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The Blue Tourism Initiative

1	 Blue Tourism Initiative www.bluetourisminitiative.org 

The Blue Tourism Initiative1 is a global multi-stakeholder innova-
tion program focused on the environmental management, govern-
ance and planning of coastal and maritime tourism in three marine 
regions: the Mediterranean, the Western Indian Ocean and the Car-
ibbean. In these three regions, the project supports the participatory 
development of sustainable blue tourism initiatives through policy 
actions and a multi-stakeholder approach to inform the scalability of 
sustainable blue tourism in other regions . 

The objectives of the Blue Tourism Initiative are to: 

1. Assess the current global and regional situation of blue tourism 
with a particular focus on challenges and opportunities, and recom-
mended directions for sustainable blue tourism development. 

2. Support and monitor the implementation of sustainable blue 
tourism initiatives in the Mediterranean, West Indian Ocean and the 
Caribbean.

3. Integrate sustainable blue tourism management and gov-
ernance at the regional policy level, share best practices and raise 
awareness among key local, national and regional stakeholders.

In line with the objectives of the Blue Tourism Initiative, this report 
proposes an overview of the blue tourism sector, presenting the sec-
tor’s key stakeholders, the sectoral challenges and opportunities for 
greater resilience and proposing policy pathways for a more sustain-
able blue tourism future . 

http://www.bluetourisminitiative.org/
http://bluetourisminitiative.org/
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ACRONYMS AND ABBREVIATIONS 

ACS: Association of Caribbean States

BE: Blue economy

BT: Blue tourism

CAGR: Compound annual growth rate

CARICOM: Caribbean Community 

CBD: Convention on Biological Diversity 

CMRs : Coastal and marine regions

CMT: Coastal and maritime tourism

CREST: Center for Responsible Travel 

CSOs: Civil society organizations

DMO: Destination management organizations

GDP: Gross domestic product

GHG: Greenhouse gas

GMP: Gross marine product 

GSTC: Global Sustainable Tourism Council

GVA: Gross value added

ICZM: Integrated coastal zone management

IDAs: International development agencies 

IFC: International Finance Corporation 

IGO: Intergovernmental organizations

IORA: Indian Ocean Rim Association 

IUCN: International Union for Conservation of Nature

LBS: Land-based sources 

LME: Large marine ecosystems

MEA: Multilateral Environmental Agreement

MDBs: Multilateral development banks

MPA: Marine protected area

NBT: Nature-based tourism

NBS: Nature-based solutions

NDCs: Nationally determined contributions

NEP: Note evaluation project (Project evaluation note)

NGO: Non-governmental organizations 

OECMs: Other effective area-based conservation measures 

OTAs: Online travel agencies

PA: Protected area

RSCAPs: Regional Seas Conventions and Action Plans 

SMEs: Small and medium-sized enterprises 

SDGs: Sustainable Development Goals

SIDS: Small Island Developing States

TOs: Tour operators 

UfM: Union for the Mediterranean

UNEP: UN Environment Programme

UNFCCC: United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change

UNWTO: United Nations World Tourism Organization

WIO: Western Indian Ocean

WSSD: World Summit on Sustainable Development

WTTC: World Travel and Tourism Council 

WWF: World Wildlife Fund
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Executive summary

This report reviews the current situation of coastal and mari-
time tourism and identifies the challenges and opportunities 
faced by stakeholders today towards the development of a 
more sustainable blue tourism sector. The report introduces 
blue tourism, the main factors characterizing this tourism 
sub-sector, its governance and the legal and institutional 
framework. Moreover, blue tourism’s main market segments 
are examined, followed by a review of tourism impacts, and 
the current global issues that affect the sector. Drawing from 
a review of the key challenges and opportunities for a more 
sustainable blue tourism economy, policy pathways are rec-
ommended to reorient the sector towards a more sustainable 
and resilient future. 

Tourism, a major source of incomes 
and jobs
Tourism is a main driver of socio-economic growth in many 
countries. In 2019 alone, the tourism sector contributed 10.3% 
to global GDP2 (US$9.6 trillion) and 10.3% of all jobs (333 mil-
lion).3 In this context, coastal and maritime tourism, also referred 
to as blue tourism, involves beach and nautical leisure activities 
in coastal waters and represents at least 50% of the global tour-
ism sector and supports millions of jobs. However, the COVID-19 
pandemic has hit the tourism sector hard, generating significant 
impacts through a drastic drop in international arrivals, a fall in 
tourism receipts of 50.4% in 2020, and the loss of 62 million 
jobs.4 Marine and coastal destinations were not immune to the 
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic with the total disrup-
tion of reliable flows of tourists from air travel and cruise ships, 
producing cascading effects on businesses, governments, and 
communities. Nevertheless, while the pandemic has shown how 
the tourism sector is highly sensitive to economic, political and 
health crises, it has also opened a window for structural changes 
in the sector towards a more sustainable industry. 

2	 WTTC, (2021). Economic Impact Reports. 
3	 WTTC, (2021). Economic Impact Reports. 
4	 WTTC, (2021). Economic Impact Reports. 

An overview of coastal and maritime 
tourism 
The blue economy5 (BE) and blue tourism (BT) are fundamen-
tal concepts of coastal and maritime tourism. The BE, which 
is defined as the “sustainable use of ocean resources for eco-
nomic growth, improved livelihoods, and job creation”, is 
expected to support and preserve the long-term capacity of 
ocean and coastal ecosystems to provide services and remain 
healthy and resilient. The BE refers to a range of economic 
sectors including coastal and maritime tourism (CMT) which 
account for the majority. It is expected to become the larg-
est value-added segment in the ocean economy by 2030, at 
26%.6

CMT is one of the oldest tourist industry7 segments, hav-
ing evolved from leisure activities in the 19th century through 
to the mainstreaming of paid vacations, all-inclusive resorts 
and means of transportation. BT has developed rapidly in 
recent decades with the consolidation of large hotel corpo-
rations investing in coastal destinations and tour operators, 
leading to the homogenization and standardization of mari-
time and coastal destinations, with higher concentrations of 
retail areas, entertainment clusters and tour options. Also, 
other forms of tourism, e.g., ecotourism and nautical tourism 
are experiencing growth.8 The COVID-19 pandemic and the 
climate crisis have led to price increases in tourism services, 
but also to a growing demand for environmentally-friendly 
services and diversified  touristic products and experiences.

5	 World Bank, (2021). Riding the Blue Wave: Applying the Blue Economy 
Approach to World Bank Operations. 

6	 World Bank, (2017). Sustainable tourism can drive the blue economy: 
Investing in ocean health is synonymous with generating ocean wealth. 

7	 Honey M. & Krantz D., (2007). Global Trends in Coastal Tourism.  
8	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 

K., Louveau, O., (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union. Barcelona.

https://wttc.org/Research/Economic-Impact
https://wttc.org/Research/Economic-Impact
https://wttc.org/Research/Economic-Impact
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/37212/P16729802d9ba60170940500fc7f7d02655.pdf?sequence=41&isAllowed=y
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/37212/P16729802d9ba60170940500fc7f7d02655.pdf?sequence=41&isAllowed=y
https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/Sustainable-Tourism-Can-Drive-the-Blue-Economy
https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/Sustainable-Tourism-Can-Drive-the-Blue-Economy
https://www.responsibletravel.org/docs/Global_Trends_in_Coastal_Tourism_by_CESD_Jan_08.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/TRIPA_Angles_2_p.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/TRIPA_Angles_2_p.pdf
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Focusing on the Mediterranean, Caribbean 
and West Indian Ocean  
The Mediterranean, the Caribbean, and the West Indian 
Ocean are among the main marine regions for blue tourism. 
The Mediterranean region, which includes 22 countries with 
different economic and social conditions, is the most visited 
tourist region in the world. The region accounts for 30% of 
global tourism, and is also home to around 9% of the world’s 
marine biodiversity, making it a biodiversity hotspot with 
around 30% of species being endemic and nearly 1,200 ma-
rine protected areas (MPAs).9 The Caribbean Sea, while cov-
ering less than 1% of the world’s oceans, directly supports 
the economies of 37 territories. The Caribbean  is the world’s 
most tourism-dependent region and in 2017 alone the travel 
and tourism industry contributed to 20% of regional GDP and 
19% of employment.10 The Western Indian Ocean (WIO) has a 
coastline of over 15,000 km and includes 10 countries marked 
by high levels of population density and growth.11 Economic 
sectors that depend on the ecological functions of the sea 
amount to around US$20.8 billion in the annual gross marine 
product (GMP), which largely comprises tourism-based activ-
ities (around 69%).12 CMT is a major contributor to the WIO’s 
economy, especially for Small Island Developing States (SIDS) 
such as the Seychelles and the Mauritius.13 Tourism is also an 
important source of foreign exchange.  

The blue tourism stakeholder landscape
Numerous stakeholders are directly and indirectly involved in 
CMT. These stakeholders often have different interests, prior-
ities and concerns related to the sector,14 and the effective 
management of tourism activities requires collaboration and 
cooperation among them to build a shared vision. The main 
blue tourism actors include: public authorities at the nation-
al, and local levels, with direct involvement in promoting and 
developing tourism (e.g., policy development, marketing 
strategies, infrastructure development, capacity-building); 
the private sector, which includes accommodation providers, 
online travel agencies (OTAs)15, hospitality, transportation as 
well as trade associations; and small and medium-sized enter-
prises (SMEs) within the tourist industry, which make up the 
backbone of the sector with larger enterprises representing a 
smaller share of the private sector. 

Intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) are also consid-
ered an essential actor to promote the development of the 
tourism industry in a sustainable and inclusive way. In addition, 

9	 MedPAN et. al., (2016). The 2016 status of Marine Protected Areas in the 
Mediterranean: Main findings. Brochure MedPAN & UN Environment/MAP - 
SPA/RAC. 

10	 Caribbean Development Bank, (2017). Caribbean Economic Review, 2018 
Outlook. 22p.  

11	 UNEP, Secretariat for the Nairobi Convention, (2018). Vision: A Prosperous 
Western Indians Ocean Region with Healthy Rivers, Coasts and Oceans. 

12	 WIOMSA and UN-Habita, (2022). The Cities of the Western Indian Ocean 
(WIO) and Blue Economy. The Status Report.

13	 UNWTO, Economic Development in Africa Report, (2017). Tourism for 
Transformative and Inclusive Growth.

14	 Byrd, E.T., (2007). Stakeholders in sustainable tourism development and 
their roles: applying stakeholder theory to sustainable tourism development. 
Tourism Review, Vol. 62 No. 2, pp. 6-13.

15	 Expedia, (2015). What is an OTA?

non-governmental organizations (NGOs) focus on accounting 
for the negative environmental effects of mass tourism by 
simultaneously promoting clear standards of sustainability 
through certification programmes as well as local communi-
ty activities. International development agencies (IDAs)16 and 
multilateral development banks17 are also increasingly com-
mitted to fostering economic and social progress, especially 
in developing countries by financing projects and supporting 
investment in sustainable tourism. Furthermore, universities 
and research institutions are contributing to tourism-related 
research, developing training programmes, as well as devel-
oping guidelines and conducting policy analysis.

Governance framework
The institutional and legal frameworks that regulate (blue) 
tourism and its development in CMT are varied. This report 
reviews some of the main Multilateral Environmental Agree-
ments (MEAs), including: the Convention of Biological Di-
versity (CBD) and Rio+20 (2012) with “The Future We Want” 
declaration, which provide the basis for initiatives such as the 
UNWTO and UNEP’s 10-year Sustainable Tourism Program-
me;18 which directly relates to the 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals; and the 2015 Paris Agreement19.

In addition, recent initiatives have focused on developing 
and supporting industry codes and standards that promote 
tourism inclusivity and environmentally-sustainable practic-
es that directly impact on future blue tourism developments. 
Examples include the UN One Planet Initiative, The Glasgow 
Declaration, the Tourism Panel on Climate Change, and the 
Future of Tourism. At the marine-region level, the main initia-
tives and programmes include the Regional Seas Programme 
(UNEP) that promotes the protection and sustainable use of 
the world’s coastal and marine resources through interre-
gional and regional ocean governance to deliver the Global 
Oceans Agenda and to respond to emerging issues.20 

16	 World Bank, (2021). What’s IDA?
17	 European Investment Bank (EIB), (2019). Multilateral development banks.
18	 UNWTO, (2014). Harnessing Power: One billion tourists sustainable future. 

Press Release No. 14076.
19	 UNCC, (2015). Paris Agreement. 
20	 Akiwumi, P., & Melvasalo, T., (1998). UNEP’s Regional Seas Programme: 

approach, experience and future plans.

https://www.rac-spa.org/sites/default/files/doc_medmpanet2/statut2016_brochure_en.pdf
https://www.rac-spa.org/sites/default/files/doc_medmpanet2/statut2016_brochure_en.pdf
https://www.caribank.org/publications-and-resources/resource-library/economic-reviews/2017-caribbean-economic-review-and-2018-outlook
https://www.caribank.org/publications-and-resources/resource-library/economic-reviews/2017-caribbean-economic-review-and-2018-outlook
https://nairobiconvention.org/clearinghouse/sites/default/files/Vision-A Prosperous Western Indian Ocean Region with Healthy Rivers%2C Coasts and Oceans.pdf
https://nairobiconvention.org/clearinghouse/sites/default/files/Vision-A Prosperous Western Indian Ocean Region with Healthy Rivers%2C Coasts and Oceans.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/365361007_The_Cities_of_the_Western_Indian_Ocean_WIO_and_Blue_Economy_The_Status_Report
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/365361007_The_Cities_of_the_Western_Indian_Ocean_WIO_and_Blue_Economy_The_Status_Report
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/aldcafrica2017_en.pdf
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/aldcafrica2017_en.pdf
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/16605370780000309/full/html
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/16605370780000309/full/html
https://welcome.expediagroup.com/en/resources/hotel-distribution-strategy-resources-tips/otas-work-use-one
https://www.cbd.int/doc/legal/cbd-en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/doc/legal/cbd-en.pdf
https://www.cepal.org/rio20/en/background
https://daccess-ods.un.org/tmp/8768011.33155823.html
https://www.unwto.org/archive/global/press-release/2014-11-06/harnessing-power-one-billion-tourists-sustainable-future
https://www.unwto.org/archive/global/press-release/2014-11-06/harnessing-power-one-billion-tourists-sustainable-future
https://sdgs.un.org/goalshttps://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://sdgs.un.org/goalshttps://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement
https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/
https://www.unwto.org/the-glasgow-declaration-on-climate-action-in-tourism
https://www.unwto.org/the-glasgow-declaration-on-climate-action-in-tourism
https://tpcc.info/
https://www.futureoftourism.org/
https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/oceans-seas/what-we-do/regional-seas-programme
https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/oceans-seas/what-we-do/regional-seas-programme
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/factsheet/2021/04/15/what-is-ida
https://www.eib.org/en/about/partners/development-banks/index.htm
https://www.unwto.org/archive/global/press-release/2014-11-06/harnessing-power-one-billion-tourists-sustainable-future
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0308-597X(98)00009-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0308-597X(98)00009-8
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Main market segments of blue tourism
The main market segments for CMT are beach and coastal 
resorts, representing the most globalized and territorialized 
economic activity of the sector.21 Cruises and recreational 
boating are among the fastest-growing and most profitable 
segments of the blue tourism sector.22 While both segments 
generate benefits, they are notably responsible for negative 
environmental and social impacts on coastal and marine are-
as, particularly the cruise industry which is a major source of 
air, noise and marine pollution.23

Marine and coastal-based sport tourism24 includes trav-
el and activities related to the observation, participation or 
engagement in marine-based sporting events, activities or 
facilities. Some of these sports have become highly popular 
tourist attractions in coastal areas, with a positive impact on 
the economy of coastal communities, promoting regional de-
velopment and creating jobs.25 

Nature-based tourism is an emerging and fast-growing 
sector in the blue tourism industry that aims to redirect small 
numbers of travellers towards less mainstream locations and 
activities to alleviate their impact on ecosystems.26 Finally, 
there is increasing interest in marine culture tourism, which 
involves the exploration of the cultural heritage and lifestyles 
of communities living in and around coastal and marine en-
vironments.27 This type of tourism can bring benefits to local 
populations and to the sustainability of coastal regions, also 
representing an opportunity to overcome seasonality in tour-
ism flows in coastal and maritime areas.28

The impacts of multiple crises on tourism 
The main impacts of tourism in coastal and marine regions 
can be categorized as environmental, economic and social. 
Environmental impacts are usually linked to the use and man-
agement of natural resources, the main ones include coastal 
artificialization, marine pollution, and biodiversity loss.29 The 
economic impacts of tourism on coastal communities can 
be positive, such as job creation, community development 
(local businesses, infrastructure) among others, and nega-
tive, such as seasonality and unequal distribution of tourist 
income.30 Regarding social impacts, positive effects include 
raising awareness of the preservation of local cultures and 

21	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 
K., Louveau, O., (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union. Barcelona.

22	 The Guardian, (2016). The world’s largest cruise ship and its supersized 
pollution problem.

23	 Plan Bleu, (2011). Cruises and Recreational Boating in the Mediterranean. 
24	 Galatsopoulou, F., (2022). Water Sports Tourism. 
25	 Lagarense, B. E. S., & Walansendow, A., (2016). Developing Marine and 

Coastal-based Sport Tourism on the Waterfront: The Case of Manado 
Waterfront, Indonesia. Journal of Indonesian Tourism and Development 
Studies, 4(3), 107

26	 World Bank,  (2020). Tools and Resources for Nature-Based Tourism.
27	 OECD, (2009). The Impact of Culture on Tourism. OECD, Paris
28	 European Commission, (2017). Challenges and Opportunities for Maritime 

and Coastal Tourism in the EU. 
29	 Fosse J., Klarwein S., Kosmas I. & Gonzalez A., (2021). Ecosystem Approach 

for a sustainable coastal and maritime Tourism in the Mediterranean. Edited 
by Eco-union. 

30	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 
K., Louveau, O., (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union. Barcelona.

traditions and the promotion of education, while negative 
impacts include changes to cultural authenticity (touristifica-
tion) and gentrification. It is also important to consider the 
effect of global crises on the tourism sector, such as the COV-
ID-19 pandemic, geopolitical tensions (e.g. the Russia-Ukraine 
conflict31) and climate change, which are having profound 
consequences on tourism activities especially in vulnerable 
areas such as coastal and island regions.32 The analysis of the 
relationship between tourism and sustainability highlights the 
link between blue tourism and the Sustainable Development 
Goals, especially Goal 8, 12, and 14. 

Challenges, opportunities and pathways to 
more sustainable blue tourism
Blue tourism stakeholders face challenges as well as oppor-
tunities for sustainable development. Some of the challeng-
es are more strategic, such as those related to limited pol-
icy cohesion (e.g. tourism and environmental policies) and 
limited collaboration among actors in marine regions. Other 
challenges tend to be faced directly by tourism businesses, 
including access to information,33 knowledge and innovation 
opportunities, high costs to initiate and/or join more sustain-
able initiatives and practices,34 and an absence of technical 
support.35 Key opportunities include growing knowledge 
among private actors of innovative business models,36 a will-
ingness to invest in sustainable solutions and emerging dig-
ital technologies, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic,37 
to foster more collaborative governance. In the light of these 
challenges and opportunities, a number of policy pathways 
are proposed and summarized in the following table. 

31	 UNWTO, (2022). Impact of the Russian offensive in Ukraine on international 
tourism.

32	 Peeters, P., Papp, B., (2023). Envisioning Tourism in 2030 and Beyond. The 
changing shape of tourism in a decarbonising world.

33	 De la Campa, S. A., (2022). The Role of the Internet in the Development of 
Island Communities.

34	 Martínez-Cabrera, J., & López-del-Pino, F., (2021). The 10 most crucial 
circular economy challenge patterns in tourism and the effects of COVID-19. 
Sustainability, 13(9), 4940.

35	 Tapia, C., Bianchi, M., Pallaske, G., & Bassi, A. M., (2021). Towards a territorial 
definition of a circular economy: exploring the role of territorial factors in 
closed-loop systems. European Planning Studies, 29(8), 1438-1457.

36	 Manniche, J., Larsen, K. T., & Broegaard, R. B., (2021). The circular economy 
in tourism: transition perspectives for business and research. Scandinavian 
Journal of Hospitality and Tourism, 21(3), 247-264.

37	 Indar, L., Kissoondan, S., Daniel, K., Williams, R., & Mohammed, F., (2022). 
Improving Resilience and Recovery to the Travel and Tourism Industry in the 
Caribbean. Open Journal of Applied Sciences, 12(8), 1439-1467.

https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Towards_sustanaibletourism_regional_04_LR.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Towards_sustanaibletourism_regional_04_LR.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/may/21/the-worlds-largest-cruise-ship-and-its-supersized-pollution-problem
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/may/21/the-worlds-largest-cruise-ship-and-its-supersized-pollution-problem
http://planbleu.org/sites/default/files/upload/files/2-1-EN_ Croisiere%26plaisance.pdf
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781800377486.water.sports.tourism
https://www.proquest.com/openview/290d3fac7ea8bd93d8cd3339919c7d65/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2047999
https://www.proquest.com/openview/290d3fac7ea8bd93d8cd3339919c7d65/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2047999
https://www.proquest.com/openview/290d3fac7ea8bd93d8cd3339919c7d65/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2047999
https://elibrary.worldbank.org/doi/epdf/10.1596/34433.
https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/industry-and-services/the-impact-of-culture-on-tourism_9789264040731-en
https://ec.europa.eu/docsroom/documents/306/attachments/1/translations/en/renditions/native
https://ec.europa.eu/docsroom/documents/306/attachments/1/translations/en/renditions/native
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/EcAp_mediterranean_bluetourism02.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/EcAp_mediterranean_bluetourism02.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/TRIPA_Angles_2_p.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/TRIPA_Angles_2_p.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/goalshttps://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://sdgs.un.org/goalshttps://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://www.unwto.org/impact-russian-offensive-in-ukraine-on-tourism
https://www.unwto.org/impact-russian-offensive-in-ukraine-on-tourism
https://www.thetravelfoundation.org.uk/envision2030/
https://islandinnovation.co/articles/the-role-of-the-internet-in-the-development-of-island-communities/
https://islandinnovation.co/articles/the-role-of-the-internet-in-the-development-of-island-communities/
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/13/9/4940
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/13/9/4940
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09654313.2020.1867511
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Policy pathways  
POLICY PATHWAY  SUGGESTED ACTIONS

Integrated policies and sound 
governance

1.1. Promote policy and strategic cohesion 

1.2. Develop a multi-level blue tourism strategy (regional/national/local levels)

1.3. Strength multi-stakeholders collaboration in decision-making processes 

1.4. Foster community and stakeholder engagement in decision-making 

1.5. Encourage multi-stakeholder networks and partnerships 

1.6. Improve collaboration among marine regions 

Sustainable industry practices 2.1. Support sustainable production and consumption 

2.2. Boost certification programmes 

2.3. Promote sustainable product diversification and marketing 

2.4. Support tourism businesses in overcoming barriers to change 

Sustainable destination 
practices 

3.1. Reinforce climate mitigation, adaptation and resilience in the tourism sector

3.2. Promote destination stewardship 

3.3. Support transition communities for sustainable tourism 

3.4. Ensure appropriate visitor management in sensitive areas 

3.5. Endorse nature-based solutions (NBS) and regenerative practices 

3.6. Product diversification and marketing

Smart tourism development 4.1. Develop enabling policies for digital and smart tourism 

4.2. Ensure tools and infrastructure for smart tourism development

4.3. Data collection and measurement 

4.4. Raise awareness on smart technologies

Research for sustainable blue 
tourism 

5.1. Establish partnerships with universities and other research institutions 

5.2. Implement tools to support market studies

5.3. Encourage climate change adaptation and mitigation research

5.4. Boost capacity building activities 

Finance for sustainable blue 
tourism 

6.1. Establish and promote financial incentives 

6.2. Identify and create access to alternative financing options 

6.3. Adapt financing mechanisms for small and medium-sized enterprises

6.4. Create partnerships with financial institutions 

Source: Authors’ own work, (2023).
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1. Introduction

In 2019, tourism represented about 10% of global GDP38 and is 
today a symbol of an ever more globalized and interconnect-
ed world. However, as shown by the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
tourism sector is also highly sensitive to economic, social and 
health crises along with being vulnerable to natural and polit-
ical events. Consequently, the tourism sector should become 
more resilient and able to withstand and adapt to crises as 
well as build on emerging opportunities. Coastal and maritime 
tourism (CMT), also referred to as blue tourism (BT), involves 
beach and nautical leisure activities in coastal waters and rep-
resents at least 50% of the global tourism sector and supports 
millions of jobs and livelihoods worldwide.39 The sustainability 
and resilience of the BT sector is crucial to ensure the sector’s 
long-term contribution to coastal and island well-being. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has hit the tourism sector hard, 
generating significant impacts through a drastic drop in inter-
national arrivals and tourism receipts.40 Nevertheless, the pan-
demic has also opened a window for structural changes in the 
sector. Domestic tourism has experienced a sharp increase 
worldwide and the level of sustainability in the tourism offer is 
now becoming a more relevant element in tourist choice due 
to greater public awareness of climate change and the bene-
fits of more sustainable tourism. Accordingly, tourist destina-
tions are increasingly seeking to offer more sustainable prod-
ucts and services to serve an evolving and more demanding 
tourism market. Therefore, while mass tourism still dominates 
the blue tourism market, alternatives are rapidly growing (e.g. 
ecotourism) attracting more responsible tourists and tourism 
entrepreneurs. These alternative activities seek to maximize 
tourism-related benefits and minimize the sector’s negative 
effects on the natural environment. 

