradigm that judges human well being based on monetary wealth is disgustingly superficial. To “sell culture, society and natural environment for consumption by visitors” (Pleumarom, 1994) on a mass scale is disrespectful to heritage – soul and pride in the land are traded for worthless dollars and cents.

Airports and Theme Parks

Examples of large scale tourism developments in Asia definitely includes construction of the new international airport on Lantau Island in Hong Kong (Jim, 2000). Hills were pulled down to build the airport. The environmental devastation was unimaginable. A search through recent archives revealed another big tourism project in the pipeline. This time in Bali, Indonesia where construction work for a spanking new giant oceanarium featuring an “Antarctic life habitat” (in tropical Indonesia) as part of the tourist attraction was due to start in early 2001 (Anonymous, 2000a). Jenkins (1982) elaborated on “the effects of scale in tourism projects in developing countries.”

Golf Courses – A Huge Expanse of Nothingness

Golf is an obscene sport. The scale of land area required so that a club member who invariantly belongs to the upper class may hit a ball into a little hole at the other end of the green is selfish and arrogantly snobbish. Golf course development is a flourishing venture because there is demand, but demands come mostly from sources outside host countries (Pleumarom, 1992).

The means used to build golf courses are again unscrupulous, exploiting the gullibility of local people and forcing them out of their customary lands, without justly compensations (Pleumarom, 1992).

While Pleumarom (1992) enlightened us to the impacts of golf tourism in Thailand, nature lovers in Singapore have been fighting an endless battle against golf (Wee, 1992). Only at the start of this year, the government has again announced plans for yet another golf course; this time around they are building it on a marshland.

A Glance at Singapore – A Country Overhauled

The small tropical island state of Singapore has seen large scale changes to its landscape attributed no less in part to promote tourism. Singapore has developed into an economically oriented thriving city like Hong Kong so much so that tourism impacts are hard to identify (Jim, 2000). Singapore’s Changi International Airport has been voted the world’s best countless times. But the land on which the airport stood is an ecological graveyard. It was reclaimed from a shallow sea, abundantly rich in intertidal wildlife such as sea grasses and also possibly harbours a threatened marine mammal known as the dugong or sea cow.

The Singapore Tourism Board is vigorous in their objective to construct theme parks and resorts. Take for example Sentosa Island located on the southern tip of Singapore: although the author has not seen the island in its original undeveloped natural form, today, Sentosa is like another “Club Mediterranean” paradise with man-made lagoons, hotels and all.

STB has carved in stone tourism plans for a group of islands located also in Singapore’s southern waters. “Ecotourism development will get priority there,” the STB placates conservationists. But in the same breath they added, “other developments like hotels, resorts, service apartments and homes will follow when the economy improves” (Wee, 2001). Corals in the southern waters have long been affected by industrial pollution and turbidity caused by coastal reclamation. Further developments will only exacerbate current situation.

Intrusive Management

To promote tourism, developers often embarked on intrusive management practices.

Puaka Hill stands 74 m high on Pulau Ubin (translates: granite island), an island located off Singapore’s northeastern coast. The author came to know of a recent proposal to build an eco-lodge on the hill. The aim is to increase visitor numbers. This is an example of intrusive management to achieve an aim. The proposer has not put his plan into context. Puaka Hill is an extremely small hill. It would not be able to accommodate an eco-lodge at its top. The hill’s solitude sanctity will be violated. Moreover, tourist facilities are more than adequately provided for at the island’s main village, which is only a 30 min walk from the hill.

Blasting Through the Mekong

Another more overt form of intrusive management can be found along the majestic Mekong River. A multinational tourism development plan proposes to blast islands on the river, to deepen and widen it so that large tour boats can traverse (Techawongtham, 2001).

Means and ways are thoughtlessly pursued to accomplish an objective, regardless whether an alteration in river morphology will have detrimental impacts on its flow downstream. The author would understand that such intrusive management practices are prolific. Instead of managing demand or consider more environmentally wise alternatives, planners opt to manage the environment to suit their aims. Related to blasting to create passageways, Pleumarom (1994) mentioned that a U.S. developer “blew a 50 feet hole in a section of coral reef to allow easier boat access to his (Belizean) island resort.”

Physical Barriers – Environmental and Social Blight

Setting up human barriers around parks is nothing short of intrusive, expresses blatant disrespect and apathy to local people.

At Gir National Park, India, more than 500 km of rubble walls and hedges were erected to keep out Maldhari nomadic cattle grazers in order to protect the Asiatic lions (WCMC, 1999). The ethic of conserving wildlife is a righteous one. But a “protection strategy, which alienates local communities,” (Kothari et al., 1995) is harmful to both people and wildlife. Kothari et al. (1995) advised that modern management should take into account “traditional conservation practices and beliefs.”

Ecotourism is Not Only About Nature

In South Africa, state of the art “electric barbed wire fences” were employed to protect precious wetlands – a multiparty conservation cum ecotourism project involving the government and WWF etc (Pleumarom, 1994). Pleumarom (1994) quoted a local, “Where do these people take the right to make money out of our land?” Ecotourism is environmentally sensitive tourism. The environment does not only encompass wildlife and habitats. It also includes people, especially locals who grew up from and have an intimate attachment to the land.