The “Blue tourism initiative” builds on the opportunities 
emerging from the pandemic and the level of sectoral resil-
ience required in the post-COVID-19 world, while recognizing 
the link between tourism, climate, and the natural environ-
ment, and the impacts of governance on the socio-economic 
and environmental elements of the sector. This report aims 
to review the current situation of CMT and to identify the 
challenges and opportunities faced by stakeholders today to-
wards the development of a more sustainable blue tourism 

38	 WTTC, (2021). Economic Impact Reports.
39	 Ocean Panel, (2022). Transformations for a Sustainable Ocean Economy A 

Vision for Protection, Production and Prosperity. 
40	 World Economic Forum, (2022). This is the impact of COVID-19 on the travel 

sector.

sector. In line with these objectives, this report introduces 
BT and its key characteristics, reviews the sector’s legal and 
institutional framework, and international and regional agree-
ments. The report concludes by reviewing the key challenges 
and opportunities faced by the BT sector and suggests ways 
forward for the development of a more resilient and sustaina-
ble blue tourism model. 

2. An overview of coastal and 
maritime tourism 
This chapter introduces the blue economy (BE) and blue tour-
ism (BT) as fundamental concepts of coastal and maritime 
tourism (CMT). An overview of the evolution of the CMT is 
then provided, where the global value chain and the opportu-
nities offered by the digitalization of the sector are analysed, 
and finally the current trends in CMT are explained.

2.1. Blue economy 
The BE is an increasingly influential concept in the ocean-
based sustainable development narrative.41 The World Bank 
defines the BE as the “sustainable use of ocean resources 
for economic growth, improved livelihoods, and job creation 
while preserving the health of ocean ecosystems.”42 Thus, the 
blue economy supports the long-term capacity of ocean and 
coastal ecosystems to provide services and remain resilient 
and healthy”.43 The BE  refers to the range of economic sectors 
that generate sustainable livelihoods for coastal communities 
based on ocean and coastal resources.44 The BE includes vari-
ous sectors—as shown in Figure 1—such as CMT, fisheries and 
aquaculture, maritime transport and port activities, shipbuild-
ing and recycling, energy (offshore), bioprospecting and ma-
rine renewable energy. The economic value of the BE is based 
mainly on marine natural ecosystems and maritime resources.

41	 Voyera, M. & van Leeuwenb, J., (2020). Social license to operate’ in the Blue 
Economy.

42	 World Bank, (2021). Riding the Blue Wave: Applying the Blue Economy 
Approach to World Bank Operations. 

43	 UNESCO-IOC., (2021). MSPglobal Policy Brief: Marine   Spatial Planning and 
the Sustainable Blue Economy. Paris.

44	 Center for the Blue Economy, (2022) 

http://bluetourisminitiative.org/
https://wttc.org/Research/Economic-Impact
https://oceanpanel.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/transformations-sustainable-ocean-economy-eng.pdf
https://oceanpanel.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/transformations-sustainable-ocean-economy-eng.pdf
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/01/global-travel-tourism-pandemic-covid-19/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/01/global-travel-tourism-pandemic-covid-19/
https://reader.elsevier.com/reader/sd/pii/S0301420718303878?token=D74816E0A1BC135745E55433B6E34DCE05827C9E2BBBC0C8FC1C2CCACA025794BB84C6839DA71648AB57218D218CF8FB&originRegion=eu-west-1&originCreation=20221215161606
https://reader.elsevier.com/reader/sd/pii/S0301420718303878?token=D74816E0A1BC135745E55433B6E34DCE05827C9E2BBBC0C8FC1C2CCACA025794BB84C6839DA71648AB57218D218CF8FB&originRegion=eu-west-1&originCreation=20221215161606
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/37212/P16729802d9ba60170940500fc7f7d02655.pdf?sequence=41&isAllowed=y
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/37212/P16729802d9ba60170940500fc7f7d02655.pdf?sequence=41&isAllowed=y
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000375720
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000375720
https://www.middlebury.edu/institute/academics/centers-initiatives/center-blue-economy
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Compared to other sectors, CMT, or BT as we have called 
it in this report, accounts for the main share of the BE, which is 
expected to become the largest value-added segment in the 
ocean economy by 2030, at 26%.45

2.2. Blue tourism
Coastal and maritime tourism (CMT),46 or blue tourism (BT)47, 
is one of the largest segments of the BE48, 49 and of the tourism 
sector.50 In addition, BT is also the most important and fast-
est growing economic activity occurring in the sea. Coastal 
tourism51 refers to beach-based tourism and recreation activi-
ties, including swimming, sunbathing, surfing, and recreation-
al fishing alongside other land-based activities taking place 

45	 World Bank, (2017). Sustainable tourism can drive the blue economy: 
Investing in ocean health is synonymous with generating ocean wealth.

46	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 
K., Louveau, O. (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union. Barcelona.

47	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 
K., Louveau, O. (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union. Barcelona.

48	 World Bank, (2017). Sustainable tourism can drive the blue economy: 
Investing in ocean health is synonymous with generating ocean wealth. 

49	 European Commission, (2021). Press release - European Green Deal: 
Developing a sustainable blue economy in the European Union. Brussels. 

50	 World Bank, (2017). Sustainable tourism can drive the blue economy: 
Investing in ocean health is synonymous with generating ocean wealth.

51	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 
K., Louveau, O., (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union. Barcelona.

in the coastal area and for which the proximity of the sea is 
advantageous, such as coastal walks or marine and coastal 
wildlife watching. 

Coastal and maritime tourism are among the oldest seg-
ments of the tourism industry52 and have evolved from leisure 
activities reserved for the wealthiest in the 19th century to 
more ‘democratic’ activities within reach of the middle and 
working classes, especially with the mainstreaming of paid va-
cations and all-inclusive resorts, as well as affordable means 
of transportation.53 BT has evolved with the support of a rap-
idly growing hotel and resort sector in recent decades, due to 
the consolidation of large hotel corporations. Moreover, the 
development of tour operators has led to the homogeniza-
tion and standardization of maritime and coastal destinations, 
with higher concentrations of retail areas, entertainment clus-
ters and tour options.54 

52	 Honey, M. & Krantz D., (2007): Global Trends in Coastal Tourism.  
53	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 

K., Louveau, O., (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union. Barcelona.

54	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 
K., Louveau, O., (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union. Barcelona.

Figure 1. Blue Economy’s sectors

Source: UNESCO-IOC. 2021. MSPglobal Policy Brief: Marine Spatial Planning and the Sustainable Blue Economy.

https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/Sustainable-Tourism-Can-Drive-the-Blue-Economy
https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/Sustainable-Tourism-Can-Drive-the-Blue-Economy
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Towards_sustanaibletourism_regional_04_LR.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Towards_sustanaibletourism_regional_04_LR.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Towards_sustanaibletourism_regional_04_LR.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Towards_sustanaibletourism_regional_04_LR.pdf
https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/Sustainable-Tourism-Can-Drive-the-Blue-Economy
https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/Sustainable-Tourism-Can-Drive-the-Blue-Economy
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/hr/qanda_21_2346
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/hr/qanda_21_2346
https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/Sustainable-Tourism-Can-Drive-the-Blue-Economy
https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/Sustainable-Tourism-Can-Drive-the-Blue-Economy
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Towards_sustanaibletourism_regional_04_LR.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Towards_sustanaibletourism_regional_04_LR.pdf
https://www.responsibletravel.org/docs/Global_Trends_in_Coastal_Tourism_by_CESD_Jan_08.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Towards_sustanaibletourism_regional_04_LR.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Towards_sustanaibletourism_regional_04_LR.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Towards_sustanaibletourism_regional_04_LR.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Towards_sustanaibletourism_regional_04_LR.pdf
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Maritime tourism55 includes predominantly water-based 
activities, such as sailing, yachting, cruising, and other nau-
tical sports. These activities also include the operation of 
landside facilities. A large segment of maritime tourism is the 
cruise sector which has expanded globally and introduced in-
novative services on-board with a wide range of facilities.56 
Global ocean cruising is a fast-growing industry and the big-
gest sector in tourism in terms of gross added value and em-
ployment.57 Yachts and cruises represent the largest segment 
of marine tourism, and they are responsible for high levels of 
water pollution (due to waste disposal practices) as well as air 
pollution (due to gas emissions from cruise ships).58

Therefore, BT is no exception when it comes to the need 
to integrate sustainable practices, and it must contribute to 
the building of a more sustainable future for tourism. The Unit-
ed Nations (2016) defines sustainable tourism59 as “tourism 
that takes full account of its current and future economic, so-
cial and environmental impacts, addressing the needs of vis-
itors, the industry, the environment, and host communities.”  
Unsustainable tourism practices tend to be associated with 
mass tourism markets60 and are the result of increasing visitor 
numbers, higher destination accessibility, and the intensive 
marketing of destinations. It is mass tourism in particular that 
has been blamed for the socio-economic and environmental 
impacts of the tourist industry.61 In response, sustainable tour-
ism offers a framework to conserve natural heritage and biodi-
versity, to promote respect for the socio-cultural authenticity 
of local communities, to protect their cultural heritage and 
traditional values, and to contribute to inter-cultural under-
standing and tolerance. Sustainable tourism should ensure 
viable, long-term economic operations, providing socio-eco-
nomic benefits to all stakeholders.62 This applies to blue tour-
ism as well. 

2.3. The sustainable blue tourism sector
To develop a more sustainable tourism sector - as well as the 
BT sector - alternative forms of tourism are today being of-
fered. Among these developments, there is a rapid growth in 
the number of ecotourism sites. Ecotourism63 can be defined 
as responsible tourism that aims to support the conservation 
of natural or at-risk environments. According to the UNW-
TO’s definition64 ecotourism refers to all nature-based forms 
of tourism in which the main motivation of the tourists is the 
observation and appreciation of nature as well as the tradi-
tional cultures prevailing in natural areas. Ecotourism contains 

55	 Honey, M. & Krantz D., (2007): Global Trends in Coastal Tourism.  
56	 CEST, (2007). Global Trends in Coastal Tourism 
57	 Business Research and Economic Advisors, (2020). The Economic 

Contribution of the International Cruise Industry Globally in 2019. 
58	 The International Council of Clean Transportation (ICCT), (2022). What if I 

told you cruising is worse for climate than flying?
59	 UN, (2016). G​​eneral assembly resolution 70/193, 2017
60	 European Commission, Directorate-General for Maritime Affairs and 

Fisheries, (2016). Study in support of policy measures for maritime and 
coastal tourism at EU level. Final report. 

61	 Butler, R. W., (2007).  Sustainable tourism: A state of the art review.
62	 UNEP & UNWTO, (2005). Making Tourism More Sustainable - A Guide for 

Policy Makers, p.11-12
63	 Lawal M. Marafa, & Chau,K. C.,  (2014). Framework for Sustainable Tourism 

Development on Coastal and Marine Zone Environment, Tourism, Leisure 
and Global Change

64	 UNWTO, (2002) Ecotourism and protected areas.

educational and interpretation features and can contribute to 
minimizing the negative impacts of tourism activities on the 
natural and socio-cultural environment and preserve the nat-
ural areas which are used as ecotourism attractions. It can 
promote the generation of economic benefits for host com-
munities, organizations, and local authorities. 

Building upon forms of more sustainable tourism such 
as ecotourism, new tourism-related concepts have been en-
hanced during the COVID-19 pandemic. Particularly, for coast-
al and island destinations, COVID-19 containment measures 
have disrupted supply chains and led to a drastic decline of 
tourist arrivals in often highly seasonal destinations. These 
impacts allowed coastal communities to reflect on their tour-
ism management practices and how they could become more 
resilient and able to respond to future shocks. Consequently, 
the sector is increasingly adopting more sustainable practices 
for more resilient and regenerative destinations. In particular, 
efforts are underway to valorize marginalized landscapes, 
support communities, regenerate the local economy, mini-
mize the pressures from economic activities linked to tour-
ism, and to build resilience.65 Today, CMT represent roughly 
50% of all global tourism, which amounts to US$4.6 trillion or 
5.2 percent of global gross domestic product (GDP). It is an 
essential element of the economy of small island and coastal 
communities.66 

2.4. Evolution and trends in blue tourism 
This section provides an overview of the evolution of the CMT 
sector since it began in its modern form at the beginning of 
the 1970s. It includes an overview of the recent digitalization 
of the industry and some insights on the future perspectives.

2.4.1. Coastal and maritime tourism evolution
CMT is one of the oldest and fastest growing sectors within 
the world’s largest industry. Tourism development has been 
spatially focused on beaches and has involved a high degree 
of coastline artificialization, for example during the 1970s in 
the  Mediterranean. For much of the past 50 years, mass tour-
ism has grown in coastal areas and islands following the 3S’s 
model of tourism (sun, sand, sea/surf), converting the coastal 
and marine environment into new frontiers and making them 
the fastest growing areas of the world’s tourism industry.67

Numerous countries have invested in tourism in and 
around coastal areas to mitigate trade imbalances, econom-
ic instability and often narrow economic specialization (e.g. 
small islands), recognizing marine tourism as a key econom-
ic development opportunity.68 From the 1970s, tourism has 
stimulated entrepreneurship, employment, and economic 
growth in per capita income. The sector has also stimulat-
ed partnerships and trust building among governments, the 

65	 Duxbury, N., Bakas, F. E., Vinagre de Castro, T., & Silva, S., (2020). Creative 
tourism development models towards sustainable and regenerative tourism. 
Sustainability, 13(1), 2.

66	 Ocean Panel - High Level Panel for a Sustainable Ocean Economy, (2020). 
Transformations for a Sustainable Ocean Economy: A Vision for Protection, 
Production and Prosperity.

67	 Miller, M.L., Auyong, J., (1991). Coastal zone tourism: a potent force affecting 
environment and society. Marine Policy;15(2):75–99.

68	 Miller, M., (1986). Travel, tourism and marine affairs. Coast. Zone Manag. J. , 
14, 1–19.
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https://cruising.org/-/media/research-updates/research/global-cruise-impact-analysis---2019-final.ashx
https://theicct.org/marine-cruising-flying-may22/
https://theicct.org/marine-cruising-flying-may22/
https://database.girlsrightsplatform.org/en/entity/busun427717?page=1
https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2771/34405
https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2771/34405
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616689908721291
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/8741/-Making Tourism More Sustainable_ A Guide for Policy Makers-2005445.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y
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https://www.unwto.org/sustainable-development/ecotourism-and-protected-areas
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13010002
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13010002
https://oceanpanel.org/publication/opportunities-for-transforming-coastal-and-marine-tourism-towards-sustainability-regeneration-and-resilience/
https://oceanpanel.org/publication/opportunities-for-transforming-coastal-and-marine-tourism-towards-sustainability-regeneration-and-resilience/
https://doi.org/10.1016/0308-597X(91)90008-Y
https://doi.org/10.1016/0308-597X(91)90008-Y
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/08920758609361992


Towards sustainable blue tourism: trends, 
challenges and policy pathways

• 14 • 

private sector, and regional organizations directly involved in 
the management of CMT. The private sector promotes tour-
ism where financial gain can be expected, while the public 
sector supports industrial policies that are simultaneously 
economically efficient, politically expedient, and socially eq-
uitable. Countries like Mexico, France, Spain, Japan and the 
United States have been pioneers in terms of national tour-
ism policies and national tourism marketing, and business has 
flourished in their coastal zones.69 

Meanwhile, the elevated development of beach resorts 
and the increasing popularity of maritime tourism (e.g. fish-
ing, scuba diving, and yachting) has increased pressure on 
coastlines, adding to the existing impacts from agriculture, 
factories and human settlements. These recreational pres-
sures in the coastal zone are not uniformly distributed, but are 
often concentrated near urban agglomerations with strong lo-
cal socio-economic and environmental consequences. During 
recent decades, as a result of tourism, the accessibility and 
infrastructure of coastal and island urban centres has been 
improved, which has encouraged an increase in the numbers 
of seasonal and full-time residents, along with the expansion 
of the property market.70

Coastal resorts as well as airlines, cruise lines, global tour 
operators and multinational hotel and resort brands have be-
come the main actors in the coastal and maritime tourism 
sector, shaping the trends through marketing campaigns. 
These companies are typically headquartered in developed 
countries, where the main tourism income is generated, of-
ten leading to significant economic leakages.71 In addition, 
the cruise ship industry has experienced rapid growth, be-
coming a significant part of the economy for many port cities, 
attracting higher tourist spending compared to other tourist 
categories.72

Since the 1990s, the concept of a more sustainable 
tourism model spread around the world, especially after 
the publication of “Our Common Future”, also known as the 
Brundtland report in 1987,73 and the Earth Summit in Rio (Bra-
zil, 1992). Tourism was then re-interpreted as a tool for sus-
tainable development and – alongside growth in the number 
of protected areas, parks and marine protected areas – ecot-
ourism and other forms of more responsible tourism activities 
have helped to enhance the protection and conservation of 
ecosystems and biodiversity. Moreover, globalization trends 
have boosted international flows of goods and services, and 
in recent decades international tourism has become a popular 
global leisure activity.74 

According to the UNWTO, the magnitude of international 
tourist arrivals rose from 536 million in 1995 to 803 million in 
200575 to 1.4 billion in 2018, a total greater than that forecasted 

69	 Miller, M., (1986). Travel, tourism and marine affairs. Coast. Zone Manag. J. , 
14, 1–19.

70	 Miller, M., (1986). Travel, tourism and marine affairs. Coast. Zone Manag. J. , 
14, 1–19.

71	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 
K., Louveau, O., (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union. Barcelona.

72	 Hall, C.M., (2001). Trends in ocean and coastal tourism: The end of the last 
frontier? Ocean & Coastal Management 44(9):601-618

73	 United Nations, (1987). The Brundtland Report. 
74	 Keum K.(2010). Tourism flows and trade theory: A panel data analysis with 

the gravity model. The Annals of Regional Science. 44(3):541–557. 
75	 Keum K.(2010) Tourism flows and trade theory: A panel data analysis with 

the gravity model. The Annals of Regional Science. 44(3):541–557. 

by UNWTO.76 Likewise, the revenues of international tourism 
increased from US$485.178 billion in 1995 to US $1.649 tril-
lion in 2018.77 Today, the travel and tourism sector supports 
1 in 10 jobs (319 million) worldwide and generates 10.4% of 
global GDP. In 2018, this industry experienced growth of 3.9% 
—above that of the global economy as a whole (3.2%)—and in 
the last five years one in every five new jobs has been created 
by the industry.78 

The coastal and maritime tourism global value chain 
(GVC) is complex and follows the tourist’s footprint, through 
multiple interactions with the industry from the moment 
tourists decide to travel to the completion of their journey, 
including transport, lodging and recreation activities.79 Fig-
ure 2 displays a simplified scheme of the global tourism value 
chain. Not all actors are represented, however, such as food 
and financial services. 

In the international tourism value chain, transport plays 
a key supporting role, either plane or boat transport or, to a 
lesser extent, train or car transport. Moreover, while tourists 
engage in a number of activities in destination countries, the 
most profitable is the accommodation sector, which ranges 
from small-scale accommodation (the backbone of the sec-
tor) to luxury hotels and resorts. International companies such 
as airlines, cruise lines, global tour operators and multination-
al hotel and resort chains are the leading firms in CMT.80 These 
firms play a key role in shaping the trends through strong mar-
keting campaigns.81

In inbound countries, national tour operators and destina-
tion management organizations (DMO) play lead roles in CMT 
management, together with incoming travel agents, chosen 
by outbound tour operators for their ability to provide product 
offerings that meet the needs of tourists. Hotels and resorts 
in touristic countries usually work directly with operators in 
charge of recreational activities and tour guide suppliers. 
Regarding recreational activities such as excursions, snorkel-
ling, surfing or sailing, they are sold by operators and usually 
carried out by locals. Tourists also engage in retail activities, 
which are considered essential for local traders as they boost 
local production and artisanal crafts.82

2.4.2. Digitalization of the tourism sector
Recent decades have been marked by the digitalization of 
tourism operations. The disruptive emergence of digital tour-
ism has changed the sector’s demand and supply sides, as 
well as its strategic management. The use of ICT in tourism 
includes location-based services, artificial intelligence and 
augmented reality, resulting in increased efficiency through-
out the industry.83 In particular, with the COVID-19 pandemic 
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much of the world moved online, and it accelerated a digital 
transformation that has been underway for decades. Internet 
traffic in some countries increased by up to 60% after the out-
break, underscoring the digital acceleration that the pandem-
ic sparked. Numerous firms adopted digital business models 
to maintain operations and preserve some revenue flows,84 
and many investments in digital upgrading led to increased 
competitiveness in the post-COVID-19 period85, especially for 
tourism destinations.

This tourism value chain transformation has introduced 
new actors, products, and alternative marketing strategies. It 
has also encouraged innovation and the rethinking of mitiga-
tion strategies for long-standing challenges such as seasonality 
and overtourism in coastal destinations.86 Smart technologies 
are increasingly being used to innovate more sustainably, and 
to promote better accessibility and inclusivity in the sector.87 
Smart technologies are also allowing more inclusive tourism 
governance and the use of critical data to inform decision-mak-
ing (e.g., to enable greater efficiency and effectiveness in the 
prediction and management of tourist flows and destinations, 
waste management and circular economy practices). In addi-
tion, smart technologies are increasing the number of new job 
opportunities linked to technology-based skills. 

84	 OECD, (2020). Digital Transformation in the Age of COVID-19: Building 
Resilience and Bridging Divides, Digital Economy Outlook 2020 Supplement. 
OECD, Paris. 

85	 European Foundation for the Improvement of Livign and Working 
Conditions. (2021). COVID-19 and digitalisation.

86	 UNTWO, (2018). Digital transformation of tourism. 
87	 European Commission, (2023). Leading examples of Smart Tourism 

Practices in Europe.

Some major impacts from smart tourism include travel fa-
cilitation, e-visa and smart visa processes, and e-governance 
mechanisms. Remote sensors and big data management sys-
tems can help destination managers to analyse and contrast 
seasonality to promote sustainability, and also to develop ex-
citing experiences for tourists while managing local resources 
efficiently. Smart tourism has also led to a boost in job oppor-
tunities linked to technology-based skills and advanced soft 
skills to effectively implement and manage smart initiatives. 
Intelligent automation is transforming the nature of some 
jobs, and eradicating others while generating new employ-
ment opportunities. Start-ups and small and medium-sized 
are increasingly important parts of the tourism value chain, 
boosting technology and skills-based education, training, and 
policies that stimulate innovation and decent employment. 
Moreover, digital technologies are increasingly enabling sus-
tainable development.88 

2.4.3. Sustainable blue tourism perspectives 
In recent decades, international agencies have increasingly 
argued that it is fundamental to find a balance between con-
servation and the generation of financial benefits from eco-
nomic activities in marine areas. This trade-off is of particular 
importance to coastal regions, especially those in less devel-
oped countries and island states, for which marine tourism is 
an important, if not the major, component of the economy.89 

88	 OECD, (2022). Digitalisation for the transition to a resource efficient and 
circular economy. 

89	 Hall, C.M., (2001). Trends in ocean and coastal tourism: The end of the last 
frontier? Ocean & Coastal Management 44(9):601-618

Figure 2. Global Tourism Value Chain

Source: Eco-union (2019) based on Christian, M. K.; et al. (2011). The Tourism Global Value Chain: Economic Upgrading and Workforce Development.
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In this scenario, the development of sustainable manage-
ment strategies for CMT is key. While traditionally the focus of 
tourism planning has been on land-use zoning, coastline de-
velopment, accommodation and building regulations, more 
recently it has adapted to include broader environmental and 
socio-cultural issues, and expanded to promote economic 
development strategies at local, regional and national scales.

In an increasingly globalized tourism environment, the 
intervention of public authorities - governments, agencies, 
international programmes - is critical. For example UNEP’s 
Regional Seas Action Plans represent a basis to find the best 
practical solutions for the development of environmentally 
sound coastal tourism because they provide a transnational 
basis for environmental action.90 While in many contexts CMT 
is prioritized for generating economic well-being, often there 
has been no systematic study of the environmental and social 
impacts of tourism over these regions. Data and information 
are highly fragmented. 

In recent years, the increasing economic significance of 
tourism, the growth of nature-based tourism activities, and 
the perceived desire of many consumers to experience pris-
tine environments has contributed to an increase in research 
on better governance solutions to ensure the viability and sus-
tainability of the industry.

2.5. Economic and social trends
Recently, the COVID-19 pandemic and economic and geopo-
litical events have been continuously changing the environ-
ment for tourists, businesses, and destinations. Travellers have 
become more demanding, regarding the health and hygiene 
conditions in destinations and are becoming more selective 
about how to travel. They are increasingly concerned with 
the positive impacts they can have on a destination and are, 
therefore, prioritizing more sustainable choices to support lo-
cal communities and the environment. Consequently, tourist 
actors have had to reassess how they make investments, mit-
igate risks and cope with the volatility of demand, and how 
they respond to the changing expectations of travellers.91 

The OECD predicts that CMT will be the largest sector of 
the global ocean-based economy by 2030 generating US$777 
billion in global revenue and employing 8.6 million people.92 
CMT continues to grow, with a market size of 2.9 trillion in 
2021 and is expected to expand at a compound growth rate 
(CAGR) of 5.7% from 2022 to 2030.93 In the Mediterranean, 
tourism accounts for over 70% of production value and gross 
value added.94 Pre-pandemic studies highlighted that tourism 
was expected to increase even more, reaching 12.5% of the 
region’s GDP by 2026, and accounting for 2.8 million jobs by 
2027.95 Along with the traditional sun, sand and sea holiday, 

90	 Ibid.
91	 World Economic Forum, (2021) Travel & Tourism Development Index 2021: 
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92	 OECD, (2016). The ocean economy in 2030. 
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95	 Petrick, K.; Fosse, J.; Lammens, H.; Fiorucci, F.; Manccini. R. & Sens, A., 
(2017). Blue Economy in the Mediterranean. Union for the Mediterranean. 

other types of coast-related holiday destinations such as the 
Baltic Sea - where according to the UNWTO, tourist arrivals 
worldwide are expected to rise from the current 1.4 billion 
(2018) to 1.8 billion per year by 203096 - and the Atlantic Ocean 
have become more popular, with an increasing number of 
overnight stays between 2000-2014. For example, coastal 
areas of Norway and Iceland have experienced increases in 
overnight stays of 286% and 34%, respectively.97 

Other forms of tourism, e.g., ecotourism and nautical 
tourism, are also experiencing growth. In particular, the glob-
al ecotourism market size was valued at USD 185.87 billion in 
2021 and is expected to expand at CAGR of 15.2% from 2022 
to 2030.98 Renting a boat or yacht has become more popular, 
as has the use of alternative types of accommodation, such as 
Airbnb.99 In addition, some travel options, especially air travel, 
have become more expensive due to the COVID-19 pandem-
ic and the climate crisis, encouraging domestic tourism and 
slow travel. There is also an increased demand for environ-
mentally-friendly services and facilities, and for a diversifica-
tion of the touristic product in terms of activities and locations 
offered (e.g. more remote destinations). The Ocean Panel100 
describes six global trends that are affecting coastal and ma-
rine tourism, including: shifting demand and travel preferenc-
es; labour; population shifts; climate change; biodiversity loss 
and technological development. 

In addition to the six global trends, the COVID-19 pan-
demic has raised awareness of the importance of local sup-
ply chains and the need to rethink how goods and services 
are produced and consumed.101 The stakeholders of CMT are 
increasingly considering the real economic, social and envi-
ronmental tourism costs and risks of more traditional tourism 
models. These costs include increases in biodiversity loss, 
environmental degradation, community over-dependence on 
tourism, seasonality and economic leakages.102 These issues 
are particularly relevant for Small Islands and Small Island De-
veloping States (SIDS) and all coastal destinations. However, 
the benefits that can be obtained through more sustainable 
and regenerative forms of tourism are often underestimat-
ed.103 For instance, integrating circular economy elements 
into local and regional tourism planning104 can bring advanc-
es in terms of resource efficiency in the tourism value chain, 
which constitutes a priority and opportunity for the tour-
ism sector in coastal destinations seeking to embrace a 
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sustainable and resilient growth pathway.105 This has been 
shown recently by the Interreg Med INCIRCLE106 and Interreg 
2 Seas FACET107 projects (which have also demonstrated that 
they can create tourism-related innovative job opportunities, 
minimize the overall impacts on already limited resources, 
and promote inclusivity and community resilience). 

3. Blue tourism in selected 
coastal and maritime regions
The Mediterranean, the Antarctic, the South Pacific, the North-
east Atlantic, the Caribbean, and the West Indian Ocean, are 
key marine regions for blue tourism. The specific character-
istics of these marine regions are described in the following 
sections. 

3.1. The Mediterranean
Touching three continents, the Mediterranean region brings 
together 22 countries with different economic and so-
cial conditions. The Mediterranean Sea, the largest of the 
semi-enclosed seas in Europe, covers nearly 2.6 million km2 
and 46,000 km of coastline.108 The Mediterranean area is 
the world’s leading tourist region, concentrating 30% of the 
world tourist flow. With a population of 500 million people, it 
welcomes more than 400 million international tourist arrivals 
(ITAs) annually, especially during summer. The tourism sector 
is therefore an important pillar of the regional economy. Ac-
cording to UNEP (2020), tourism represents up to 15% of the 
GDP and 11% of jobs in the Mediterranean.109 Beyond provid-
ing jobs and incomes, the tourism industry also has negative 
impacts, such as causing price rises of goods, services and 
housing, among others. The North-West of the Mediterrane-
an receives 64% of international tourist arrivals in the entire 
region, while the South-East receives 17%, the North-East 14% 
and the South-West 5%.110 As for other regions, international 
tourist arrivals were impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic.
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106	 INCIRCLE. Interreg Mediterranean, (2020). Enhancing Sustainable Tourism in 
insular & low density areas. 
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environmental information systems. EEA Technical report No 6, 142 pp. — 
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Figure 3. The Mediterranean Region

The Mediterranean is home to around 9% of the world’s 
marine biodiversity and is a biodiversity hotspot.111 Around 
30% of species are endemic and it has nearly 1,200 marine 
protected areas (MPAs).112 However, 51% of native marine fish 
species are in danger of extinction and 4% are listed as near 
threatened due to habitat loss from unsustainable resource 
exploitation, pollution, climate change, eutrophication and 
invasive marine species.113 Moreover, housing and tourist in-
frastructure are concentrated along the littoral areas,114 result-
ing in high levels of coastline artificialization, erosion, over-
consumption of energy and water, pollution, and biodiversity 
loss. Mediterranean regional economies are highly dependent 
on the tourism industry, which is based on the attractiveness 
of the natural ecosystem.115 The benefits from Mediterrane-
an ecosystem services are estimated at over €26 billion per 
year.116 A sustainable BT economy is crucial to ensure that 
tourism activities continue to generate economic sustenance 
for the Mediterranean coastal communities while ensuring the 
sustainability of natural resources.
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3.2. The Caribbean
The Caribbean Sea covers less than 1% of the world’s oceans, 
but it is a key ecosystem for the countries of this region be-
cause it directly supports the economies of 37 territories.117 
The region has 746 million inhabitants, 41 million of whom live 
within 10 km of the coast. The region is home to four Large 
Marine Ecosystems (LMEs)118 and is considered a biodiversity 
hotspot with 285 MPAs identified in 2004. This biodiversity is 
crucial for the economy, and its value is estimated at US$407 
billion (2012), with tourism accounting for US$47 billion. Tour-
ism is a major contributor to Caribbean economies. In 2017, 
the travel and tourism industry represented 20% of GDP and 
19% of employment.119 
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Source: Eco-Union, (2019). Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal 
and maritime tourism in world marine regions.

Figure 4. The Caribbean Region

The region is the most dependent in the world on the 
tourism sector and the COVID-19 pandemic had significant 
impacts on the region’s economy. The main forms of tourism 
in the region are “sea-sand-sun” and cruise tourism, where 
cruise passengers account for more than half of international 
arrivals. The development of mass tourism, mainly linked to 
cruises, is having major environmental impacts. Overfishing, 
coastal erosion, water and land pollution are some of the ma-
jor environmental impacts identified in the Caribbean Sea. 
Tourism also leads to the destruction of natural coastal habi-
tats for the construction of tourist infrastructure, dredging of 
waterways for maritime transport, increase in water consump-
tion and, consequently, to a reduction in the accessibility of 
drinking water. 

117	 World Bank, (2016). Toward a blue economy: a promise for sustainable 
growth in the Caribbean : main report. 

118	 The continental shelf of Brazil, the Caribbean, the Gulf of Mexico and the 
continental shelf of the southeastern United States.

119	 Caribbean Development Bank, (2017).Caribbean Economic Review, 2018 
Outlook. 22p.  

3.3. The Western Indian Ocean
The Western Indian Ocean (WIO) extends over 15,000 km of 
coastline, covering 30 million km2 (8.1% of the world’s ocean 
surface) and includes 10 countries. The region is marked by 
high population density and population growth.120 The total 
population was over 230 million in 2017, of which 60 million 
live within 100 km of the coastline and depend on the food, 
employment, and recreation it provides.121 Also, the WIO is 
home to between 11,000 and 20,000 marine species, and 
more than 2,000 species of fish in its coral reefs. It is an im-
portant breeding and feeding area for sea turtles. The 155 
MPAs cover 130,000 km2.122 The WWF estimates the size of 
economic sectors depending on the ecological functions of 
the sea across the WIO to be US$ 20.8 billion in the annual 
gross marine product (GMP), which largely comprises tour-
ism-based activities (around 69%).123 CMT is a major contribu-
tor to the WIO’s economy, especially for SIDS such as the Sey-
chelles and Mauritius.124 Tourism is also an important foreign 
exchange source. 
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Figure 5.  Western Indian Ocean Region

The region offers various tourism products including tra-
ditional leisure destinations, whale and dolphin watching, div-
ing, and nature-based tourism. In some countries, tourism is 
focused on inland attractions (safaris in Kenya, Mozambique, 
and Tanzania). There is also growth in the cruise sector and, 
more gradually, in some forms of sustainable tourism. The 
WIO is particularly vulnerable to marine ecosystem degrada-
tion: the region is one of the least developed  in the world 
and the economy depends heavily on fishing and small-scale 

120	 UNEP, Secretariat for the Nairobi Convention, (2018). Vision: A Prosperous 
Western Indians Ocean Region with Healthy Rivers, Coasts and Oceans.  

121	 Obura, D. et al. (2017). Reviving the Western Indian Ocean Economy: Actions 
for a Sustainable Future. WWF International, Gland, Switzerland. 64p.  

122	 UNEP and WIOMSA. NEP-Nairobi Convention and WIOMSA. (2015). The 
Regional State of the Coast Report: Western Indian Ocean. 546p.   

123	 WIOMSA and UN-Habita, (2022). The Cities of the Western Indian Ocean 
(WIO) and Blue Economy. The Status Report.

124	 UNWTO, Economic Development in Africa Report, (2017). Tourism for 
Transformative and Inclusive Growth.
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fisheries. In addition, strategic habitats such as mangroves, 
salt marshes, seagrass beds and coral reefs, which represent 
a key support for local fisheries and tourism, have declined 
significantly over the past 40 years.125 Tourism is developing, 
and the environmental impacts are significant. These impacts 
are linked to the construction of infrastructure, pollution, 
scarcity of natural resources, and nautical activities. There 
are also many social problems, such as those arising from re-
source scarcity. 

3.4. The North-East Atlantic
The Northeast Atlantic regional sea stretches across 5 mar-
itime areas: South and North-Western Europe, the Greater 
North Sea, the Celtic Seas, the Bay of Biscay and the Iberian 
Coast, and the Wider Atlantic. It covers 20,585 km of coastline 
from very diverse countries resulting in a variable political and 
institutional framework. With more than a thousand recorded 
fish species, the Atlantic is rich in biodiversity, thanks to the 
variation in the seasonal cycle, the water depth and ecosys-
tem specificities. Biodiversity conservation is supported by 
strong governance as well as the establishment of an MPA 
network that covers 285,000 km2. The North-East Atlantic is 
a highly productive area that contains Europe’s most valuable 
fishing areas and many unique habitats and ecosystems. 
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Figure 6. North-East Atlantic region

A wide range of recreational and tourist activities take 
place in the North-East Atlantic, particularly recreational 
boating, recreational fishing, marine wildlife watching, beach 
recreation, and cruise tourism. The region’s tourism sector 
is experiencing renewed growth and increasingly acquiring 
economic relevance,126 which in turn is exerting pressure on 

125	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., Gonz lez, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 
K., Louveau, O., (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union. Barcelona.

126	 Pachernegg, P. (2020). Recreation and Tourism in the Northeast Atlantic 
Ocean Assessment of the economic size and the environmental impacts of 
tourism and recreational activities in the OSPAR area. RWS INFORMATION.

coastal and maritime areas, leading to physical disturbance, 
environmental damage and biodiversity loss.127 Furthermore, 
the sector contributes to several types of pollution and biolog-
ical disturbance through the introduction of invasive species.

3.5. The South Pacific
The South Pacific Ocean is the world’s biggest ocean and 
its countries are home to 8 million people,128 the majority of 
which live in conditions of poverty and unemployment.129 The 
region is characterized by its demographic diversity, and in 
terms of its GDP per capita. Moreover, the region faces devel-
opment constraints (small size, territorial isolation), restricting 
infrastructure development, management and trade. These 
factors contribute to the economic and political dependency 
of South Pacific countries on regional leaders, such as Aus-
tralia and New Zealand.130 The South Pacific area is a strategic 
space for marine biodiversity: it contains the largest propor-
tion of global coral reefs (40%),131 which provide a basis for 
regional protein supply and economic health. Pacific coun-
tries have been proactive in reef conservation, marine litter 
management and SDG14 implementation. The South Pacific 
has 204 protected marine and terrestrial areas, and 346 MPAs 
(covering 2,161,088 km2)132; only 20% of which are effectively 
enforced or managed.133 
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Figure 7. South Pacific region
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Tourism in the South Pacific is an important part of the 
economy with an average GDP contribution of 12%, which 
varies across countries. The largest destination is Fiji (over 
842,000 visitors in 2017), which attracts 40% of the Pacific’s 
total visitor arrivals.134 Economic, environmental and political 
cooperation is fundamental for the region, due to the diver-
sity of countries. Tourism actors are typically very small and 
local enterprises are generally located on the smaller islands. 
Environmental quality is crucial because the main tourism 
products are based on the leisure facilities of guesthouses 
and luxury resorts, allowing tourists to discover pristine loca-
tions and participate in water activities. The region is highly 
vulnerable to sea level rise and natural disasters, a situation 
that is exacerbated by climate change. The main environmen-
tal issues are demographic pressure and imbalance, marine 
pollution, resource overexploitation, and vulnerability to nat-
ural disasters.135 Tourism impacts are also linked to environ-
mental degradation due to the establishment of hotels and 
resorts, changes in sediments and sediment runoffs, waste 
management and coastal development. These driving forces 
are aggravated by inadequate infrastructure, insufficient ser-
vice provision, and a shortage of land availability136.

3.6. The Antarctic Ocean
The Antarctic Ocean comprises the southernmost waters 
of the Southern hemisphere, stretching over 22 million km² 
(17.968 km of coastline), connecting the Atlantic, Pacific, and 
Indian Ocean basins. The region influences the climate of the 
entire planet through the Antarctic Circumpolar Current, the 
largest ocean current, which distributes heat and influences 
global rain patterns and temperatures.137 Due to its milder cli-
mate, its shores host great animal and plant biodiversity. The 
Antarctic ice sheet contains about 68% of the globe’s fresh 
water. The Antarctic Ocean is a vulnerable environment, due 
to low levels of artificialization and its unique marine and ter-
restrial ecosystems.138 Tourism started in Antarctica in the 
1960s. The Antarctic Treaty requires tourism companies to 
have a permit to bring visitors to Antarctica. The tourist in-
dustry in the region consists of three types of activity: ship-
borne; landborne; and airborne or overflights. There are lim-
ited sea cruises to the Ross Sea and East Antarctic regions 
of Antarctica. In recent times, tourist numbers have signifi-
cantly increased. Land activities include camping, hiking and 
cross-country skiing. 

134	 UNWTO, (2018). Asia and the Pacific Newsletter. Issue 46, 57 pp.
135	 AFD, (2012). Stratégie de coopération régionale ultramarine de l’AFD. 

Déclinaison sur le Pacifique Sud, 11pp.
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138	 Hall, C. M., (1992). Tourism in Antarctica: Activities, Impacts, and 
Management. Journal of Travel Research, Vol. 30 n. 4, pp. 2-9
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Figure 8. Antartic Region

The recent census of marine life of the Antarctic listed 
about 7,500 species of marine animals, accounting for 70% 
of the continent’s endemic marine species. The relatively 
stable marine temperatures enable the establishment of rich 
benthic populations on the seabed. The continent does not 
have a permanent human population, and “inhabitants” live 
in research stations, with numbers ranging from 1,000 (win-
ter) and 5,000 (summer). Since 2021, the number of tourists 
visiting the region is increasing once again, already reaching 
40% of pre-pandemic arrivals. Environmental impacts are also 
growing, such as black carbon from cruise ship emissions. 
Certain microbes and other invasive species represent a prob-
lem that will only worsen as the ice melts and new patches 
of bare earth are created. While cruise ships are a source of 
significant emissions.

4. The blue tourism 
stakeholder landscape
Coastal and maritime tourism (CMT) stakeholders include a 
variety of groups and individuals who are involved in or affect-
ed by tourism activities in coastal and marine environments.139 
Examples of the main actors include public authorities, pri-
vate sector business actors, intergovernmental organizations 
(IGOs), non-governmental organizations (NGOs), international 
development agencies (IDA), multilateral development banks, 
and academia. These stakeholders may have different inter-
ests, priorities and concerns regarding CMT, and the effective 
management of tourism requires collaboration and coopera-
tion among these groups.

139	 Byrd, E.T., (2007). Stakeholders in sustainable tourism development and 
their roles: applying stakeholder theory to sustainable tourism development. 
Tourism Review, Vol. 62 No. 2, pp. 6-13.
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4.1. Public authorities
The role of public authorities in tourism is significant and 
multifaceted. Public authorities, at the national, regional, and 
local levels, play a crucial role in promoting and developing 
tourism as an economic, cultural, and social activity. Some of 
the key roles and responsibilities for public authorities in tour-
ism are listed below:
	● Policy development: Public authorities are responsible for 
developing policies and regulations that guide the develop-
ment and management of tourism in their respective juris-
dictions. These policies may address issues such as sustain-
ability, safety, security, quality, and accessibility of tourism 
products and services.140

	● Destination marketing: Public authorities are often respon-
sible for marketing and promoting their destinations to po-
tential tourists, both domestically and internationally. This 
may involve creating marketing campaigns, organizing 
events, and developing partnerships with industry stake-
holders.141

	● Infrastructure development such as transportation systems, 
public facilities, and cultural and heritage sites that benefit 
both tourists and residents. They may also provide incen-
tives to private investors to develop tourism infrastructure.

	● Regulation and licensing for tourism businesses, such as 
hotels, restaurants, tour operators, and transportation com-
panies, to ensure compliance with quality standards, safety 
regulations, and environmental requirements.

	● Tourism planning and management: Public authorities are 
responsible for developing tourism plans and strategies 
that balance economic, social, and environmental objec-
tives (such as spatial planning for sustainable tourism). They 
may also manage the tourism industry through monitoring 
and evaluation, research and data analysis, and policy re-
view.

	● Capacity building and training programmes for tourism 
stakeholders, such as small business owners, to improve 
their skills and knowledge in areas such as marketing, cus-
tomer service, and sustainability.142

4.2. Private sector 
Private sector stakeholder for CMT encompass a range of 
businesses and organizations that are involved in or impacted 
by tourism activities in coastal areas, including: 
	● Hotel and accommodation providers in coastal areas such 
as beach resorts, hotels, and vacation rentals. Also, real es-
tate and property development companies that build and 
manage tourism infrastructure in coastal areas. Internation-
ally, the pool of coastal real estate developers is constantly 
increasing and changing due to the influence of specula-
tors, who are common in this sector.143  

140	 Edgell, D. L., Allen, M. D., Smith, G., & Swanson, J., (2008). Tourism policy 
and planning: Yesterday, today, and tomorrow. Routledge.

141	 Pike, S., (2007). Destination marketing organisations. Routledge.
142	 Byrd, E.T., (2007). Stakeholders in sustainable tourism development and 

their roles: applying stakeholder theory to sustainable tourism development. 
Tourism Review, Vol. 62 No. 2, pp. 6-13.

143	 Ecorys & European Commission, (2016). Study on specific challenges for a 
sustainable development of coastal and maritime tourism in Europe. Final 
Report, European Commission.

	● International tour operators, travel agencies and tour guide 
services that offer coastal tourism products and services 
such as beach resorts, boat tours, and water sports.

	● Restaurants, cafes, and other food and beverage providers 
that serve tourists in coastal areas.

	● Transportation providers such as taxi, bus, and train servic-
es.

	● Economic development organizations that promote coastal 
tourism and support local businesses.

While the main economic actors are listed above, other 
private sector stakeholders include: professional networks of 
coastal and marine private businesses (for example the World 
Ocean Council), global networks (such as the World Associ-
ation of Travel Agencies), airline and aircraft industry asso-
ciations (International Air Transport Association that works 
to promote safe, efficient, and sustainable air travel), many 
hospitality chains (for example the Sustainable Hospitality 
Alliance, Intercontinental IHG, Hilton Hotels & Resorts, which 
globally represent the interests of hotels and restaurants in 
the tourism industry), and online travel agencies (OTAs)144, 
such as Travalyst. These economic stakeholders play a critical 
role in the coastal tourism industry and are often dependent 
on tourism for their livelihoods. They may also have a direct 
influence on the local economy by generating jobs and in-
come, as well as an indirect influence by providing goods and 
services to tourists.145 While the larger enterprises represent 
a smaller share of the private sector, a central role is played 
by SMEs that are the backbone of the sector for the sustain-
ability of the destinations in which they operate, and also be-
cause they provide opportunities for local subsectors in the 
industry.146 The contribution of SMEs to the local economy is 
multidimensional, consisting of output growth, employment 
generation, poverty alleviation, economic empowerment, and 
export growth, among others.147 

4.3. Intergovernmental organizations (IGOs)
Intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) play a crucial role in 
the tourism sector by promoting and developing the industry 
at a global level. These organizations work to create a sustain-
able and inclusive environment for tourism growth, and they 
also serve as a platform for member countries to exchange 
knowledge and collaborate on tourism-related issues.

Some of the key roles of IGOs in tourism include148:
	● Promoting sustainable tourism: IGOs promote environmen-
tally friendly and socially responsible tourism practices, 
which help to preserve natural and cultural resources for 
future generations.

144	 Expedia, (2015). What is an OTA?
145	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 

K., Louveau, O., (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union.

146	 Aslan, S., Dinçer, M.Z., (2019). The effects of small and medium-sized tourism 
enterprises on destinations. The Routledge Handbook of Tourism Impacts.