Animal Abuse in Tourism

Sustainable ecotourism supposedly protects natural habitats and their flora and fauna such as charismatic lions and hippopotamus. Does that include tame animals?
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Elephants Have Emotions

Phuket is a popular resort town in Thailand. When seawalking tourism were banned for its impacts on corals (Anonymous, 2001), enterprising tour operators switched to elephant rides on the seas (Chueniran, 2001). Heavy elephants cause more harm than humans walking on the corals. Their dung also pollutes the water. More importantly, welfare of animals used in such callous activities must be highlighted. Chueniran (2001) reported a local fisheries official describing the pale white colour of elephants’ feet and toenails caused by the long hours soaked in seawater. “Teardrops fell from their (elephants’) eyes.”

The Thai religion and culture hold deep respects for the elephant. It is disturbing to read about such acts of cruelty to animals in our pursuit of leisure and monetary wealth. Atthakor (2000) detailed other elephant abuses in Thailand’s hotel and entertainment businesses.

Zoo Activities – A Sanctioned Form of Animal Abuse?

Zoos are major tourist attractions. Zoos exist because there are visitors, which was how one of the first menageries in the world was started, wasn’t it?

Tourism is a positional good or trade dictated by fashion (Shaw et al, 1998). The Singapore Zoological Gardens continues to revamp itself to attract repeat visitors. It competes with tourist attractions both within and outside Singapore.

The author witnessed many times how chimpanzees were made to “smile” when they pose with tourists for photographs. Routine animal shows with the same animals performing the same acts repeatedly always elicit delightful laughter from each new group of spectators. Whether zoo animals are abused for the tourism business is subjective (Lau, 2000). The effects of tourism are clear, but the impacts will depend on each individual’s valued judgement. The author for one is still unsure of his position on zoos and tourism.

Conclusion

To end, we reiterate a sentence made at the start of this essay: Tourism impacts can be wholly attributed to mass numbers, globalisation and the conventional economic system, underlain by human characteristics such as disrespect, greed, apathy and pride (or the lack of pride). How do we control tourism impacts?

How can we reduce the human population? How can we stop globalisation? How can we switch to an environmental economic system that accounts for social and ecological impacts? How can we change or cultivate responsible and considerate human values? (Norberg-Hodge, 1999)

Apart from these long term solutions, we may wish to consider Potter’s (1996) suggestion to implement “legislation, enforcement and taxation” to control tourism impacts. He justified such tough measures by pointing out that “economic pressures which drive the (tourism) industry are so enormous” (Potter, 1996).

Or we may adopt more stringent control methods like what Bhutan did: restrict tourist numbers into the country to 1000 per year, limit contacts between hosts and tourists, and close access to sensitive places such as monasteries (Smith, 1997). Thailand took direct intervention measures by inspecting tourists’ bags for objects that are potential litter. These objects are confiscated. The policing appears justifiable because “like dogs’ poop on city pavements, trash left behind by tourists at natural sites is abhorrent” (Anonymous, 2000b).

While tourists and foreigners are the primary causes of tourism problems (Cater, 1993; Khan, 1997 and Pleumaron, 1994), local people should take it upon themselves to protect and conserve their resource base. Without a person’s pride in his or her land, tourism will dictate the future of host communities, whether for the better or the worst.

Local capacity building and empowerment is a necessary step.

True ecotourism empowers locals to plan for their own future and this in itself will lead to a sustainable tourism economy with much less impacts (Khan, 1997). Putting rhetoric to practice, an example from Bolivia: Conservation International assisted the people of San Jose to set up an ecotourism operation but left it to the villagers to manage the business. It also helps that San Jose residents took the initiative to act (CI, 1998).

Most potently a well-known example from Zimbabwe: the CAMPFIRE project. It also emphasizes local empowerment and decision-making. This is demonstrated when a village leader said, “This money comes to you from your wildlife. It is your money. The decision is yours. You cannot wait for the government. You can develop your community according to how you decide” (Primack, 1998). With regards to balancing socio-economic and environmental issues pertaining to “whether to develop or not to develop,” the decision should lie in the hands of local residents. We recall the waiter mentioned in an earlier section “Outsider Judgements”. The waiter may choose to continue to serve drinks. Or he and his friends may want to switch to alternative livelihoods and not rely on tourist money.

They know their land best. They have their own vision of the land. I can influence but not decide on their behalf. The environment is only precious if the people who have stayed in it feel so. No outsiders should decide for them.
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Figure 1: Tourism makes beggars out of innocent local people. It potently demonstrates the immediate socio-economic impacts of tourism. There are serious negative long term implications for the host society such as loss of economic independence. (Source: Pleumarom, 1994)





Figure 2: Elephants keep tourists’ feet dry. Animals are abused to satisfy human pursuits of pleasure. Environmental awareness is sorely lacking. (Source: Chueniran, 2001)
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