147	 Deyshappriya, N. P. R. and Nawarathna, A. M. D. B.,  (2020). Tourism and SME 
Development: Performance of Tourism SMEs in Coastal Tourist Destinations 
in Southern Sri Lanka. ADBI Working Paper 1164. Tokyo: Asian Development 
Bank Institute.  

148	 Hall, C. M., & Coles, T., (2008). Introduction: tourism and international 
business–tourism as international business. International business and 
tourism (pp. 15-40). Routledge.
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	● Facilitating collaboration and knowledge-sharing: IGOs pro-
vide a platform for member countries to share best practic-
es and collaborate on tourism-related issues. This can help 
to improve the overall quality and competitiveness of the 
industry.

	● Representing the interests of the industry: International 
organizations serve as advocates for the tourism industry, 
working to promote the sector and its contributions to eco-
nomic growth and development.

	● Providing research and data: Many international organi-
zations conduct research and collect data on the tourism 
industry, which can help to inform policy and decision-mak-
ing.

	● Developing standards and guidelines for the tourism indus-
try, which can help to ensure safety and quality for the tour-
ist's experience.

	● Educating and training programmes for industry profes-
sionals to develop skills and knowledge.149

By working together, international groups can help pro-
mote and develop the tourism industry in a sustainable and 
inclusive way, which can benefit both the industry and the 
communities that depend on it.150 The role of IGOs is essen-
tial for ocean governance, sustainable development (SDGs) 
and coastal and maritime tourism management. It involves 
development agencies, such as the World Bank, bilateral do-
nors, UN agencies (UNEP, FAO, UNWTO, etc.), as well as re-
gional actors (European Commission, Union for the Mediter-
ranean, etc.).

4.4. Non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
International non-governmental organizations (NGOs), such 
as The Future of Tourism Coalition, the Center for Responsi-
ble Travel (CREST), the Nature Conservancy, International Un-
ion for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and WWF have devel-
oped tourism programmes that promote responsible tourism. 
Other examples are the Global Sustainable Tourism Council, 
which promotes common standards for sustainable tourism 
(certifications) and Green Destinations that support (coastal) 
destinations to develop tourism projects for socio-economic 
development through certification and training programmes.

Most of their activities focus on taking into account the 
negative environmental effects of mass tourism by simulta-
neously promoting clear standards of sustainability through 
certification programmes and the local activities of host 
communities and indigenous tourism. Incorporating these 
values and practices within outbound tour operators through 
training, awareness raising, and advocacy fosters moderat-
ing mechanisms to the negative externalities of conventional 
tourism.	

Also, regional, national and local non-profit organiza-
tions are becoming important stakeholders in blue tourism 
development thanks to their creative potential and flexibility. 

149	 Byrd, E.T., (2007). Stakeholders in sustainable tourism development and 
their roles: applying stakeholder theory to sustainable tourism development. 
Tourism Review, Vol. 62 No. 2, pp. 6-13.

150	 UNWTO, Network, W. E., University of Hawaii (Manoa)., University of Calgary 
(Calgary, Canada)., & James Cook University (Australia), (1997), International 
tourism: A global perspective. 

Tourism-focused NGOs are increasingly involved in sustaina-
ble activities, creating value for tourists and local residents.151 
Also, NGOs in a destination can exert influence on local au-
thorities to devise tourism policies aimed at conservation, in 
helping to abate poverty and encourage the development of 
ecological, historical and social features.152

4.5. International development agencies (IDAs)
International aid and development agencies, such as public 
bodies like the International Finance Corporation (IFC), bi-
lateral donors, UN agencies as well as regional banks, which 
manage public cooperation funds, also play a key role in the 
BT sector. Since the 1990s, these agencies have increased 
their lending for sustainable and ecotourism projects. In spite 
of this trend, most loans are usually awarded to large coastal 
developments.153 

IDAs have the common task of fostering economic and 
social progress in developing countries by financing projects, 
supporting investment and generating capital for the benefit 
of all global citizens. Therefore, the continuing role of interna-
tional development agencies in CMT projects and infrastruc-
ture financing emphasises the need to promote best practic-
es in CMT within agencies and companies.154

4.6. Multilateral development banks
Multilateral development banks (MDBs) are supranational in-
stitutions set up by sovereign states, who serve as their share-
holders. Their remits reflect the development aid and coop-
eration policies established by these states. MDBs also play a 
major role on international capital markets, where they raise 
large volume of funds required to finance their loans.155

An example is the World Bank, one of the largest platforms 
for fighting extreme poverty in the world’s lowest income 
countries. It works in 74 countries in Africa, East Asia and the 
Pacific, South Asia, Europe and Central Asia, Latin America 
and the Caribbean, and the Middle East and North Africa.156 
It has recently launched PROBLUE, a Multi-Donor Trust Fund, 
that supports the development of integrated, sustainable and 
healthy marine and coastal resources. With the Blue Econo-
my Action Plan as its foundation, PROBLUE contributes to the 
implementation of Sustainable Development Goal 14 (SDG 14) 
and fights against poverty by increasing incomes and welfare 
in poor areas.157

151	 Fruk, L. D., Djurkin, J. and Ribaric, H. M., (2022). Non-profit organizations 
and tourism:can tourism drive non-profit sector development? Enlightening 
tourism a pathmaiking journal 12.

152	 Gul Gunes (2010). Tourism and the third sector. Anatolia: an International 
Journal of Tourism and Hospitality Research, 21:2, 393-394.

153	 Honey M. & Krantz D., (2007): “Global Trends in Coastal Tourism. Center on 
Ecotourism and Sustainable Development”.

154	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 
K., Louveau, O., (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union.

155	 European Investment Bank (EIB), (2019). Multilateral development banks.
156	 World Bank, (2021). What’s IDA?
157	 World Bank, (2021). PROBLUE.
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4.7. Academia
Academic actors, such as universities and research institu-
tions, play a significant role in the study and development of 
coastal tourism. Some of the ways in which they contribute 
include:
	● Research and data collection on various aspects of coast-
al tourism, including economic, social, and environmental 
impacts. This research can provide valuable insights into 
the industry and help inform policy and decision-making. 
For example, on the relationship between tourism and the 
SDGs. 

	● Education and training, mainly offered by universities and 
research institutions, which can help to develop the skills 
and knowledge needed to work in coastal tourism. It also 
pushes towards empowering youth to support the sector in 
its ability to drive progress.158

	● Developing best practices and guidelines to support the 
work of tourism operators, policymakers, and other stake-
holders in promoting responsible (coastal) tourism practic-
es for sustainable development.

	● Community engagement, through surveys, research, work-
shops to engage with local communities to understand 
their perspectives and needs related to coastal tourism.

	● Policy analysis and advocacy for policies that support sus-
tainable coastal tourism development.

	● Technology and innovation that can be used to improve 
coastal tourism, such as sustainable tourism management 
systems, monitoring and evaluation tools, and sustainable 
tourism products.

Overall, academic actors play a critical role in understand-
ing and shaping the coastal tourism industry, through their re-
search, education, and engagement with stakeholders.

5. Governance framework 

To pursue the goal of sustainable blue tourism, it is funda-
mental to understand the institutional and legal frameworks 
that regulate (blue) tourism and its development in coastal 
and marine areas in recent decades. Examples of a Multilat-
eral Environmental Agreement (MEA) and other international 
environmental initiatives are described below, along with an 
overview of some governance examples in marine regions.

5.1. Selected Multilateral Environmental 
Agreements 
This section includes a brief review of the main Multilateral 
Environmental Agreements (MEAs). These international agree-
ments are intended to promote international cooperation to 
address the global environmental challenges that the world 
faces today, such as climate change, biodiversity loss, pollu-
tion and waste.

158	 UNWTO, (2018). Tourism for SDGs: How to engage. 

5.1.1. Convention on Biological Diversity (2000) 
The 1992 Rio Conference established the Convention on Bi-
ological Diversity (CBD). Although this agreement does not 
mention tourism, in 2000 the Contracting Parties recognized 
the importance of developing sustainable tourism and eco-
tourism. Four years later, the CBD Secretariat published a 
guideline on sustainable tourism,159 and several programmes 
on this subject have since been developed.160

5.1.2. Agenda 2030 and the SDGs
The Rio+20 (2012) laid the foundations for a continuation of 
the discussion on tourism and sustainability, which was for-
malized in The Future We Want161 and which led to future ini-
tiatives,162 such as the UNWTO and UNEP’s 10-year Sustainable 
Tourism Programme163, and in particular the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development. 

In 2015 the UNWTO General Assembly adopted the 2030 
Agenda and the seventeen Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) it contained. Although all of them have an impact on 
the tourism sector, some SDGs explicitly include CMT:
	● SDG 8 (Economic Growth): Promote sustained, inclusive 
and sustainable economic growth, full and productive em-
ployment and decent work for all. Target 8.9: By 2030, de-
vise and implement policies to promote sustainable tourism 
that creates jobs and promotes local culture and products.

	● SDG 12 (Sustainable Consumption and Production): Ensure 
sustainable consumption and production patterns. Target 
12.b: Develop and implement tools to monitor sustainable 
development impacts for sustainable tourism that creates 
jobs and promotes local culture and products.

	● 	SDG 14 (Ocean Conservation)164: Conserve and sustainably 
use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable 
development. Target 14.7: By 2030, increase the economic 
benefits to Small Island Developing States and least devel-
oped countries from the sustainable use of marine resourc-
es, including through sustainable tourism.

5.1.3. Paris Agreement (UNFCCC)
In December 2015, the UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) released the Paris Agreement. This legally 
binding international treaty on climate change, is a landmark 
in the multilateral climate change process because it has for 
the first time united all nations in the common cause to com-
bat climate change and adapt to its effects. 

Within this framework, the goal goal is to limit global 
warming to well below 2°, preferably to 1.5°, compared to 
pre-industrial levels. To achieve this long-term temperature 
goal, countries will commit to reducing greenhouse gas emis-
sions to achieve a climate neutral world by the middle of the 
century. Each country must present plans for climate action 
known as nationally determined contributions (NDCs).165 This 

159	 CBD, Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity, (2004). 
Guidelines on Biodiversity and Tourism Development, 29 pp.

160	 CBD, Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity, (2005). 
Handbook of the Convention on Biological Diversity Including its Cartagena 
Protocol on Biosafety, 1258 pp

161	 UNWTO, 2012. Outcome document of the United Nations Conference on 
Sustainable Development, 72 pp. 

162	 JA Leggett, (2012): “Rio+20: The United Nations Conference on Sustainable”
163	 UNTWO, (2014). Harnessing Power: One billion tourists sustainable future. 

Press Release No. 14076.
164	 UNWTO, (2015). 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 
165	 UNFCCC, (2015). Paris Agreement.
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commitment has been reinforced by the launch of the Glas-
gow Declaration166 at the United Nations Climate Change 
Conference in 2021. The Glasgow Declaration is described in 
Table 1, along with a number of other recent initiatives that 
support the promotion of more sustainable tourism. 

5.2. Recent blue tourism sustainable 
initiatives  
During the last two decades, there has been a concerted ef-
fort by the tourism sector to launch tourism-focused initia-
tives that aim to foster sectoral improvements through better 
governance and the enhancement of destination and busi-
ness practices. Initiatives have focused on developing and 
promoting codes for tourism inclusivity, environmentally-sus-
tainable practices and pledges and declarations. Such collec-
tive efforts will have an impact on the future of blue tourism 
as destinations that comply with these proposals will benefit 
as well as contribute to the scaling up of these sustainable 
tourism initiatives. 

In Table 1, recent relevant initiatives are listed. It should be 
noted that this is not an exhaustive list. 

166	 UNWTO, (2020). The Glasgow Declaration.

5.3. Examples of regional governance in 
marine regions
Marine governance refers to the management and regulation 
of activities that take place in the ocean, including conser-
vation, development, and use of marine resources. There are 
different approaches to marine governance, including top-
down, bottom-up, and co-management approaches. Effec-
tive governance in marine regions typically involves a range 
of actors, and it is important to ensure the sustainable use 
of marine resources, protect marine biodiversity, and address 
issues such as pollution and climate change.

5.3.1. Regional Seas Programme (UNEP)
The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) Regional 
Seas Programme is a global initiative, launched in 1974, that 
aims to promote the protection and sustainable use of the 
world’s coastal and marine resources.167 The programme fo-
cuses on the conservation and management of marine and 
coastal ecosystems, as well as the elimination of marine pollu-
tion and the protection of endangered species. 

The Programme is implemented through Regional Seas 
Conventions and Action Plans (RSCAPs) such as the Mediter-
ranean Action Plan, the Caribbean Environment Programme, 
the Nairobi Convention, the Convention for the protection of 
the marine environment and the coastal region of the Medi-
terranean, among others. Through RSCAPs, the programme 
provides inter-governmental frameworks to address the deg-
radation of the oceans and seas at a regional level, initially fo-
cusing on pollution at sea, such as oil spills and the movement 

167	 Akiwumi, P., & Melvasalo, T., (1998). UNEP’s Regional Seas Programme: 
approach, experience and future plans.
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Table 1. Global sustainable tourism initiatives
Name Year Objectives

UNWTO’s Global Code of 
Ethics for Tourism (CGET)

1999 The GCET is composed of ten articles, including Article 3, which recognises 
tourism’s potential contribution to sustainable development along with the 
required policies to promote sustainable tourism.

Network of European 
Regions for Competitive 
and Sustainable Tourism 
(NECSTouR)

2007 It is an organisation that aims to promote sustainable tourism development in 
European regions and gathers European regions to build competitive regional 
governance for sustainable tourism, tackling the economic, environmental and 
socio-cultural dimensions of the industry. It shares knowledge, best practices, and 
experiences in the field of sustainable tourism.1

The NECSTouR 2019-2021 strategy2 sets out five key priorities - Smart destination, 
Socio cultural balance, Skills and talent, Safety and resilience, Statistics and 
measurability to address the challenges facing destinations and support regions to 
deliver sustainable tourism.

UN One Planet initiative 2015 It aims to promote sustainable development and ensure that economic growth is 
inclusive and equitable. The One Planet initiative is build on five main pillars: green 
growth and sustainable development, climate action to reduce greenhouse gas 
and build resilience to climate change, biodiversity and ecosystems to protect 
and restore natural ecosystems, water and oceans to sustainably manage water 
resources, and resilience and adaptive governance3.  

The Glasgow Declaration 
on Climate Action in 
Tourism

2021 This declaration aims to lead and align climate action across tourism stakeholders: 
government, institutional agencies; donors, financial institutions; international 
organisations; civil society; the private sector; and academia. It aims to unify their 
shared commitment in transforming tourism to deliver effective climate action to 
support the goals to halve emissions by 2030 and reach Net Zero before 2050. 

Tourism Panel on Climate 
Change

2022 It is a global platform established by UNWTO to raise awareness of the impacts 
of climate change on the tourism sector, and to promote the implementation of 
sustainable tourism practices that can help to mitigate these impacts. The panel 
was established in 2022 and is composed of experts from the tourism industry, 
governments, academia, and other organisations.4 

Future of Tourism Coalition 2020 An initiative promoted by Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) that represents a 
collaborative effort to chart a new, more sustainable direction for tourism and shift 
the status quo. The Coalition is composed of six non-governmental organisations, 
the Center for Responsible Travel (CREST), Destination Stewardship Center, Green 
Destinations, Sustainable Travel International, Tourism Cares, and the Travel 
Foundation, with the guidance of the Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC).5 
It was born as a response to the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, to move forward 
and recover, re-centering around a strong set of principles is vital for long term 
sustainable and equitable growth. 

Source: Author elaboration, 2023.

1	 Plan Bleu (2022). State of Play of Tourism in the Mediterranean, Interreg Med Sustainable Tourism Community project.
2	 NECSTouR 2019-2021 strategy
3	 One planet Network, www.oneplanetnetwork.org
4	 Tourism Panel on Climate Change, https://tpcc.info/executive-summary 
5	 One planet, 2021. The Future Coalition 
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https://www.unwto.org/the-glasgow-declaration-on-climate-action-in-tourism#:~:text=The%20Glasgow%20Declaration%20is%20a,soon%20as%20possible%20before%202050.
https://www.unwto.org/the-glasgow-declaration-on-climate-action-in-tourism#:~:text=The%20Glasgow%20Declaration%20is%20a,soon%20as%20possible%20before%202050.
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https://www.futureoftourism.org/
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of hazardous waste, as well as land-based sources of pollu-
tion, for example plastics, wastewater and excess nutrients. 

The programme also engages with a wide range of stake-
holders, including governments, NGOs, and the private sector, 
to promote cooperation and coordination in addressing ma-
rine and coastal environmental issues. Many have embraced 
the ecosystems approach to managing marine resources and 
have protocols on protected areas, marine litter, combating 
oil spills, pollution from ships, transboundary movement of 
waste including their disposal, integrated coastal zone man-
agement (ICZM) and land-based sources (LBS) through which 
disaster reduction, climate change adaptation and sustaina-
ble consumption and production issues can be addressed. 
The focus of the programme is on promoting regional oceans 
governance to deliver the global oceans agenda and respond 
to emerging issues, new policies and initiatives, such as the 
blue economy.168 Figure 9.

5.3.2. Union for the Mediterranean (UfM)
Launched in 2008, the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM) is 
an intergovernmental Euro-Mediterranean organization which 
brings together all countries of the European Union and 16 
countries of the Southern and Eastern Mediterranean (see 
map below). In 2015, UfM promoted the Ministerial Declara-
tion on the Sustainable Blue Economy169 for the entire Med-
iterranean region. The declaration sets out to promote jobs, 

168	 UNEP Regional Seas Programme
169	 UfM Secretariat, (2021). UfM Ministerial Conference on Sustainable Blue 
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Figure 10. Union for the Mediterranean, Member States

Source: UfM website

innovation and knowledge-based business opportunities 
through the development of key maritime sectors. It is a col-
laborative, regional approach led by 42 Ministers from UfM 
countries. Figure 10.

As a way of facing multiple crises (COVID-19, climate 
change and biodiversity loss), in 2021 Members agreed to 
strengthen their commitment to the sustainable blue econ-
omy in the Mediterranean. The Mediterranean Blue Economy 
Stakeholders platform170 was relaunched as an online web 
portal designed for sharing knowledge of general, techni-
cal and sectoral information related to marine and maritime 
affairs.

5.3.3. WestMED
The WestMED initiative171 has been created to help public in-
stitutions, academia, local communities, SMEs and entrepre-
neurs from 10 countries in the western Mediterranean region 
involved in the ‘5+5 Dialogue’: five EU Member States (France, 
Italy, Portugal, Spain and Malta), and five Southern partner 
countries (Algeria, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco and Tunisia). 
Figure 11.

These countries are working together on a common 
roadmap for the development of a sustainable blue economy 
in the sub-basin: to increase maritime safety and security, pro-
mote sustainable blue growth and jobs, preserve ecosystems 
and biodiversity, and to provide a better living environment 

170	 UfM Working Group on Blue Economy, https://medblueconomyplatform.org/ 
171	 WestMed blue economy initiative. https://westmed-initiative.ec.europa.eu/

westmed-initiative/ 

https://ufmsecretariat.org/
https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/oceans-seas/what-we-do/regional-seas-programme
https://ufmsecretariat.org/ufm-ministerial-conference-blue-economy/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/ufm-ministerial-conference-blue-economy/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/who-we-are/member-states/
https://maritime-spatial-planning.ec.europa.eu/practices/mediterranean-blue-economy-stakeholder-platform
https://maritime-spatial-planning.ec.europa.eu/practices/mediterranean-blue-economy-stakeholder-platform
https://westmed-initiative.ec.europa.eu/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/EN-Declaration-and-roadmap.pdf
https://medblueconomyplatform.org/
https://westmed-initiative.ec.europa.eu/westmed-initiative/
https://westmed-initiative.ec.europa.eu/westmed-initiative/
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within the region, providing a framework for the dialogue and 
activity necessary to further advance economic integration 
and intra-regional trade and investment, thereby improving 
the economic competitiveness of the Greater Caribbean re-
gion. Indeed, its primary purpose is to be an organization for 
“consultation, cooperation and concerted action” for its mem-
ber countries.174 Figure 12.

In particular, the ACS members have identified has identi-
fied five areas of concern for the attention of the Association:
	● The preservation and conservation of the Caribbean Sea, 
and of this natural heritage, which has an essential role for 
Caribbean citizens.

	● 	Sustainable Tourism, also considering the importance that 
the tourism industry, especially the blue tourism sector, 
plays in the socio-economic development of all ACS mem-
bers.

	● 	Trade and Economic External Relations. The ACS provides 
a framework for the dialogue and activity necessary to fur-
ther advance economic integration and intra-regional trade 
and investment, thereby improving the economic competi-
tiveness of the Greater Caribbean region.

	● 	Natural Disasters, considering the continued vulnerabili-
ty of all Caribbean countries and territories of the Greater 
Caribbean region to the physical ravages and economically 
crippling consequences of natural disasters.

	● 	Transport: as the proper functioning of efficient and viable 
intraregional air and maritime routes not only facilitates 
closer intraregional relations, but represents a fundamental 
base in the achievement of cooperation and for tourism de-
velopment.175 

5.3.5. Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA)
The Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) is an intergovern-
mental organization established in 1997. The Association aims 
at strengthening regional cooperation and sustainable devel-
opment within the Indian Ocean region through its 23 Mem-
ber States and 10 Dialogue Partners (Figure 13). 

The IORA facilitates and promotes economic co-opera-
tion, bringing together representatives of governments, busi-
nesses and academia from the Member States. It aims to build 
and expand understanding and mutually beneficial coopera-
tion through a consensus-based, evolutionary and non-intru-
sive approach.176 

The main objectives of the Indian Ocean Rim Association 
are:

1. To promote sustainable growth and balanced develop-
ment of the region and member states;

2. To focus on those areas of economic cooperation which 
provide maximum opportunities for development, shared in-
terest and mutual benefits;

3. To promote liberalization, remove impediments and 
lower barriers towards a freer and enhanced flow of goods, 
services, investment, and technology within the Indian Ocean 
rim.

In addition, IORA has a number of priority areas of cooper-
ation, which are displayed in Figure 14.

174	 Eird, (2017). About the Association of Carribean States (ACS).
175	 CARICOM. Association of Caribbean States (ACS).
176	 IORA, https://www.iora.int/en/structures-mechanisms/structures/overview 

Figure 11. WestMed area, 5+5 Dialogue

Source: WestMed website, 2022

10 
COUNTRIES

for Mediterranean populations, while preserving the services 
performed by the Mediterranean ecosystem.172 The WestMED 
initiative was recognized as a successful example of cooper-
ation and a catalyst for the development of a sustainable blue 
economy.173  The priorities of the initiative are listed in Table 2.

172	 WestMed 	
173	 Plan Bleu, (2022). State of Play of Tourism in the Mediterranean, Interreg 

Med Sustainable Tourism Community project.

Table 2. WestMED priorities for the roadmap
	● Maritime safety and the 
fight against marine 
pollution

	● Sustainable consumption and 
production

	● Maritime cluster develop-
ment

	● Biodiversity and marine habitat 
conservation and restoration

	● Skills development and 
circulation

	● Development of coastal commu-
nities and sustainable fisheries 
and aquaculture

Source: WestMed. 

5.3.4. Association of Caribbean States (ACS)
The Association of Caribbean States (ACS) represents the 
Greater Caribbean region and currently has 25 Member 
States, 10 Associate Members, 28 Observer Countries as well 
as Observer Organizations, Founding Observers, Social Ac-
tors and other Collaborative Organizations (Figure 12). Since 
its establishment in 1994, the ACS enhances cooperation 

https://www.eird.org/cd/acs/English/AboutACS.pdf
https://caricom.org/institutions/association-of-caribbean-states/
https://www.iora.int/en/structures-mechanisms/structures/overview
https://westmed-initiative.ec.europa.eu/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/EN-Declaration-and-roadmap.pdf
https://planbleu.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/EN_VF_stateoftourism_PLANBLEU.pdf
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Figure 12. Members and Associate members of the Association of Caribbean States (ACS)s

Source: C. Andrea Clayton & al. (2020). Policy responses to reduce single-use plastic marine pollution in the Caribbean.
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Figure 14. IORA’s Priority Areas of cooperation
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6. Main market segments of 
blue tourism
This chapter examines the current situation of coastal and 
maritime tourism with a focus on the main market segments: 
beach and coastal resorts, cruises and recreational boating, 
sport tourism, nature-based tourism, and marine culture tour-
ism. We analyse some key characteristics of each segment in-
cluding the socio-economic context, market structure, critical 
issues, and good practices. 

6.1. Beach hotels and coastal resorts 
The hotel and resort sector is the most globalized and terri-
torialized business in the international tourism system, at the 
same level as tour operators (TOs) and the airline industry. Ho-
tels account for 47% of all beds available worldwide, including 
all types of hotel accommodation (1 to 5 stars, unclassified, 
motels, beach hotels, etc.), while tourist resorts represent 
only around 2%.177 The global hotel industry has grown rapidly 
in the last quarter of the century, due to the implementation 
of a global space distribution strategy for large hospitality 
corporations, which has allowed them to expand worldwide. 
Due to a strong competitive segmentation strategy, large ho-
tel chains have been able to differentiate the product and the 
clientele, and to boost their profits.178 

Emerging markets record faster tourism growth than con-
solidated destinations, making them popular for leading hotel 
corporations with expansion strategies, and for foreign inves-
tors, pushed by the continuing need for new tourism infra-
structure and investment. Furthermore, the invested capital in 
tourism does not only imply real estate investments (urbaniza-
tion) and the construction of hotel and resort complexes, but 
it also involves electricity production, and commercial areas, 
by generating economic activity apart from tourism itself in 
the city or country. 

The size of the global hotel industry and its distribution 
in coastal/maritime destinations are not easy to quantify. The 
hospitality sector ranges from small family businesses to large 
international groups (with over 600,000 rooms). The hotel in-
dustry can be divided into two segments: independent hotels 
(85% of all hotels) and hotel chains composed of large hotel 
groups (15%).179 In addition, the hotel industry is characterized 
by a high fragmentation of the supply: it varies from luxury 
products to mass tourism, or ecotourism to fair tourism.

Globally, the demand for accommodation is modelled and 
controlled almost exclusively by companies based in the US, 
Europe, or China, which are the same countries that gener-
ate most tourists, who have greater knowledge of the mar-
ket and the latest technological innovations for bookings and 

177	 Gössling, S., (2002). Global environmental consequences of tourism. Global 
Environmental Change, volume 12, Issue 4, pp. 283-302

178	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 
K., Louveau, O., (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union. Barcelona.

179	 Niewiadomsk, P., (2014). Towards an economic-geographical approach to 
the globalization of the hotel industry. Journal Tourism Geographies, Vol. 16 
Issue 1, pp. 48-67

marketing.180 Due to the geographic phenomenon of globali-
zation, large multinational hotel and resort companies have 
extended widely around the world as a result of the increasing 
benefits, lower financial risks, and lower commitment to risk 
capital.181 Many international chains operate by integrating 
global distribution systems into their functioning and using a 
variety of standardized marketing strategies.  

6.2. Cruise ships and recreational boating
Cruise tourism is one of the most popular and profitable seg-
ments of the industry. It has today expanded to include in-
creasingly diverse ports, introducing innovative on-board ser-
vices with a wide range of facilities.182 Global ocean cruising is 
a fast-growing industry and the biggest sector in the tourism 
economy in terms of gross added value and employment. 
Moreover, cruise tourism has become increasingly afforda-
ble, and the number of passengers has risen considerably at 
global and regional levels.183 For example, the Mediterranean 
is one of the world’s biggest cruise areas: reaching 27 million 
passengers in 2013, with a sustained increase of around 5% 
per year. The increasing size of cruise ships has enabled cruis-
ing to become the fastest-growing sector of the mass tourism 
industry.184 The cruise sector is now a major industry in the 
Pacific Islands, the Caribbean and the world’s polar regions. 

Figure 15 shows the growth of worldwide cruise passen-
ger numbers for the period 2000-2020 and the steep decline 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The year 2020 saw declines 
of 52.9% in income and 49.4% in passenger numbers, but in 
March 2021 worldwide passengers carried was already esti-
mated at 50% capacity, reaching 90% capacity by the end of 
the year (pre COVID-19 sailings were at 105%-109% capacity). 
In 2021, the worldwide ocean cruise industry was estimated at 
US$23.8 billion, an increase of 81.8% compared to 2020, with 
13.9 million passengers carried annually, an estimated 96.2% 
increase compared to 2020.185 Figure 15

A characteristic of the cruise industry is that it is highly 
concentrated in the hands of a few multinational companies 
that can afford the massive investments needed to finance and 
operate modern cruise ships. Although modern facilities and 
ships have significantly reduced their environmental impacts, 
they remain a major source of air, noise and marine pollution 
due to the greater capacity of new ships that can accommo-
date up to 8,000 passengers. The arrival of such large visitor 
numbers creates severe conflicts in terms of overcrowding 
and negatively impacts the travel experience of visitors. 

180	 Pérez-Calderón et al., (2011). Sensitivity of listed European hotels with 
sustainable tourism. International Journal of Environment Research, Vol.5 
Issue 1, pp. 57-66

181	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 
K., Louveau, O., (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union. Barcelona.

182	 CEST, (2007). Global Trends in Coastal Tourism 
183	 Caric, H., Jakl, Z., Laurent, C., Mackelworth, P., Noon, V., Petit, S., Piante, C., 

Randone, M., (2019). Safeguarding Marine Protected Areas in the growing 
Mediterranean Blue Economy. Recommendations for the cruise sector. 
PHAROS4MPAs project. 48 pages

184	 The Guardian, (2016). The world’s largest cruise ship and its supersized 
pollution problem.

185	 Cruise Market Watch, 2021 
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In particular, the following issues have been identified 
with cruise tourism186 : 
	● Waste production, marine littering, and significant air pol-
lution; 

	● Water pollution caused by cruise sewage systems and un-
treated wastewater; 

	● Dependency on large international companies; 
	● Poor visitor experience and unbalanced interaction with lo-
cal communities; 

	● Conflict over use of space and the overcrowding of urban 
areas; 

	● Unbalanced distribution of tourism-generated revenues; 
	● High seasonality and associated effects; 
	● Lack of monitoring systems on tourism flows and impacts.

6.3. Water sports tourism 
Reviewing the definition of coastal tourism,187 which refers to 
beach-based tourism and recreation activities, it also includes 
some key sporting activities such as swimming, surfing and 
coastal walks. While maritime tourism188 includes predominant-
ly water-based activities, such as sailing, yachting and other 
nautical sports. Tourism plays a role in the use of waterfront 

186	 Plan Bleu, (2011). Cruises and Recreational Boating in the Mediterranean 
187	 Ecorys, (2013). Study in support of policy measures for maritime and coastal 

tourism at EU level.
188	 Honey, M. & Krantz, D., (2007). Global Trends in Coastal Tourism. 

areas with new uses such as marine sport tourism. Marine and 
coastal-based sports tourism refers to the travel and activities 
related to the observation, participation or engagement of ma-
rine-based sporting events, activities or facilities. It includes 
activities such as scuba diving, snorkelling, water skiing, wind-
surfing, sailing, surfing and many others,189 which are often de-
pendent on certain types of coastal environments or conditions. 
Each of these activities has millions of regular participants. 

Figure 16 shows the different types of water sports tour-
ism activities,190 divided into motorized activities, wind-based, 
non-wind-based, active and passive. Some have become uni-
versally popular as tourist attractions on waterfronts. Tourism 
communities are realizing the benefits that marine sports 
bring and marine sports events continue to grow in size and 
number. In this sense, marine sports tourism can have a posi-
tive impact on the economy of coastal communities, promot-
ing regional development, creating jobs and income through 
the provision of services such as equipment rental, training 
and guiding, accommodation, and transportation. 

Coastal and marine water sports tourism is expected 
to continue to grow in popularity as people are increasing-
ly looking for new and exciting ways to enjoy the ocean and 
to stay fit. The development of new technologies and equip-
ment, such as electric boats, will make marine sports more 
accessible and affordable, further increasing the popularity 

189	 Lagarense, B. E. S., & Walansendow, A., (2016). Developing Marine and Coastal-
based Sport Tourism on the Waterfront: The Case of Manado Waterfront, 
Indonesia. Journal of Indonesian Tourism and Development Studies, 4(3), 107

190	 Galatsopoulou, F., (2022). Water Sports Tourism,  

Figure 15. Worldwide Cruise Passengers (1990-2021)

Source: Cruise Market Watch, 2021.

0

5 

10

15 

20

25

30

Worldwide Passengers Carried, (Millions)

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

3,7

4,7

7,2

11,1

18,4

22,5

27,5

7,0

13,9

Year

http://planbleu.org/sites/default/files/upload/files/2-1-EN_ Croisiere%26plaisance.pdf
https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/maritimeforum/sites/default/files/study-maritime-and-coastal-tourism_en.pdf
https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/maritimeforum/sites/default/files/study-maritime-and-coastal-tourism_en.pdf
https://www.responsibletravel.org/docs/Global_Trends_in_Coastal_Tourism_by_CESD_Jan_08.pdf
https://www.proquest.com/openview/290d3fac7ea8bd93d8cd3339919c7d65/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2047999
https://www.proquest.com/openview/290d3fac7ea8bd93d8cd3339919c7d65/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2047999
https://www.proquest.com/openview/290d3fac7ea8bd93d8cd3339919c7d65/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2047999
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781800377486.water.sports.tourism
https://cruisemarketwatch.com/growth/


6. Main market segments of blue tourism

• 31 • 

Figure 16. Water Sports tourism

Source: Water Sports Tourism, Galanopoulou, F. (2022)
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of marine sports tourism.191 It is essential that marine sports 
tourism is planned and managed in a sustainable way, taking 
into account the potential impacts on the marine environment 
and local communities to avoid the generation of negative so-
cio-economic and environmental impacts. Indeed, if not man-
aged properly, marine sports tourism can also have negative 
consequences on the marine environment, such as pollution 
and the degradation of coral reefs.

Marine sports tourism also has the potential to contribute 
to the protection of marine environments through the promo-
tion of sustainable practices. This can include measures such 
as the implementation of regulations and guidelines, training 
and education of operators and tourists, and the development 
of MPAs to conserve marine biodiversity.

6.4. Nature-based tourism and ecotourism 
Nature-based tourism (NBT) is an emerging option for the 
industry that aims at redirecting small numbers of travellers 
to less mainstream locations and activities to alleviate their 
impact on ecosystems. Table 3. explains the terms and defi-
nitions associated with nature-based tourism, including ecot-
ourism and wildlife tourism. 

Nature-based tourism (NBT) describes all forms of tourism 
that use natural resources in an undeveloped form (Figure 17). 
NBT is motivated by the enjoyment of wildlife or undeveloped 
natural areas and may incorporate natural attractions includ-
ing scenery, topography, waterways, vegetation, wildlife, and 
cultural heritage, and activities such as hunting or bird watch-
ing along the coastlines of MPAs. Figure 17

191	 Lagarense, B. E. S., & Walansendow, A., (2016). Developing Marine and 
Coastal-based Sport Tourism on the Waterfront: The Case of Manado 
Waterfront, Indonesia. Journal of Indonesian Tourism and Development 
Studies, 4(3), 107

Table 3. Definitions and terms for nature-based tourism
Term Definition

Nature-based 
tourism

Forms of tourism that use natural 
resources in a wild or undeveloped form. 
Nature-based tourism is travel for the 
purpose of enjoying undeveloped natural 
areas or wildlife.

Ecotourism Responsible travel to natural areas that 
conserves the environment socially 
and economically sustains the well-
being of the local people, and creates 
knowledge and understanding through 
interpretation and education.

Wildlife 
tourism 

A form of nature-based tourism that 
includes the consumptive and non-
consumptive use of wild animals in 
natural areas Wildlife tourism Is centered 
around the observation and interaction 
with local and as with safari tourism. 

Geotourism Tourism that sustains or enhances the 
distinctive geographical character 
of a place: Its environment heritage, 
aesthetics, culture, and the well-being of 
its residents.

Source: World Bank,  2020. Tools and Resources for Nature-Based 
Tourism

Successful NBT requires the ability to develop and market 
tourism products based on the assets offered by the protect-
ed area (PA), and the ability to maintain the quality of these 
assets for ongoing future use, while minimizing the impacts 
and pressures generated by tourism and promoting good 

https://www.proquest.com/openview/290d3fac7ea8bd93d8cd3339919c7d65/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2047999
https://www.proquest.com/openview/290d3fac7ea8bd93d8cd3339919c7d65/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2047999
https://www.proquest.com/openview/290d3fac7ea8bd93d8cd3339919c7d65/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2047999
https://elibrary.worldbank.org/doi/epdf/10.1596/34433.
https://elibrary.worldbank.org/doi/epdf/10.1596/34433.
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practices. However, NBT activities, although controlled and 
monitored, can still generate direct impacts on protected 
ecosystems, such as environmental degradation, that need to 
be contained and limited using the resources generated. The 
presence of humans can disturb these ecosystems, scaring 
off prey and disrupting hunting patterns for predators, caus-
ing soil erosion and habitat loss if the number of travellers in-
crease rapidly. Uncontrolled recreational activities also threat-
en wildlife.

During both pre and post-COVID-19 pandemic periods, 
NBT was one of the fastest growing tourism sectors and plays 
an important role in sustainable development. It can support 
poverty alleviation, economic growth, and biodiversity con-
servation. NBT can represent an important source of income 
for local communities and rural households, who often live 
in poverty in marginalized areas. Good practices show that 
where local communities benefit from NBT, they are more like-
ly to conserve wildlife and nature, even though they are some-
times negatively affected by the management of protected 
areas through restricted access to land.

6.5. Marine cultural tourism
Cultural tourism is a new emerging trend in maritime tour-
ism where coastal locations celebrate their ancient histories 
of maritime trade and exploration.192 This trend is evident in 
the rise in the volume of tourists who seek adventure, culture, 

192	 OECD, (2009). The Impact of Culture on Tourism. OECD, Paris

history, archaeology and interaction with local people,193 fo-
cusing on the exploration and appreciation of the cultural her-
itage, traditions, and lifestyles of communities living in and 
around coastal and marine environments. 

Some key aspects of cultural tourism in coastal and ma-
rine areas:
	● Marine cultural heritage: Coastal and marine areas often 
have a rich cultural heritage influenced by the historical in-
teractions of communities with the sea. This includes indig-
enous cultures, fishing traditions, local craftsmanship, and 
historical remains such as settlements, fortresses, harbours 
and lighthouses, as well as all of the geographical, archae-
ological and ethnological implications.194 Cultural tourism 
allows visitors to engage with and learn about these cultural 
elements through various activities such as visiting muse-
ums and historical sites, and participating in traditional cer-
emonies or festivals. 

	● Indigenous communities: Many coastal and marine areas 
are home to indigenous communities that have deep con-
nections to their environment and unique cultural practic-
es. Cultural tourism provides an opportunity to interact with 
these communities, learn about their traditional knowledge, 
and understand their way of life.195 This can involve stay-
ing in indigenous-owned accommodation, participating 
in cultural workshops, and engaging in cultural exchange 
programmes.

	● Gastronomy: Coastal and marine areas often boast a di-
verse range of culinary traditions based on local seafood 
and coastal produce. Cultural tourism provides insights into 
the connection between food, culture, and the marine envi-
ronment, and offers the chance to explore and savour these 
traditional cuisines through food tours, cooking classes, 
and visits to local markets or restaurants.  

	● Conservation activities in coastal and marine areas: By 
highlighting the cultural significance of the environment, 
tourists can develop a deeper appreciation for the need 
to protect marine ecosystems and biodiversity. This can 
include activities such as guided nature walks, snorkelling 
or diving trips, and volunteering for conservation projects.

	● Arts and crafts: Cultural tourism can involve exploring tradi-
tional arts and crafts such as pottery, weaving, boat building, 
or jewellery making. Visitors can engage in workshops, ob-
serve artisans at work, and even purchase unique handmade 
souvenirs that support local economies.

Given this potential, it is perhaps not surprising that cul-
tural tourism is one of the fastest growing sectors in the pre 
and post-COVID 19 environment. It has played a vital role in 
promoting the sustainability of the volatile tourism sector by 
providing more options to reach a wider tourism clientele. 
Since the majority of cultural sites lie within local coastal vil-
lages, these venues provide opportunities for enhancing the 
financial resilience of local marine ecosystem management.

193	 Andriotis, K., (2005). Seasonality in Crete: Problem or a way of life? Tourism 
Economics, 11(2), 207–224.

194	 Vladimirova, M., (2016). Maritime Cultural Landscape – Cultural Tourism 
– Sustainable Development.  International Journal of Cultural and Digital 
TourismVolume 3, Number 1.

195	 BarOn, R. R., (1975). Seasonality in tourism: A guide to the analysis of 
seasonality and trends for policy making. London: Economics Intelligence 
Unit.

Figure 17. Type of nature-based tourism, tools 
and resources

Source: World Bank, 2020. Tools and Resources for Nature-Based Tourism.
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If effectively conserved, actively managed and attentive-
ly socialized, maritime cultural landscapes bring benefits to 
local populations and to the sustainability of the coastal re-
gions.196 It also represents an opportunity to address season-
ality issues in terms of tourism flows in coastal and maritime 
areas197, which are often affected by the “3S” mass tourism 
model. It is important to note that cultural tourism in coast-
al and marine areas should be conducted responsibly and 
sustainably to minimize any negative impacts on the environ-
ment and local cultures. Collaborating with local communi-
ties, respecting their traditions and practices, and adhering to 
sustainable tourism practices are essential for the long-term 
preservation and enjoyment of these destinations.

7. Tourism impacts in a 
polycrisis world
This chapter reviews the main impacts generated by tourism 
in coastal and marine regions considering the three dimen-
sions: environmental, economic, and social. This is followed 
by an analysis of global crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic  
and the Russia-Ukraine conflict, along with an examination of 
their effect on the tourism sector. A sub-section focuses on 
the relationship between tourism and sustainability and the 
the SDGs. Other chapters cover the links between climate 
change and tourism and its consequences on tourism activ-
ities in vulnerable areas, such as coastal and island regions.

7.1. The impacts of blue tourism 
Tourism activities can have major impacts on destinations, 
where tourists interact with the environment, economy, cul-
ture and society (see figure 18).198 

These impacts are usually multi-faceted, and often com-
bine economic, social and environmental factors with inter-re-
lated dimensions. The impacts of tourism can be positive or 
negative, depending on the value position and judgement of 
the observer. 199  

196	 Vladimirova, M. (2016). Maritime Cultural Landscape – Cultural Tourism – 
Sustainable Development. 

International Journal of Cultural and Digital TourismVolume 3, 
Number 1.

197	 European Commission (2017). Challenges and Opportunities for Maritime 
and Coastal Tourism in the EU. 

198	 Fosse J., Klarwein S., Kosmas I. & Gonzalez A., (2021). Ecosystem Approach 
for a sustainable coastal and maritime Tourism in the Mediterranean. Edited 
by eco-union.  

199	 Martín Martín, J.M.; Guaita Martínez, J.M.; Salinas Fernández, J.A., (2018). An 
Analysis of the Factors behind the Citizen’s Attitude of Rejection towards 
Tourism in a Context of Overtourism and Economic Dependence on This 
Activity. Sustainability, 10, 2851. 

7.1.1. Environmental impacts
The environmental impacts of tourism on coastal and mari-
time areas are usually linked to the use and management of 
natural resources. The main impacts originate from construc-
tion and infrastructure use which lead to land change and ar-
tificialization of the coast, pollution, and biodiversity loss.200 
As Table 4 shows, coastal tourism impacts on ecosystems, for 
example through marine plastic litter and air pollution from 
maritime transport. 

200	 Fosse J., Klarwein S., Kosmas I. & Gonzalez A., (2021). Ecosystem Approach 
for a sustainable coastal and maritime Tourism in the Mediterranean. Edited 
by Eco-union. 

201	 Fosse J., Kosmas I., & Gonzalez A., (2021). Regional Governance, 
Environmental Management and Sustainable Recovery of Mediterranean 
Coastal and Maritime Tourism. eco-union. 

202	 Papageorgiou, M. (2016). Coastal and marine tourism: A challenging 
factor in Marine Spatial Planning. Ocean & Coastal Management. 
Volume 129, September 2016, Pages 44-48  https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
ocecoaman.2016.05.006 

Table 4. Blue tourism’s environmental impacts
Positive Negative

	● Increasing awareness of the 
importance of protecting and 
conserving natural resources

	● Enhancing natural resource 
values

	● Creation of MPAs and PAs
	● Sensibilization towards more 
sustainable practices

	● Promotion of financial 
resilience of ecosystem 
management

	● Artificialization 
	● Damage to marine landscapes
	● Erosion 
	● Air pollution
	● Marine plastic pollution 
	● Degradation of ecosystems
	● Biodiversity loss
	● Excessive water and energy 
consumption*

	● Disturbance of native species 
and impacts on their repro-
ductive cycles**

	● Decline of marine species
	● Noise pollution***

Source: Authors’ own work, based on Blue Tourism report. eco-union 
(2019).

Other examples include cruise ships travelling from port 
to port, which cause air pollution, public health impacts and 
degradation of natural ecosystems. Also, cruise ships and 
recreational boats often travel within close proximity to the 
coastline, where biodiversity is most vulnerable to pollution. 
Indeed, these activities, along with shipping, are contributing 
to the decline of marine species, for example, marine mam-
mals are affected by ship strike.201

The coastal and marine natural environment is also threat-
ened by sea uses and infrastructure that damages seascapes 
and landscapes. Marine spatial planning (MSP) and land-use 
planning are two promising approaches to tackling ocean and 
sea management issues for coastal and marine tourism. For ex-
ample, MSP can help mitigate conflicts and create synergies 
between blue tourism and other sectors, ensuring good re-
source management and preventing environmental impacts.202

An important negative impact is marine pollution, which 
affects different sectors of the blue economy such as fishing, 
tourism, and recreation. It also harms marine life, making the 
area less attractive to visitors, and damages the local economy. 
Marine pollution refers to the human introduction of substances 
into the marine environment (sewage, industrial and chemical 

https://www.academia.edu/31002394/Maritime_Cultural_Landscape_Cultural_Tourism_Sustainable_Development
https://www.academia.edu/31002394/Maritime_Cultural_Landscape_Cultural_Tourism_Sustainable_Development
https://ec.europa.eu/docsroom/documents/306/attachments/1/translations/en/renditions/native
https://ec.europa.eu/docsroom/documents/306/attachments/1/translations/en/renditions/native
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/EcAp_mediterranean_bluetourism02.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/EcAp_mediterranean_bluetourism02.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3390/su10082851
https://doi.org/10.3390/su10082851
https://doi.org/10.3390/su10082851
https://doi.org/10.3390/su10082851
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/EcAp_mediterranean_bluetourism02.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/EcAp_mediterranean_bluetourism02.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Towards_sustanaibletourism_regional_04_LR.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Towards_sustanaibletourism_regional_04_LR.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Towards_sustanaibletourism_regional_04_LR.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0964569116300965
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0964569116300965
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ocecoaman.2016.05.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ocecoaman.2016.05.006
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/TRIPA_Angles_2_p.pdf
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waste, and radioactive materials), resulting in harmful impacts 
to living resources, hazards to human health, limitations on ma-
rine activities including fishing, impairment of seawater quality 
and the reduction of facilities.203 204 

Some of the most common forms of marine pollution 
include:
	● Plastic pollution: Plastic can take hundreds of years to de-
grade and can also break down into microplastics, which are 
small plastic particles that can be ingested by marine life. 
At least 14 million tons of plastic end up in the ocean every 
year, and plastic makes up 80% of all marine debris found 
from surface waters to deep-sea sediments. Plastic pollution 
threatens food safety and quality, human health, blue tour-
ism, and contributes to climate change.205

203	 P. Senthil Kumar, G. Prasannamedha, (2021). Modern Treatment Strategies 
for Marine Pollution.

204	 Senthil Kumar, P. and Prasannamedha,G., (2021). Modern Treatment 
Strategies for Marine Pollution.

205	 IUCN, (2021). Issues brief. Marine plastic pollution. 
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Figure 18. Environmental and social impacts from coastal hotels and resorts

Source: Eco-Union (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and maritime tourism in world marine regions.

	● Oil spills: Oil spills can have devastating effects on marine 
life and habitats. They can harm or kill birds, fish, and other 
marine animals, and can also damage coastal ecosystems.

	● Chemical pollution: Chemicals from industrial processes and 
agricultural activities can pollute the ocean and harm marine 
life. These chemicals can include pesticides, fertilizers, and 
heavy metals.

	● Noise pollution from shipping traffic and offshore drilling can 
disrupt the communication and navigation of marine ani-
mals, and can also cause physical harm.

There is an urgent need to reduce marine pollution by im-
plementing effective regulations and policies, increasing pub-
lic awareness, and promoting sustainable practices. Some ini-
tiatives are already in place, such as Plastic Bluster206, among 
others. 

206	 Plastic Bluster 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/book/9780128222799/modern-treatment-strategies-for-marine-pollution
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Table 6. Social impacts of blue tourism

209	 Northrop, E., et al, (2022). Opportunities for Transforming Coastal and 
Marine  Tourism: Towards Sustainability, Regeneration and Resilience, High 
Level Panel for A Sustainable Ocean Economy. Report, commissioned by the 
High Level Panel for a Sustainable Ocean Economy (Ocean Panel). 

210	 Source: UNWTO Data on international tourist arrivals (ITAs) 2019-2021, 
published: 01/08/2022

Positive Negative

	● Support the preservation of 
local culture and traditions 

	● Promote formal education 
towards the development 
of a skilled and competent 
workforce

	● Encourage cultural exchange
	● Overcome barriers of lan-
guage, race, politics and class, 
towards greater social inclusion

	● Urban regeneration and liveli-
hood improvement 

	● Increasing interest in (marine) 
cultural heritage

	● Alteration of local cultural 
authenticity

	● Overcrowding of public spaces 
(e.g. beaches and parks)

	● Gentrification and competition 
for land

	● Change in social norms – 
alteration of social behaviours, 
gambling, alcohol consumption, 
prostitution, etc.

	● The touristification and loss of 
identity of destinations 

	● Cultural erosion
	● Tourism phobia, the aversion or 
social rejection that local citi-
zens can feel towards tourists

Source: Authors’ own work based on Blue Tourism report. eco-union 
(2019)

A particular issue is the way that tourism revenue is largely 
syphoned off by large corporations and foreign companies. 
For example, it is estimated that 95% of tourism revenue gen-
erated in the Maldives and Caribbean leaves the host coun-
tries. Growth in coastal tourism is increasing property prices 
and living costs in these areas, which cannot be met by local 
populations. In addition, the sector is largely staffed by mar-
ginalized communities (including low-wage workers, women, 
children, and migrant workers), who have little agency and are 
highly vulnerable to shocks and stressors.209 

7.2. The impacts of multiple crisis on 
tourism
This sub-section provides an overview of the impacts caused 
by the COVID-19 crisis on the sector globally. It also analyses 
the new perspectives for tourism in the context of global cri-
ses, such as at the geopolitical level and the climate change 
crisis. Given the limited data specifically relating to blue tour-
ism, this section draws upon more general tourism-related 
data. 

7.2.1. COVID-19 and its impacts on tourism 
The various containment measures linked to the Covid crisis 
- such as full lockdowns, airport closures, travel restrictions 
and complete border shutdowns - have had profound impacts 
on the tourism industry, making it one of the most heavily 
affected sectors. The international recovery of the tourism 
sector has been possible in many countries due to vaccines 
that have enabled travel restrictions to be lifted, and also due 
to the resilience of businesses in the sector and changes in 
consumer behaviour. UNWTO data on international tourist ar-
rivals (2019-2021)210 shows a comparison in terms of tourism 
impacts between the SARS epidemic crisis of 2003, when 

7.1.2. Economic impacts
Marine tourism can have significant economic impacts on 
coastal communities and the broader economy. Table 5 
shows some of the main positive and negative economic im-
pacts of marine tourism on coastal regions.207 

207	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 
K., Louveau, O., (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union. Barcelona.

208	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 
K., Louveau, O., (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union. Barcelona.

Table 5. The economic impacts of blue tourism
Positive Negative

	● Job creation, employment: ma-
rine tourism can create jobs in 
a variety of industries, including 
accommodation, food and drink, 
transportation and recreation.

	● Community development: ma-
rine tourism can also contribute 
to community development by 
providing new economic op-
portunities and supporting local 
businesses.

	● Revenue generation and income 
growth for local businesses and 
governments through spend-
ing by tourists on goods and 
services.

	● Foreign exchange earnings for 
countries through expenditure 
by international tourists.

	● Infrastructure development such 
as transport networks, or other 
types of indirect services (elec-
tricity frameworks, hospitality, 
water and waste management 
systems) especially supported by 
foreign exchange earnings, and 
local government investment to 
attract tourists. 

	● Branding and promotion: marine 
tourism can also contribute to 
branding and the promotion of 
a destination, which can attract 
other types of investment and 
tourism.

	● Seasonality and seasonal 
employment are the main 
limitations of tourism employ-
ment. Its seasonal character 
is concentrated in the peak 
tourist season, especially in 
coastal regions where tourism 
is highly dependent on climate 
conditions. 

	● Tourist job characteristics. The 
tourism industry comprises 
different types and levels of 
work at a variety of organiza-
tional levels, but unfortunately 
there is a predominance of 
low salaries, as well as unso-
ciable working hours, such as 
during holidays, nights, and 
weekends, which complicates 
work-family balance.*

	● Inequity of distribution of 
tourist income. 

	● Underuse of facilities, which 
can be costly to maintain or, 
where tourism flows become 
low, can be neglected. 

	● High cost of living for local 
residents

	● Rapid population growth, 
destabilizing local economies

Source: Authors’ own work, based on Blue Tourism report. eco-union 
(2019) *Obadić, A., Pehar, L., (2016). Employment, Capital and Seaso-
nality in Selected Mediterranean Countries University of Zagreb.

7.1.3. Social impacts
Coastal and marine regions are often fragile environments 
that depend on tourism income, an industry that can generate 
multiple social-cultural impacts. See Table 6.208
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tourism flows fell slightly (0.2% drop in arrivals), and the 2009 
economic crisis that saw a 4% fall in both tourist arrivals and 
tourism receipts. It also shows the dramatic effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, where arrivals and tourism receipts fell 
by 73% and 64% respectively. 

In 2019, the travel and tourism sector contributed 10.3% to 
global GDP (US$9.6 trillion) and 10.3% of all jobs (333 million), 
and also created 1 in 4 of all new jobs worldwide. Meanwhile, 
international visitor spending amounted to US$1.8 trillion in 
2019 (6.8% of total exports). Before the pandemic, the tourism 
sector in 2019 generated 7% of global trade, indicating its po-
tential in fostering development and its major share of trade 
in services.211

In financial terms, coastal and marine tourism accounts 
for approximately 50% of global tourism (US$ 4.6 trillion per 
year, or 5.2% of global GDP). For most small island nations and 
many coastal regions, tourism is the single largest economic 
sector; in some small island nations, tourism accounts for up 
to 90% of total exports. The 2020 tourism shutdown under-
lined the fragility of the industry.212

The COVID-19 pandemic affected marine and coast-
al destinations with reliable flows of tourists from air travel 
and cruise ships coming to a total stop. It also created great 

211	 UNWTO, (2020). From Crisis to Transformation. 
212	 Northrop, E., et al, (2022). Opportunities for Transforming Coastal and 

Marine  Tourism: Towards Sustainability, Regeneration and Resilience, High 
Level Panel for A Sustainable Ocean Economy. 

uncertainty regarding how and when these flows would re-
turn.213 Since the start of the pandemic, many coastal tourism 
destinations have suffered from policy decisions that tried to 
balance the need for lockdowns and border closures for the 
sake of public health, with the need to partially or temporarily 
open up for the sake of the economy and local livelihoods. 

According to UNWTO,214 the pandemic had huge econom-
ic and social impacts, especially on small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) which account for 80% of the sector, and 
on women who represent 54% of the total tourism workforce. 
In many countries, especially developing ones, coastal areas 
and islands are mainly dependent on SMEs and international 
tourism, and the consequences of the global shutdown and 
pandemic have underlined the fragility of the industry in such 
destinations. 

The management of leisure and business activities on 
beaches and in ports often involves the need to deal with  lim-
ited direct and indirect contamination from  plastics, hydro-
carbon spillages, microbiological loads, and noise level. This 
has led to temporarily improved environmental conditions and 
has brought beaches closer to the conditions found in Marine 
Protected Areas.215 Meanwhile, many coastal ecosystems and 
protected areas experienced increased visitor pressure during 

213	 Gössling, S., D. Scott, and C.M. Hall. 2020. Pandemics, tourism and global 
change: A rapid assessment of COVID-19. Journal of Sustainable Tourism 
1–20. 

214	 UNWTO, (2020), Policy Brief: COVID-19 and Transforming Tourism. 
215	 Ormaza-González, F. I, Castro-Rodas, D., Statham, P.J., (2021). COVID-19 

Impacts on Beaches and Coastal Water Pollution at Selected Sites in 
Ecuador, and Management Proposals Post-pandemic.

Figure 19. Evolution of international Tourist arrivals and tourist receipts between 2021 and 2022

Source: UNWTO, 2023
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the pandemic, with the growing interest in nature-based des-
tinations.216 Also, international travel fell sharply by 72% in 
2020, the worst year on record for tourism, resulting in 1.1 
billion fewer international tourists in comparison with 2019.217 

According to the WTTC (2021), after a drop of almost 
US$4.9 trillion in 2020 (50.4% decline), the contribution of 
travel and tourism to GDP increased by US$1 trillion (21.7% in-
crease) in 2021. While in 2020 tourism’s contribution to GDP 
decreased to 5.3% due to ongoing restrictions on mobility, 
then rising back to 6.1% in 2021.

In 2020, 62 million jobs were lost, representing a drop of 
18.6%, equating to just 271 million people being employed in 
the tourism sector globally, compared to 333 million in 2019. 
In 2021, jobs increased by 18.2 million, representing an in-
crease of 6.7% year-on-year. Following a decrease of 47.4% in 
2020, domestic visitor spending increased by 31.4% in 2021. 
Regarding international visitor spending, there was a decrease 
of 69.7% in 2020, and then a rise of 3.8% in 2021.218 COVID-19 
clearly demonstrates that the range of global shocks and 
stressors impacting coastal and marine tourism destinations 
is broader than the well-known rapid onset phenomena asso-
ciated with climate change, political conflict and economic 
crises.219 

In the post COVID-19 period, international tourism arriv-
als began to recover in January-March 2022. All destinations, 
especially Europe, received almost three times as many in-
ternational tourist arrivals (overnight visitors) as for the same 
period in 2021 (Figure 19). International arrivals increased by 
182% year-on-year between 2021 and 2022: from 41 million in 
the first quarter of 2021 to an estimated 117 million in the first 
quarter of 2022. Of the extra 76 million international arrivals, 
about 47 million were recorded in March. However, interna-
tional tourism remained 61% below 2019 levels. Compared to 
2019 levels, international arrivals improved from -66% in Jan-
uary 2022 to -60% in February and -56% in March, as many 
countries lifted travel restrictions and Omicron-related dis-
ruptions decreased. Figure 19

According to regional data, as shown in Figure 19, after a 
strong decrease in 2020 and 2021, some regions have recov-
ered since 2021. The Middle East and Europe have shown the 
strongest recovery - starting with the Mediterranean region, 
followed by the Americas and Africa (-35%).  

According to the UNWTO,220 the main factors that may in-
fluence the recovery of international tourism, as shown in Fig-
ure 20, include the economic environment, travel restrictions, 
higher transport and accommodation costs, uncertainty due 
to the Russia-Ukraine conflict, the COVID-19 pandemic and 
low consumer confidence. Figure 20.

The impact of the pandemic on the sector has been un-
precedented, obliging governments around the world to im-
plement confinement and social distancing measures. It is 
critical that efforts are made to ensure the sector recovers 
sustainably and builds resilience to overcome future chal-
lenges. According to the OECD,221 the post-crisis period is 

216	 Parks (2021). Special Issue on COVID-19 and Protected and Conserved Areas. 
217	 UNWTO, (2020). 2020, the worst year in tourism history with 1 billion fewer 

international arrivals.
218	 WTTC, (2021). Economic Impact Reports.
219	 Lamers, M., Student, J., (2021). Learning from COVID-19? An environmental 

mobilities and flows perspective on dynamic vulnerabilities in coastal 
tourism settings. Maritime Studies 20, 475–486. 

220	 UNWTO, (2022). Data collection on international tourist arrivals 2019-2021. 
221	 OECD, (2020). Tourism Policy Responses to Coronavirus (Covid-19) 

characterized by a structural change in the tourist offer. COV-
ID-19 showed the dynamic nature of tourism’s vulnerability 
in coastal and marine settings, from a perspective that has 
been voiced and operationalized before.222 The global pan-
demic has brought new challenges to reshape the sector and 
execute changes, since it has shown that traditional forms 
of coastal and marine tourism are no longer sustainable or 
viable.223

7.2.2. Geopolitical tensions and tourism
Geopolitical tensions tend to affect tourism. For example, 
despite the geographical distance of many regions from 
Ukraine, the Russian-Ukrainian conflict is having global conse-
quences on tourism and many other sectors. It has increased 
fuel prices resulting in a hike in transport prices and conse-
quently led to a travel reduction. Also, the anxiety resulting 
from the conflict is another factor that has reduced tourist ac-
tivity.224 Figure 21 shows how the conflict has decreased travel 
confidence, impacting on tourism related jobs and weakening 
economic growth. Figure 21.

The Russian and Ukrainian markets have also shrunk be-
cause of the conflict. The Russian Federation and Ukraine 
accounted for a combined 3% of global international tourism 
spending in 2020 and the conflict has resulted in the possible 
loss of US$14 billion in global tourism receipts.225 In the West-
ern Indian Ocean, Russian tourists represented 17% of inter-
national tourists in the Seychelles in 2021, and 1% of tourists 
in Mauritius in 2021, which were concentrated in the lucrative 
sectors of yachting and long stays.226 In the Mediterranean, 
while the number of Russian and Ukrainian tourists here re-
mains relatively limited, tourist receipts are nevertheless likely 
to fall, mainly due to the loss of Russian tourists. In the Car-
ibbean, tensions that are not conducive to tourism are also 
being felt. Indeed, Russia maintains privileged relations with 
Cuba and Venezuela, while another part of the region is under 
the direct influence of the United States.

7.2.3. Blue tourism and climate change 
Human activities are estimated to have caused approximate-
ly 1.0°C of global warming above pre-industrial levels. Global 
warming is likely to reach +1.5°C between 2030 and 2052 if 
the increase continues at the current rate.227 This increase in 
temperature causes wide-ranging consequences for tourism 
destinations. Climate change risk is a current key concern 
globally. The urgency of climate action is evident. 

Catastrophic flooding events such as those experienced 
in 2022 in Pakistan, or in Germany and Belgium, or recent 
wildfires that threatened tourists and locals in Australia, 
France, Greece, Portugal, and the United States, are pertinent 

222	 Calgaro, E., Lloyd, K. and Dominey-Howes, D., (2014). From vulnerability to 
transformation: A framework for assessing the vulnerability and resilience of 
tourism destinations. Journal of Sustainable Tourism 22 (3): 341–360.

223	 Ocean Panel - High-Level Panel for a Sustainable Ocean Economy, (2020). 
Transformations for a Sustainable Ocean Economy: A Vision for Protection, 
Production and Prosperity.

224	 UNWTO, (2022). Impact of the Russian offensive in Ukraine on international 
tourism.

225	 UNWTO, 2022. International Tourism Consolidates Strong Recovery Amidst 
Growing Challenges

226	 SER of Nairobi and SE of AEOI, 2022. AEOI Economic Letter - Tourism in AEOI
227	 IPCC, (2018): Summary for Policymakers. In: Global warming of 1.5°C. An 

IPCC Special Report on the impacts of global warming of 1.5°C  above 
pre-industrial levels and related global greenhouse gas emission pathways, 
in the context of strengthening the global response to the threat of climate 
change, sustainable development, and efforts to eradicate poverty.
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examples that highlight the high vulnerability of tourism to 
climate change.

Tourism is one of the most vulnerable economic sectors to 
climate variability as it is extremely dependent and sensitive 
to climate and weather factors. Tourism is particularly sensi-
tive to socio-economic and environmental impacts caused 
by climate change,228 while also being one of the sectors 
that most contributes to climate change and greenhouse gas 
emissions.229

The impact of climate change varies according to the ter-
ritorial elements and climatic requirements. All tourist desti-
nations will be affected, but coastal and island destinations 
are the most vulnerable to risks as these fragile ecosystems 
are highly exposed to both tourism impacts and to severe cli-
mate change impacts. 

Coastal erosion, for example, is already evident on many 
coastlines, such as in the south Mediterranean.230 Lack of wa-
ter, coastal erosion, and rising sea levels are just some of the 
challenges that climate change poses to tourism operators 
and other stakeholders on sea and ocean coasts.

The most worrying impacts of climate change on the tour-
ism sector in the medium (2030) and long term (2050) are:
	● Direct impacts: decline in visitors and increase in direct 
costs due to high climate instability that discourages visi-
tors, particularly international ones.

	● Indirect impacts: decrease of destination attractiveness 
due to local biodiversity loss, as well as the deterioration 
of essential local infrastructure (transport, hospitality, etc.) 
due to flood pressure.231

228	 Scott, D., Gössling, S., & Hall, C. M. (2012). International tourism and climate 
change. WIREs Climate Change, 3(3), 213–232. 

229	 Peeters, P., Papp, B., (2023). Envisioning Tourism in 2030 and Beyond. The 
changing shape of tourism in a decarbonising world.

230	 UfM, (2018). Climate change impact on the tourism sector in the southern 
Mediterranean. Foreseen developments and policy measures.

231	 Fosse J., & all., (2021). Ecosystem Approach for a sustainable coastal and 
maritime Tourism in the Mediterranean. Edited by Eco-union.

Figure 20. Main factors weighing on the COVID-19 recovery of international tourism

Source: UNWTO, 01/08/2022
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Pathway for Tourism includes a focus on the transition to 
greener business models, including sustainable mobility and 
integrated circularity for tourism services.240 

Climate resilience needs to consider the whole value 
chain, with the links between tourism and primary industries 
such as agriculture and forestry being particularly important. 
Fostering links between tourism and other (direct/indirect) 
sectors can build resilience. Building resilience in destinations 
is a fundamental strategy, especially for coastal and marine 
regions that are particularly exposed to risks, being highly de-
pendent on a healthy tourism sector.

7.3. Blue tourism and biodiversity
Blue tourism relies on the biodiversity and ecosystems servic-
es of the ocean and coastal areas. Biodiversity refers to the 
variety of life in a particular ecosystem, and the ocean is home 
to a wide variety of plant and animal species. In a context 
where biodiversity and ecosystem services241 are undergoing 
rapid decline, and considering the interdependence between 
the climate and biodiversity crisis242, a healthy relationship be-
tween nature and tourism is needed. 

Blue tourism can have both positive and negative impacts 
on biodiversity. Tourism benefits coastal communities eco-
nomically as well as by raising awareness about protecting 
marine life and habitats. Meanwhile, tourism can also degrade 
natural resources, pollute the ocean, and disturb marine life 
due to overuse and degradation.

A variety of negative impacts can be caused by unsuitable 
and poorly managed tourism, such as mass tourism, inappro-
priate infrastructure development, and overtourism, including 
biodiversity loss, landscape destruction, and resource deg-
radation.243 For example, in the absence of proper manage-
ment, activities such as snorkelling, diving, and boating can 
disturb coral reefs and other sensitive marine habitats, result-
ing in harm to marine life; while waste, and pollution can de-
grade ocean quality. To minimize the negative impacts of blue 
tourism and to enhance the positive impacts, it is important 
to implement sustainable tourism practices and management 
strategies that take into account the conservation of marine 
life and habitats. This includes measures such as limiting the 
number of visitors to sensitive areas, promoting responsible 
behaviour among tourists, and properly managing waste and 
pollution.

To conserve biodiversity and enhance community re-
silience, it is essential to strengthen the role of sustainable 
tourism. It is important to implement nature-based tourism 
strategies and benefit-sharing programmes effectively as part 
of community recovery projects in order to build a more sus-
tainable future for people and wildlife, while strengthening 

240	 European Commission’s Directorate-General for Internal Market, Industry, 
Entrepreneurship and SMEs, (2022). Transition Pathway for Tourism.

241	 IPBES, (2019). Global assessment report on biodiversity and ecosystem 
services of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity 
and Ecosystem Services (Version 1). Zenodo. 

242	 Pörtner, H.O., et al., (2021). IPBES-IPCC co-sponsored workshop report on 
biodiversity and climate change; IPBES and IPCC. 

243	 Leung, Y., Spenceley, A., Hvenegaard, G. and Buckley, R., (2018). Tourism and 
visitor management in protected areas: Guidelines for sustainability. Best 
Practice Protected Area Guidelines Series No. 27, Gland, Switzerland: IUCN. 
xii + 120 pp.

Climate-induced changes are expected to alter the ge-
ographical and seasonal distribution of global tourism de-
mand,232 thereby significantly impacting destination com-
petitiveness and economic growth possibilities, putting the 
livelihoods of many at risk. Figure 22 shows the risks, expo-
sure, sensitivity, and impacts of climate change on coastal 
tourism. Figure 22

Tourism demand is sensitive to negative economic, en-
vironmental, and social impacts, which means that tour-
ism-dependent businesses, communities, and livelihoods are 
increasingly vulnerable to the threat of climate change. In 
this context, the travel and tourism sector must intensify its 
efforts to fight climate change by exploring all possible path-
ways towards net zero, with strong and tangible commitments 
and actions that accelerate change both within and beyond 
the sector’s boundaries.233 The map in Figure 23 exposes the 
Global climate change risk for tourism, which is particularly 
high in developing countries. Figure 23.

There needs to be stronger integration of policies for tour-
ism and climate change. Tourism policies to reduce green-
house gas (GHG) emissions (mitigation) and to prepare for 
climate change (adaptation) are still limited, especially re-
garding transportation, which contributes significantly to CO2 
emissions. To avoid the devastating consequences of climate 
change, global emissions must be halved by 2030 and net 
zero must be attained by 2050.234 Current joint efforts in travel 
and tourism include the Tourism Declares a Climate Emergen-
cy initiative and the Glasgow Declaration on Climate Action in 
Tourism (2020).235

According to UNWTO, CO2 emissions from tourism grew 
by at least 60% during the period 2005-16, with transport-re-
lated emissions from tourism representing 5% of global emis-
sions in 2016, while CO2 emissions could rise by a further 25% 
or more by 2030.236 Some countries have recently launched 
decarbonization policies, but they are insufficient to reach 
sustainable transportation. 

There is a growing recognition in the tourism sector of the 
urgency of climate risks and the need to accelerate action. 
Signatories to the Glasgow Declaration on Climate Action in 
Tourism commit to taking action to reduce emissions by 50% 
by 2030, and to reach net zero as soon as possible before 
2050. In 2021, the WTTC together with the UNEP put forward 
a net zero roadmap for travel and tourism businesses,237 while 
the World Economic Forum’s Clean Skies for Tomorrow coa-
lition238 aims to ensure that sustainable aviation fuel will ac-
count for 10% of global aviation fuel by 2030.

Programmes like the UN One Planet Sustainable Tourism 
Programme within the 10-Year Framework of Programmes on 
Sustainable Consumption and Production Patterns239 are 
also helping to drive action on this important agenda. Linked 
with the EU Green Deal, the European Commission’s Transition 

232	 Scott, D., & Gössling, S., (2022b). A review of research into tourism and 
climate change— Launching the annals of tourism research curated 
collection on tourism and climate change. Annals of Tourism Research, 95. 

233	 WTTC, (2021). Economic Impact Reports. 
234	 Peeters, P., Papp, B., (2023). Envisioning Tourism in 2030 and Beyond. The 

changing shape of tourism in a decarbonising world. The Travel Foundation.
235	 WTTC, (2021). Economic Impact Reports. 
236	 UNWTO, (2019). Transforming Tourism for Climate Action. 
237	 WTTC, (2021). Economic Impact Reports. 
238	 Clean Skies for Tomorrow coalition
239	 UNDESA, Division for Sustainable Development, (2014). The 10 Year 

Framework of Programmes on Sustainable Consumption and Production 
Patterns (10YFP).
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Figure 22. Risks, exposures, Sensivity and impacts of Climate Change on caostal tourism
Climate factor Exposure Sensivity Impact

High temperature

Increase and frequency 
of heat events

High temperatures Sun and beach tourism 
requires “comfortable” 
weather

Increase in deaths and 
hospitalizations decline 
in summer tourism 
reduction; increase 
in energy and water 
consomption

Droughts

Increase and 
prolongation of droughts 
during the summer

Water scarcity Many coastal 
destinations have a high 
water footprint due to 
their tourism model 
(residential, hotel sector, 
golf)

The reduction of 
rainfall and increase in 
temperature limits the 
amount of available 
water in water reserves, 
increase generation cost 
and water use conflicts 

Rising sea levels

The sea level rise is 
estimated betwen 18 and 
70 centimeters on the 
Mediterranean coast

Reduction of beach 
width, water pollution, 
public security, and 
tourism infra-structure 
disruption

High sun and beach 
tourism specialization

Increase erosion and the 
disappearance of coastal 
ecosystems, leading to 
the lost and modification 
of tourist resources. 
Damage to tourism 
infrastructure

Flooding

Increase frequency of 
heavy rain increases the 
number of floods

Public security and 
tourism infrastructure 
disruption

Coastal destinations are 
vulnerable to flooding, 
due to land use change 
and soil artificialization

The increase in floods 
exposes the population 
and tourism to health 
impacts

Forest fires

Warm weather 
conditions, reduced 
rainfall and extreme wind 
episodes increase the 
risk of forest fires

Public security: 
landscape degradation 
and biodiversity loss

High risk of fires in 
coastal destinations, 
especially in the 
Mediterranean, with a 
high density of tourist 
urbanisation scattered 
throughout the territory.

Forest fires cause deaths 
and hospitalisations; 
generate high public 
healthcare costs. 
Land degradation and 
biodiversity loss lead to 
a loss of attractivness, a 
limitation in recreational 
use and a high cost of 
environmental recovery.

Biodiversity disruption

The increase in 
temperatures, sea 
level, changes in ocean 
circulation and decrease 
in salinity are causes of 
ecological imbalance

Invasives species, 
tropical diseases; 
degradation of natural 
heritage

Strong tourism 
seasonality (more 
prononced in summer) 
and high “sun-and 
beach” tourism 
specialisation

Loss of biodiversity and 
the introduction of inva-
sive species; new risks 
of contracting tropical 
deseases and decrease 
in the attractivness of 
beaches (jellyfish)

Source: Eco-union, 2019. (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and maritime tourism in world marine regions
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resilience to future adverse events.244 It is indeed important to 
consider the role that protected areas play within tourism and 
biodiversity conservation. National parks, nature reserves and 
marine protected areas often attract visitors for their natural 
beauty and wildlife, and at the same time support conserva-
tion efforts. 

Many protected areas rely on tourism revenue to fund their 
operations and conservation programmes. Tourism in pro-
tected areas can generate a source of income for local com-
munities, while also having negative impacts if this tourism 
is not managed sustainably. Some of these negative impacts, 
which have also been mentioned above, include overcrowd-
ing, pollution, and damage to sensitive habitats and wildlife, 
all of which can result from uncontrolled tourism. For this rea-
son, it is important to balance the economic benefits of tour-
ism with the need to protect the environment and wildlife. For 
example, to promote sustainable tourism in protected areas, 
it is important to develop tourism policies and management 
plans that take into account the needs of local communities, 
visitors, and the environment. This may involve limiting visitor 
numbers245, establishing designated trails and campsites, and 
educating visitors about responsible behaviour. In this vein, 
the IUCN is categorizing inland protected areas and land use 
to protect ecosystems and promote the sustainable use of the 
natural resources.246 

244	 IUCN WCPA (2021). PARKS. The International Journal of Protected Areas and 
Conservation, Volume 27 (Special Issue), Gland, Switzerland.

245	 Liabastre, T., Leung, L. and Rieder, L. (2022). Carrying Capacity Assessment 
for Tourism in Coron and El Nido: A Step toward Sustainable Management of 
Marine Ecosystems. 

246	 IUCN, Protected areas and land use. 

7.3.1. Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) 
The IUCN defines Protected Areas (PAs) as, “a clearly de-
fined geographical space, recognized, dedicated and man-
aged, through legal or other effective means, to achieve the 
long-term conservation of nature with associated ecosystem 
services and cultural values”.247 Also, IUCN defines Marine 
Protected Areas (MPAs) as “areas of the ocean set aside for 
long-term conservation aims.” MPAs are the only mainstream 
conservation-focused, area-based measure to increase the 
quality and extent of ocean protection. MPAs and their net-
work offer nature-based solution to support global efforts 
towards climate change adaptation and mitigation, while 
providing other ecosystem services. Currently 6.35% of the 
ocean is protected, but only just over 1.89% is covered by 
exclusively no-take MPAs.248 They are universally recognized 
as key tools for the conservation and management of marine 
species, habitats and ecosystems.249 

The Convention on Biological Diversity (1998) is a work 
programme for marine and coastal biodiversity, an important 
component of which is the establishment and maintenance 
of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs). Its mandate was reinforced 
in 2002 when the World Summit on Sustainable Develop-
ment (WSSD) set the target of establishing a global network 
of MCPAs by 2012. The CBD’s goal is the establishment and 
maintenance of MPAs that are effectively managed, eco-
logically based, and part of a global MPA network. The CBD 
defines MPAs as any defined area within or adjacent to the 

247	 OECD, (2017). Marine Protected Areas: Economics, Management and 
Effective Policy Mixes.

248	 IUCN (2017). Marine Protected Areas and Climate Change. Issues Brief. 
November 2017.

249	 UNTWO, (2013). Marine and coastal protected areas.

Figure 23. Global climate risk for tourism

Source: European Travel Commission, 2018. Climate change risk.

Low

Very high

No data

https://parksjournal.com/parks-27-si-march-2021.
https://www.adb.org/publications/carrying-capacity-tourism-coron-el-nido
https://www.adb.org/publications/carrying-capacity-tourism-coron-el-nido
https://www.adb.org/publications/carrying-capacity-tourism-coron-el-nido
https://www.iucn.org/our-work/protected-areas-and-land-use
https://www.oecd.org/environment/resources/Marine-Protected-Areas-Policy-Highlights.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/environment/resources/Marine-Protected-Areas-Policy-Highlights.pdf
https://library.sprep.org/content/iucn-issues-brief-november-2017
https://www.unep.org/resources/report/marine-and-coastal-protected-areas
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/travelfoundation/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/28113213/EnvisionTourism_Full_FINAL.pdf


Towards sustainable blue tourism: trends, 
challenges and policy pathways

• 42 • 

marine environment, together with its overlying waters and 
associated flora, fauna and historical and cultural features, 
which has been reserved by legislation or other effective 
means, including custom, with the effect that its marine and/
or coastal biodiversity enjoys a higher level of protection than 
its surroundings.250 They are delineated into zones to preserve 
resources, biodiversity or specific species. Some activities are 
prohibited and MPAs usually use surveillance and monitoring 
mechanisms to ensure compliance. 

Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) are distinguished by differ-
ent levels of protection:
	● Multiple use: Allows extractive uses (like fishing) with some 
restrictions.

	● No-take or marine reserves: that allow people to use the 
area but prohibit extraction or any destruction to it.

	● No impact: MPAs that allow people to use the area but 
where extraction, disposal of possible pollutants, the instal-
lation of materials, and disruption to the environment of any 
kind is not permitted. These types of MPAs are rare; some-
times only occurring in research zones.

	● No access: MPAs that restrict all access to the area. Also 
very rare and may only be used for research purposes.251

Other effective area-based conservation measures 
(OECMs) are a new conservation approach, separate from 
protected areas, where conservation is achieved mainly as a 
by-product of other management. The IUCN defines an OECM 
as a “geographically defined area other than a Protected Area, 
which is governed and managed in ways that achieve positive 
and sustained long-term outcomes for the in-situ conserva-
tion of biodiversity, with associated ecosystem functions and 
services and where applicable, cultural, spiritual, socio-eco-
nomic, and other locally relevant values”.252 The identification 
of OECMs is important to increase recognition and support 
for effective long-term conservation that is taking place out-
side currently designated PAs under a range of governance 
and management regimes, implemented by different actors, 
including indigenous peoples and local communities, the pri-
vate sector and government agencies.253

According to the CDB, in 2017 MPAs covered about 4.12% 
of the total marine environment.254 In this context, the post-
2020 Global Biodiversity Framework and the 23 action-orient-
ed global targets were established for urgent action over the 
decade to 2030. The actions will ensure that by 2030 at least 
30% of areas of degraded terrestrial, inland water, and coastal 
and marine ecosystems are under effective restoration, and 
at least the 30% of terrestrial, inland water, and of coastal and 
marine areas, are effectively conserved and managed. This is 
to enhance biodiversity and ecosystem functions and servic-
es, ecological integrity and connectivity, while ensuring that 
any sustainable use.255 

250	 OECD, (2017). Marine Protected Areas: Economics, Management and 
Effective Policy Mixes.

251	 Ocean Tracks, Types and design of marine protected areas. 
252	 IUCN, (2018). What is an OECM?
253	 IUCN, (2018). What is an OECM?
254	 OECD, (2017). Marine Protected Areas: Economics, Management and 

Effective Policy Mixes.
255	 UNEP, (2022). CONFERENCE OF THE PARTIES TO THE CONVENTION ON 

BIOLOGICAL DIVERSITY. Fifteenth meeting – Part II Montreal, Canada.

7.3.2. Tourism management in Marine Protected Areas
Marine protected areas (MPAs) can also play an important 
role in tourism by providing opportunities for visitors to ex-
perience and appreciate marine biodiversity in a sustainable 
manner. MPAs also contribute to:
	● Ecotourism: Many MPAs are popular tourist destinations 
because of their unique marine ecosystems and the oppor-
tunities they offer to observe marine wildlife. By promoting 
responsible ecotourism activities, MPAs can provide visitors 
with a memorable experience while also supporting local 
communities.

	● Education and interpretation: MPAs can provide opportuni-
ties for visitors to learn about marine conservation and the 
importance of protecting marine ecosystems. Interpretive 
centres, signage, and guided tours can help visitors under-
stand the ecological and cultural significance of the area.

	● Research and monitoring: MPAs can serve as research sites 
for scientists and students to study marine ecosystems, 
providing opportunities for science-based tourism.

	● Economic benefits to local communities through tour-
ism-related businesses such as lodging, food service, and 
transportation.256

A key aspect of MPAs is the restrictions imposed on tourist 
numbers, which minimizes visitor pressure.257 A fundamental 
aim is to reduce negative environmental externalities without 
harming local economies. The three complementary scientif-
ic frameworks social–ecological systems, impact evaluation, 
and common-pool resource governance are applied to esti-
mate the environmental and socio-economic impacts of sev-
eral conservation interventions such as MPAs. This impact 
evaluation of governance shows that MPAs have a positive im-
pact on ecological dynamics and on ecosystems in general.258 
MPAs also influence, directly and indirectly, the well-being of 
human populations through multiple channels. For example, 
introducing new systems of marine resource governance into 
MPAs can enhanced or reshape marine ecosystem services 
such as provisioning services (fisheries), infrastructure, and 
cultural services (tourism) as well as supporting services.259 

The effective planning and management of tourism in and 
around marine, protected and conserved areas is central to 
ensuring best-practice governance, and conservation out-
comes for the natural world. Sustainable and nature-based 
tourism can provide important conservation benefits but 
also economic benefits through revenue generation and the 
creation of employment opportunities that involve local com-
munities.260 Moreover, MPAs allow an improved distribution 

256	 Thanh Pham, T.T. (2020). Tourism in marine protected areas: Can it be 
considered as an alternative livelihood for local communities? Marine Policy. 
Volume 115, May 2020, 103891

257	 Fosse J., Klarwein S., Kosmas I. & Gonzalez A. (2021). Ecosystem Approach 
for a sustainable coastal and maritime Tourism in the Mediterranean. eco-
union. 

258	 Mascia, M.B., Fox, H.E., Glew, L., et al. (2017), A novel framework for 
analyzing conservation impacts: evaluation, theory, and marine protected 
areas. Ann. N.Y. Acad. Sci., 1399: 93-115. 

259	 Mascia, M.B., Fox, H.E., Glew, L., Ahmadia, G.N., Agrawal, A., Barnes, M., 
Basurto, X., Craigie, I., Darling, E., Geldmann, J., Gill, D., Holst Rice, S., 
Jensen, O.P., Lester, S.E., McConney, P., Mumby, P.J., Nenadovic, M., Parks, 
J.E., Pomeroy, R.S. and White, A.T. (2017), A novel framework for analyzing 
conservation impacts: evaluation, theory, and marine protected areas. Ann. 
N.Y. Acad. Sci., 1399: 93-115. 

260	 Leung Y, Spenceley A, Hvenegaard G and Buckley R (eds.) (2018). Tourism 
and visitor management in protected areas: Guidelines for sustainability. 
Best Practice Protected Area Guidelines Series No. 27, Gland, Switzerland: 
IUCN. xii + 120 pp.

https://www.oecd.org/environment/resources/Marine-Protected-Areas-Policy-Highlights.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/environment/resources/Marine-Protected-Areas-Policy-Highlights.pdf
https://oceantracks.org/library/conservation/types-and-design-of-marine-protected-areas
https://www.iucn.org/our-union/commissions/group/iucn-wcpa-other-effective-area-based-conservation-measures-specialist
https://www.iucn.org/our-union/commissions/group/iucn-wcpa-other-effective-area-based-conservation-measures-specialist
https://www.oecd.org/environment/resources/Marine-Protected-Areas-Policy-Highlights.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/environment/resources/Marine-Protected-Areas-Policy-Highlights.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/doc/c/e6d3/cd1d/daf663719a03902a9b116c34/cop-15-l-25-en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/doc/c/e6d3/cd1d/daf663719a03902a9b116c34/cop-15-l-25-en.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2020.103891
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2020.103891
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/EcAp_mediterranean_bluetourism04_LR.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/EcAp_mediterranean_bluetourism04_LR.pdf
https://www.ecounion.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/EcAp_mediterranean_bluetourism04_LR.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/nyas.13428
https://doi.org/10.1111/nyas.13428
https://doi.org/10.1111/nyas.13428
https://doi.org/10.1111/nyas.13428
https://doi.org/10.1111/nyas.13428
https://portals.iucn.org/library/node/47918
https://portals.iucn.org/library/node/47918


7. Tourism impacts in a polycrisis world

• 43 • 

of resources within local communities while reallocating the 
benefits of ecosystem services. To understand the spillover 
effects of tourism in MPAs from the ecological perspective, 
it is important to study the  shift in the behaviour of tourists 
in MPAs and also in the peripheral areas, where recreational 
activities such as fishing or swimming are permitted.261  

The social impacts of MPAs can be measured using dif-
ferent frameworks and indicators such as the UN Human De-
velopment Index or SDGs. MPAs have ripple effects in space, 
time, and in terms of outcomes. The MPA concept implies the 
protection of particular areas, leaving surrounding areas ex-
posed to the negative impacts of tourism.262 Therefore, the 
establishment of MPAs increases the potential environmental 
impacts in these adjacent areas. By making certain activities 
illegal within MPAs and other tourist destinations, cruise ships 
and their passengers tend to refrain from these activities only 
when they reach these destinations, while continuing to con-
taminate and pollute nearby regions.263

7.4. Blue tourism and sustainable 
development  
In 2019, the tourism sector was one of the most dynamic 
economic sectors. According to the WTTC (2021), the sector 
accounted for 10.3% of global GDP in 2019, supporting 330 
million people, and grew to outpace the global economy for 
the ninth year consecutively. Tourism creates jobs: one in four 
jobs created worldwide during the past five years has been 
in the tourism sector. It also generates career opportunities 
for women, young people, and minorities. Women represent 
54% of the industry’s workforce, compared to 39% in the 
world economy, and the sector employs almost twice as many 
young people as other economic sectors.264

The UNWTO defines “Sustainable tourism265 as tourism that 
takes full account of its current and future economic, social, 
and environmental impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, 
the industry, the environment, and host communities.” It can be 
a tool to conserve natural heritage and biodiversity, promote 
respect towards the socio-cultural authenticity of local com-
munities, conserve the cultural heritage and traditional values 
of those communities, and contribute to intercultural under-
standing and tolerance. It should ensure viable, long-term 
economic operations, providing socio-economic benefits to all 
stakeholders.266 Achieving sustainable tourism is a continuous 
process, and it requires the informed participation of all rele-
vant stakeholders, together with constant monitoring of im-
pacts.  It should also maintain a high level of tourist satisfaction 

261	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 
K., Louveau, O. (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union. Barcelona.

262	 Mascia, M.B., Fox, H.E., Glew, L., Ahmadia, G.N., Agrawal, A., Barnes, M., 
Basurto, X., Craigie, I., Darling, E., Geldmann, J., Gill, D., Holst Rice, S., 
Jensen, O.P., Lester, S.E., McConney, P., Mumby, P.J., Nenadovic, M., Parks, 
J.E., Pomeroy, R.S. and White, A.T. (2017), A novel framework for analyzing 
conservation impacts: evaluation, theory, and marine protected areas. Ann. 
N.Y. Acad. Sci., 1399: 93-115. 

263	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 
K., Louveau, O. (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union. Barcelona.

264	 WTTC, (2021). Travel & Tourism: Economic Impact Report. 
265	 UN, (2016). G​​eneral assembly resolution 70/193, 2017
266	 UNEP & UNWTO, (2005) Making Tourism More Sustainable - A Guide for 

Policy Makers, p.11-12

and ensure a meaningful experience for the tourists, raising 
their awareness and promoting sustainable tourism practices.

According to the 2030 Agenda, the relationship between 
sustainable development and tourism can play a key role in a 
more sustainable future. Tourism is a significant source of GHG 
emissions (aviation, cruises, accommodation), and its govern-
ance has substantial implications for the implementation of the 
Paris Agreement. It is critical to assess how tourism govern-
ance can contribute to reaching both the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals and the Paris Agreement. As highlighted by the 
UNWTO,267 tourism has a great potential to contribute, directly 
or indirectly, to all of the SDGs (Figure 24). In particular, tourism 
has been incorporated as a target in: 

Goal 8. Promote sustainable economic growth, full and 
productive employment, and decent work for all. Target 8.9: 
By 2030, devise and implement policies to promote sustain-
able tourism that creates jobs and promotes local culture and 
products.

Goal 12. Ensure sustainable consumption and production 
patterns. Target 12.b: Develop and implement tools to monitor 
sustainable development impacts for sustainable tourism that 
creates jobs and promotes local culture.

Goal 14. Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas, 
and marine resources for sustainable development. Target 14.7: 
By 2030, increase the economic benefits to small island devel-
oping states and least developed countries from the sustain-
able use of marine resources, including through sustainable 
management of fisheries, aquaculture, and tourism. 

Source: Agenda 2030. UNWTO, (2015). Tourism in the 2030 Agenda.

Figure 24. Contribution of Tourism to SGDs

Figure 24. presents the indirect contributions that tour-
ism also offers to the other SDGs. For example, the tourism 
economy can bring many benefits such as improving health 
and well-being through infrastructure construction to provide 
clean water or to promote clean energy usage.

The Ocean Panel (Figure 25) shows the contribution of 
sustainable coastal and marine tourism to the SDGs, and to-
wards the “Opportunities for transformations for a Sustainable 
Ocean Economy: A Vision for Protection, Production and Pros-
perity” action plan. 

267	 UNWTO, (2015). Tourism in the 2030 Agenda. 
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8. Challenges, opportunities 
and pathways to more 
sustainable blue tourism
This chapter examines the challenges and opportunities for 
fostering greater sustainability in the blue tourism sector. Fi-
nally it offers an overview on the suggested pathways emerg-
ing from this report. 

8.1. Challenges 
Coastal and marine regions face a number of similar chal-
lenges to fostering a more sustainable blue tourism model. 
Many of these challenges have become more pronounced as 
a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. In broader terms, coast-
al areas are increasingly seeking higher ability to cope with 
the potential future shocks, but the tourism sector in these 
areas is often finding it difficult to adapt to the biodiversity 
and climate crises due to limitations in terms of infrastructure 
and resources, and also due to high seasonality which leads to 
unmanageable tourist peaks.268 Also, climate change is having 
a major impact on coastal areas - particularly small islands – as 

268	 Guden, N., Unal Girgen, M., Saner, T., & Yesilpinar, E., (2021). Barriers to 
sustainable tourism for small hotels in small island developing states and 
some suggested remedies. Worldwide Hospitality and Tourism Themes, 
13(4), 510-521.

are socio-economic shocks such as those triggered by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, often due to an over-reliance on main-
land-derived resources and global supply chains. 

Thus, a key challenge for coastal and maritime destina-
tions relates to their often limited capacity to adapt to climate 
change and socio-economic events. From a strategic per-
spective, some examples of the challenges faced by coastal 
and marine regions as they attempt to become more sustain-
able, include: 
	● Lack of cohesion and integration in tourism policies at the 
different levels (international, national, regional and desti-
nation levels). This can have several negative impacts on 
the sustainable development of tourism, leading to conflict-
ing policies and strategies, which can create uncertainties 
among tourism sector stakeholders.269 In blue tourism, this 
can be an issue when environmental conservation and tour-
ism policies are not aligned, sending contradictory messag-
es and promoting fragmented interventions in coastal and 
marine destinations.270

	● Lack of medium and long-term vision and commitment 
from stakeholders, especially in terms of  their engagement 
in joint efforts to develop sustainable coastal and marine 
tourism.271 This can have significant impacts on the devel-
opment of sustainable blue tourism. Without a long-term vi-

269	 Dodds, R. Butler, R., (2010). 
270	 Nitivattananon, V., & Srinonil, S., (2019). Enhancing coastal areas governance 

for sustainable tourism in the context of urbanization and climate change in 
eastern Thailand. Advances in Climate Change Research, 10(1), 47-58.

271	 Dodds, R. Butler, R., (2010). Barriers to implementing Sustainable Tourism 
Policy in Mass Tourism Destinations

Figure 25.   Direct and indirect tourism’s contribution to the SDG

Source: Ocean Panel, (2020). High-Level Panel for a Sustainable Ocean Economy.
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sion, stakeholders may prioritize short-term gains over long 
term sustainability. In blue tourism, this could potentially 
lead to the overexploitation of marine resources, to impacts 
on local coastal communities, and to a decrease in the qual-
ity of the tourism experience. 

	● Inefficient resource use, especially when resources are pri-
marily allocated to marketing rather than sustainable prod-
uct development and management. This can lead to a lack 
of investment in measures that promote environmental sus-
tainability and responsible tourism practices in coastal and 
marine destinations. 

	● Lack of structures to enable collaboration between busi-
nesses, governments and other stakeholders. Such collabo-
ration is necessary to conceive, adopt and manage sustain-
able tourism practices. An insufficiency of these structures, 
both multilevel and multisectoral, reduces the opportuni-
ties for knowledge sharing and innovation for a more sus-
tainable tourism economy. In blue tourism destinations, the 
formation and management of these collaborative struc-
tures may be challenged by fragmented geographies and 
multiple jurisdictions.272 273 

	● A governance gap challenges the development of a more 
sustainable blue economy. While national and local govern-
ments are usually the main actors of coastal and maritime 
tourism management, new actors are becoming increas-
ingly relevant with the scaling up of recreational activities, 
residential tourism and the rise of the sharing economy 
(e.g. renting of private homes). This complicates and limits 
governance mechanisms and requires a shift in governance 
frameworks towards the increased inclusion of these new 
actors274. 

Blue tourism businesses often face direct challenges to 
the adoption of more sustainable practices. Some examples 
of these challenges include: 
	● A limited awareness and understanding among tourism 
stakeholders of sustainable practices and their benefits. 
Improvements in this area could increase the motivation of 
entrepreneurs to adopt sustainable initiatives.275

	● The high costs faced by tourism businesses seeking to im-
plement sustainable practices.276 For example, installing re-
newable energy sources or upgrading facilities to be more 
environmentally friendly can often be expensive, and many 
small businesses may not have the resources for such in-
vestments. These costs, or even accessibility to loans to 
fund the sustainability transition, may be even more chal-
lenging in coastal and marine destinations characterized by 
high seasonality. Moreover, islands, which play a major role 
in blue tourism, often have limited access to economies of 

272	 Mauthoor, S., (2017). Uncovering industrial symbiosis potentials in a small 
island developing state: The case study of Mauritius. Journal of Cleaner 
Production, 147, 506-513. 

273	 Tapia, C., Bianchi, M., Pallaske, G., & Bassi, A. M., (2021). Towards a territorial 
definition of a circular economy: exploring the role of territorial factors in 
closed-loop systems. European Planning Studies, 29(8), 1438-1457.

274	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 
K., Louveau, O. (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union. Barcelona.

275	 Font, X., Garay, L., & Jones, S., (2016). Sustainability motivations and 
practices in small tourism enterprises in European protected areas. Journal 
of Cleaner production, 137, 1439-1448.

276	 Martínez-Cabrera, J., & López-del-Pino, F., (2021). The 10 most crucial 
circular economy challenge patterns in tourism and the effects of COVID-19. 
Sustainability, 13(9), 4940.

scale and to relevant expertise.277

	● The limited financial incentives and options available for 
accessing funding that could encourage and support tour-
ism businesses to adopt sustainable practices and also to 
mitigate the potential negative effects of seasonality on 
their financial capabilities. Without such incentives, many 
businesses will not realize the value of investing in chang-
es to their operations, especially since the COVID-19 pan-
demic has already raised the financial concerns of tourism 
businesses. In coastal and marine regions, financial mecha-
nisms should be adapted to seasonality and and the needs 
of SMEs. 

	● The limited access of tourism entrepreneurs to information, 
resources and technical expertise on sustainable solutions 
tailored to their context, leading to their reluctance to 
adopt sustainable practices. Without access to information 
and resources, entrepreneurs may not understand which 
solutions can be adopted, how they should be implement-
ed and the short and long-term benefits that would be gen-
erated by these solutions.278 In some of the more peripheral 
blue tourism destinations, access to innovation and exper-
tise may be challenged by their geographies,279 for example 
there may be an absence or lack of digital technologies.280 

8.2. Opportunities  
The strategic recovery plans that have followed the COVID-19 
pandemic have provided an opportunity to integrate ele-
ments of sustainability for the future of the tourism sector in 
line with climate change, such as reducing carbon emissions 
and pollution, enhancing energy and resource efficiency, and 
preserving biodiversity and ecosystems. By promoting more 
sustainable business models - with the support of tourism pol-
icies and recovery measures281 - tourism-derived benefits to 
local economies and communities could be enhanced. This is 
particularly relevant for CMT which represents at least 50% of 
all global tourism and supports millions of jobs and livelihoods 
worldwide.282 Several opportunities are available for coastal 
and marine tourism to foster a more sustainable blue tourism 
sector. Examples include: 
	● The COVID-19 pandemic has provided an opportunity to 
redesign policy approaches and develop tourism-specific 
programmes aiming to build resilience and sustainability, 
providing new high-quality economic opportunities for lo-
cal communities, promoting their cultural heritage and pro-
tecting the natural environment;283 
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	● Tourists are increasingly becoming agents of change in the 
locations they visit, due to their desire for more sustaina-
ble local products and destinations. Such changes in tourist 
preferences have also been shown in blue tourism destina-
tions and should increasingly inform policy making;284 

	● Greater government and private sector cooperation can 
foster cross-sectoral interactions and integration, together 
with governance innovations to address future policy chal-
lenges, all of which can be promoted, facilitated and moni-
tored with emerging digital tools;285

	● Growing recognition of the necessity of incorporating envi-
ronmental sustainability and climate action into economic 
development, across sectors (including tourism) both by 
government policymakers and technocrats as well as in the 
private sector. This phenomenon is demonstrated by recent 
international and national initiative, such as UN One Planet 
Initiative, and The Glasgow Declaration on Climate Action 
in Tourism.

	● Longer-stay visitors, including the growing digital nomad 
market,286 with the appropriate regulatory framework, can 
be an opportunity to generate more stable economic bene-
fits for coastal and marine communities;287

	● A better understanding of tourist volumes288 and preferenc-
es289 in coastal and marine areas and how their distribution 
is changing due to climate change - with an extension of 
season length290 - would generate more opportunities to 
invest in the required infrastructure and in mechanisms to 
manage destinations sustainably; 291

	● The rapid growth of specific blue tourism markets, in terms of 
demands for sustainability (market demand driving change), 
such as coastal cultural tourism,292,293 heritage-based tour-
ism, gastronomic events, and yachting, boating and cruis-
ing, together with ecotourism294 and marine nature-based 
tourism, can help diversify and reduce seasonality in coastal 
and marine destinations,295 and create more stable tourist 
flows that exert less pressure. “Pescatourism”296 is another 
growing form of marine tourism, which has the potential to 
reduce more extractive fishing activities;
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	● Growing knowledge of innovative green and social busi-
ness models and the application of the circular economy297 
are relevant to tourism and may enable the reshaping of the 
sector’s policies and practices to enhance capacity build-
ing, and to develop a more digital, sustainable, resilient and 
inclusive sector. 

	● Digitalization of the sector driven by an increasing availa-
bility of more affordable technology can and is already sup-
porting sustainable business practices and a more sustain-
able tourism management model.298

	● Increasing collaboration among different stakeholders in 
small island countries, which is driven by the smallness of 
their communities and often by their peripherality, tends to 
stimulate collective actions to sustainable development. 
Good examples of strong collaboration for the develop-
ment of common strategies, policies and plans can be 
found in the Caribbean (e.g. the OECS region)299, and also 
from small island destinations located in the Western Indian 
Ocean.

	● New governance models focused on co-management by 
for-profit and non-profit entities are increasing in number, 
for example for the management of MPAs and to ensure 
ecosystem stewardship.300 The co-management of pro-
tected areas addresses biological, cultural, economic, and 
political concerns and empowers communities through 
collaboration and integration in conservation efforts. It pro-
vides flexibility for adaptive practices to address underlying 
socioeconomic factors affecting conservation efforts and 
may compensate for limited or missing scientific data.301 
Other examples of innovative governance from civil society 
organization are exemplified by the Chumbe Island Coral 
Park (CHICOP), the first fully functioning MPA in Tanzania, 
which illustrates sustainable management in a privately cre-
ated and managed marine park in a developing country.302 

	● Nature-based solutions may provide an approach to deal 
with societal challenges while also improving biodiversity, 
which offer opportunities for destinations and industry to 
address climate mitigation and adaptation. This concept is 
gaining policy attention and can provide a framework for 
action. 

	● Spatial planning tools and approaches, such as Marine 
Spatial Planning (MSP) and Integrated Coastal Zone Man-
agement (ICZM), can help tackle management issues relat-
ed to the use of oceans and seas, allowing a better allo-
cation of coastal zones economic and leisure activities to 
avoid conflicts and create synergies among sectors. MSP 
is increasingly being used to organize and plan coastal 
and marine tourism activities through spatial regulations 
to ensure good environmental conditions that can enable 
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the tourism industry to prosper in a more sustainable way, 
protecting seascapes and coastal ecosystems. These tools 
take climate change mitigation and adaptation plans into 
account.303

	● Increased international multilateral cooperation among na-
tions, and global and regional development commitments, 
such as the global 2030 Agenda304 and the Agenda 2063 
African development blueprint,305 can provide a framework 
for a common vision for sustainable blue tourism develop-
ment. 

8.3. Pathways towards sustainable blue 
tourism 
The blue economy is considered to be an engine for econom-
ic development, to be managed in line with Sustainable Devel-
opment Goal 14 which targets the conservation and sustaina-
ble use of oceans, seas and marine resources.306 As the blue 
tourism sector is expected to grow,307 destinations must con-
sider the current sustainability challenges, and how they will 
be affected by and will affect the tourism sector (e.g., climate 
change, biodiversity loss). Proactive cooperation and collab-
oration across all tourism stakeholders and beyond is needed 
to create business models that deliver sustainable tourism ex-
periences enabling the prevention of negative impacts such 
as resource overconsumption, degradation of natural ecosys-
tems and excessive coastline touristification. Tourism policies 
must foster these sustainable business models and should be 
strengthened to protect fragile ecosystems such as those in 
coastal and marine areas, and prevent pollution and biodiver-
sity loss caused by tourism activities. 

303	 Papageorgiou, M., (2016). Coastal and marine tourism: A challenging factor 
in Marine Spatial Planning. Ocean & Coastal Management. Volume 129, 
September 2016, Pages 44-48

304	 United Nations, (2023). Transforming our world: the 20230 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development. 

305	 Africa Union, (2023). Agenda 2063: The Africa We Want. 
306	 United Nations, (2022). Blue Economy: oceans as the next great economic 

frontier. 
307	 UNEP/MAP-Plan Bleu, (2020). State of the environment and development in 

the Mediterranean (SOED)

The COVID-19 pandemic has also led to a greater aware-
ness of these issues among tourists, industry and policymak-
ers,308 and therefore an opportunity to reimagine the tourism 
sector, to fast track more sustainable tourism models through 
innovative policies, and to ensure recovery plans are aligned 
with the Paris Agreement and the Sustainable Development 
Goals.309 Destination stewardship councils and citizen sci-
ence endeavours can be effective in fostering greater partici-
pation of local communities in decision-making and in taking 
ownership of tourism operations, which can ultimately close 
the equity gap. To incentivize the transition to a more sus-
tainable blue tourism sector, while regional co-operation and 
public-private partnerships should be part of the solution, is-
sues around access to information and knowledge must be on 
the agendas of these partnerships. Moreover, the main chal-
lenges to more sustainable models faced by destinations and 
tourism entrepreneurs should be identified and prioritized, 
with proposals for the appropriate supporting frameworks.310 

In an effort to support the development of a more sus-
tainable blue tourism sector, six policy pathways have been 
suggested. The policy pathways could help catalyse desti-
nation-wide systemic change, embracing the importance of 
governance, cohesion in policies and strategies, a rethinking 
of production and consumption patterns in tourism, the ad-
vancement of smart technologies and digitalization for the 
sustainability of blue tourism, and enhancing accessibility to 
finance. These pathways are not exhaustive and reflect the 
literature reviewed and the input of the partners of the Blue 
Tourism Initiative projects. They are summarized in Table 7 
and then subsequently explained in more detail. 
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Policy pathways  
POLICY PATHWAY  SUGGESTED ACTIONS

Integrated policies and sound 
governance

1.1. Promote policy and strategic cohesion 

1.2. Develop a multi-level blue tourism strategy (regional/national/local levels)

1.3. Strength multi-stakeholders collaboration in decision-making processes 

1.4. Foster community and stakeholder engagement in decision-making 

1.5. Encourage multi-stakeholder networks and partnerships 

1.6. Improve collaboration among marine regions 

Sustainable industry practices 2.1. Support sustainable production and consumption 

2.2. Boost certification programmes 

2.3. Promote sustainable product diversification and marketing 

2.4. Support tourism businesses in overcoming barriers to change 

Sustainable destination 
practices 

3.1. Reinforce climate mitigation, adaptation and resilience in the tourism sector

3.2. Promote destination stewardship 

3.3. Support transition communities for sustainable tourism 

3.4. Ensure appropriate visitor management in sensitive areas 

3.5. Endorse nature-based solutions (NBS) and regenerative practices 

3.6. Product diversification and marketing

Smart tourism development 4.1. Develop enabling policies for digital and smart tourism 

4.2. Ensure tools and infrastructure for smart tourism development

4.3. Data collection and measurement 

4.4. Raise awareness on smart technologies

Research for sustainable blue 
tourism 

5.1. Establish partnerships with universities and other research institutions 

5.2. Implement tools to support market studies

5.3. Encourage climate change adaptation and mitigation research

5.4. Boost capacity building activities 

Finance for sustainable blue 
tourism 

6.1. Establish and promote financial incentives 

6.2. Identify and create access to alternative financing options 

6.3. Adapt financing mechanisms for small and medium-sized enterprises

6.4. Create partnerships with financial institutions 

Source: Authors’ own work, (2023).
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Policy pathway 1 - Integrated policies and 
sound governance 

1.1. Promote policy and strategic cohesion 
Policy and strategic cohesion is essential to reduce fragmen-
tation in blue tourism policy frameworks and to ultimately fos-
ter a sustainable blue tourism economy.311 Cohesion should 
occur at different political, geographical and sectoral levels 
and with a common vision to contribute to global environ-
mental commitments such as the 2030 Agenda’s SDG 12 
(sustainable consumption and production)312, SDG 13 (climate 
change)313 and SDG 14 (ocean conservation)314, and also the 
Paris Agreement.315 The public sector can enhance policy co-
hesion through stakeholder engagement in decision-making 
and by facilitating stakeholder communication.316

1.2. Strength a multi-level blue tourism strategy 
(regional/national/local levels)
A blue tourism strategy or a national tourism strategy and/or a 
strategy for the sea and coast with a blue tourism component, 
would define and consolidate the strategic and participatory 
framework for a sustainable blue tourism economy for the re-
gion, country and/or destination. Such a strategy would pro-
mote a cohesive vision and sustainability targets and objectives, 
and would require synergies between policies and between 
tourism and environmental conservation strategies (e.g. marine 
spatial planning).317 The strategy should be regularly revised and 
updated to respond to new opportunities and challenges. 

1.3. Foster multi-agency collaboration in decision-making 
processes
Fostering collaboration among relevant government agen-
cies would enable more synergies for sustainable blue tour-
ism. Given the interlinked nature of tourism, collaboration 
among public sector agencies, including those responsible 
for the environment, economic development, culture, and 
transportation, is beneficial for more aligned governance and 
for identifying government priorities and establishing shared 
pathways.318 An example is the NECSTouR initiative that aims 
to build competitive regional governance for sustainable tour-
ism by involving different public sector regional agencies—
among other stakeholders—tackling the economic, environ-
mental and socio-cultural dimensions of the industry, sharing 
knowledge, best practices, and experiences in the field of 
sustainable tourism.319

311	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 
K., Louveau, O., (2019). Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions. Edited by eco-union. Barcelona

312	 United Nations, (2023). Goal 12: Ensure sustainable consumption and 
production patterns. 

313	 United Nations, (2023). Goal 13: Take urgent action to combat climate 
change and its impacts. 

314	 The Global Goals, (2023). Goal 14: Life below water. 
315	 United Nations, (2015). Paris Agreement. 
316	 Stratigea, A., Katsoni, V. A., (2015). Strategic policy scenario analysis 

framework for the sustainable tourist development of peripheral small island 
areas – the case of Lefkada-Greece Island. European Journal of Futures 
Research. 3, 5. 

317	 Hickey , V., (2023). Transformation: The Role of Coastal and Marine Tourism 
in a Sustainable Ocean Economy

318	 OECD, (2019). Recommendation of the Council on Policy Coherence for 
Sustainable Development. 

319	 Plan Bleu, (2022). State of Play of Tourism in the Mediterranean. Interreg 
Med Sustainable Tourism Community project.

1.4. Foster community and stakeholder engagement in 
decision-making 
Community and stakeholder engagement should be fostered 
in coastal communities in all blue tourism planning and man-
agement processes.320 The government should consider en-
hancing community engagement through the development 
of participatory tools (e.g. by using emerging digital tools). 
These tools could create a feedback loop from policies to 
communities and from communities to policies and could 
build awareness of policies and regulatory frameworks, as 
well as give space for feedback and policy adaptation. 

1.5. Encourage multi-stakeholder networks and 
partnerships 
Governments can consider supporting the efforts of business-
es in the creation of networks and partnerships to enhance the 
participatory approach to sustainable blue tourism develop-
ment. It is essential that these networks are multisectoral and 
multilevel. Resilient networks can be achieved through better 
risk management strategies at the level of firms, putting the 
emphasis on risk awareness, greater transparency in the val-
ue chain and promoting flexibility. Governments can support 
the building of more resilient GVCs by collecting and sharing 
information on potential concentration and bottlenecks up-
stream, by developing stress tests for essential supply chains 
and by creating a conducive regulatory environment.321 The 
involvement of local civil society, trade associations and local 
authorities is equally important to give voice to different per-
spectives, interests and experiences. Tourists and residents 
should be part of these participatory processes. 

1.6. Improve collaboration among marine regions 
Fostering policy dialogue and technical cooperation among 
marine regions could strengthen the sharing of knowledge 
and expertise as well as other resources. This can be achieved 
through transnational and inter-regional partnerships and 
networks such as regional seas conventions which, through 
Regional Seas Conventions and Action Plans (RSCAPs), can 
engage a wide range of stakeholders to promote cooperation 
and coordination in addressing marine and coastal environ-
mental issues at inter-regional level.322

Policy pathway 2 - Sustainable industry 
practices 

2.1. Support sustainable production and consumption 
Existing and new policies and regulations can focus on sup-
porting the sustainable consumption of resources throughout 
the tourism value chain. The principles of the circular econo-
my323 should be increasingly integrated into tourism policies 
and practices.324 This is particularly relevant for coastal and 

320	 De Marzo, C. (2019). Ensuring effective monitoring of tourism sustainability 
in the Mediterranean region.   

321	 OECD, 2020. COVID-19 and global value chains: Policy options to build more 
resilient production networks.

322	 UNEP Regional Seas Programme
323	 Ellen MacArthur Foundation, (2023). What is a circular economy? 
324	 Martínez-Cabrera, J., & López-del-Pino, F., (2021). The 10 most crucial 

circular economy challenge patterns in tourism and the effects of COVID-19. 
Sustainability, 13(9), 4940.
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island destinations that are often subject to resource scarcity 
and require context-aware solutions for their sustainable de-
velopment.325 

2.2. Boost certification programmes 
Sustainability certifications can be supported by the public 
sector while ensuring that these certifications are accessible 
to smaller tourism operators. Technical and financial support 
may be provided by the public sector for smaller tourism en-
terprises seeking to re-design their business model. Certifica-
tion labels could influence the financial and nonfinancial per-
formance of businesses, for example by enabling cost savings 
and by lowering resource use levels.326 

2.3. Promote sustainable product diversification and 
marketing 
The public sector can consider supporting the diversifica-
tion of the tourism offer through incentives and marketing 
support. Diversifying the tourism market has the potential 
to minimize social and environmental pressures on the des-
tination,327 while the whole blue tourism value chain (hotels, 
activity providers, transport, guides, DMCs, nautical...) must 
be innovative in the design of tourism products that support 
the priorities and needs of destinations, and that have a posi-
tive impact on people and nature. However, strong marketing 
support is needed for new and alternative forms of tourism 
products that may be targeted to a niche market segment. 
The public sector can consider supporting linkages between 
businesses and tour operators, as well as by creating an on-
line space where sustainable tourism businesses and experi-
ences are promoted.

2.4. Support tourism businesses in overcoming barriers 
to change
Tourism businesses, especially SMEs, tend to face technical 
and financial challenges to the adoption of sustainable prac-
tices.328 The public sector should consider enhancing tech-
nical assistance programmes and the establishment of one-
stop centres. Moreover, increasing accessibility to innovation 
and training for businesses, especially SMEs located in more 
peripheral blue tourism destinations, is essential to equally 
mitigate challenges faced by tourism stakeholders.329

325	 Sciacca, A., (2020). Circular Economy Transition in Small Island Destinations. 
326	 Hellmeister, A., & Richins, H., (2019). Green to gold: Beneficial impacts of 

sustainability certification and practice on tour enterprise performance. 
Sustainability, 11(3), 709.

327	 Cisneros, J. D. & Fernandez A., (2015). Cultural tourism as tourist segment for 
reducing seasonality in a coastal area: The case study of Andalusia. Current 
Issues in Tourism, 18 (8) , pp. 765-784

328	 Manniche, J., Topsø Larsen, K., Brandt Broegaard, R., & Holland, E., (2017). 
Destination: A circular tourism economy: A handbook for transitioning 
toward a circular economy within the tourism and hospitality sectors in the 
South Baltic Region.

329	 ten Brink, P., Kettunen, M. & Watkins, E., (2017). Expert Group on Green and 
Circular Economy in the Outermost Regions: Final Report. 

Policy pathway 3 - Sustainable destination 
practices 

3.1. Reinforce climate mitigation, adaptation and 
resilience
The public sector can consider enhancing mitigation, adapta-
tion and resilience in blue tourism destinations by strengthen-
ing a combination of actions including targeted and tailored 
capacity building, financial actions at the destination level 
and communication for awareness raising. These actions 
should be aimed at decarbonizing the tourism sector. For 
example, the consolidation of observatories and the organ-
ization of forums and committees composed of local stake-
holders can address the needs of destinations in the face of 
climate change.330

3.2. Promote destination stewardship
Ensuring a balance between the needs of the destination with 
those of tourists and the environment is crucial for a sustaina-
ble blue tourism sector. Through a variety of actions, the pub-
lic sector should consider partnering with the private sector 
and communities to bring together all stakeholders in an ef-
fort to preserve local heritage.331

3.3. Support transition communities for sustainable 
tourism 
The public sector can support the creation of innovative tran-
sition communities through funding and technical resources. 
Transition communities can bring together stakeholders to 
facilitate the development of sustainable tourism solutions.332 
Examples include the Quadruple Helix frameworks333 and joint 
purchasing frameworks.334 Supporting innovation in commu-
nities can drive sustainability and collaboration in the tourism 
sector.335

3.4. Ensure appropriate visitor management in sensitive 
areas
Establishing visitor monitoring and management systems, es-
pecially in sensitive sites such as MPAs or cultural heritage 
sites is becoming increasingly necessary to minimize the im-
pacts of tourism activities.336 This could include studies on 

330	 Greening the Islands, (2023). The first GTI Observatory Summit kicks off in 
Gran Canaria to consolidate leading committees and outline action-oriented 
agenda towards COP28. 

331	 World Travel and Tourism Council, (2021). Towards Destination Stewardship: 
Achieving Destination Stewardship through scenario & a governance 
diagniostic framework. 

332	 Chan. J., Sciacca. A., Coles. A.M, et all., (2022). Circular tourism and support 
from local authorities: How local authorities can support small-medium 
size tourism enterprises in coastal destinations in six strategic steps. Other. 
Interreg 2 Seas project FACET. 

333	 2 Seas Interreg Project FACET (2023). Collaboration Structures for Circular 
Initiatives. 

334	 Weijs, R. H., Coles, A.M. and Chan, J. H., (2022). Joint Purchase in a Circular 
Economy A paper on Joint Purchases created for entrepreneurs and 
stakeholders in the tourism and recreational sector. 

335	 Chan, J. H., Roskam, H., van Maldegem, A., Ieromonachou, P., Sciacca, A., 
Von Schomberg, L., Coles, A.M., Witt, S., Zavala, J., Métreau, E., Debruyne, 
D., Brinkman, M., (2023). Accelerating the adoption of the Circular Economy 
in the tourism and leisure sector: the 3-M Framework as the Foundation of 
Circular Entrepreneurship. Interreg 2 Seas project FACET. 

336	 Liabastre, T., Leung, L. and Rieder, L., (2022). Carrying Capacity Assessment 
for Tourism in Coron and El Nido: A Step toward Sustainable Management of 
Marine Ecosystems. 
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carrying capacity, LCA approaches337 and PAVIM338, in both 
terrestrial and marine sites.

3.5. Endorse nature-based solutions (NbS) and 
regenerative practices 
NbS and regenerative approaches can support destinations 
and businesses to ensure they generate a positive impact 
on nature and local communities, while addressing societal 
challenges such as climate change. This must be carried out 
according to sound operational frameworks and standards,339 
and linked with the wider tourism value chain, for example 
with regenerative agriculture.340 The following five principles 
illustrate how  regenerative and nature based solutions can be 
developed for the tourism sector: 1. meeting the community 
needs a priority; 2. improving ecosystem integrity and biodi-
versity; 3. embracing diverse and inclusive business models; 
4. developing transparent governance structures accounta-
ble to all stakeholders; and 5. enhancing regenerative part-
nerships.341 

3.6. Product diversification and marketing
With the involvement of specialized NGOs and the willingness 
of enterprises, and motivated by public funds and policies, 
coastal and maritime destinations should work towards the 
diversification of blue tourism products, through new market 
specialization such as cultural marine tourism, ecotourism 
and pescatourism. These segments represent an opportunity 
for a positive impact on the livelihoods of coastal communi-
ties, while also addressing the seasonality of tourism flows in 
coastal and maritime areas.342 Collaborating with local com-
munities, respecting their traditions and practices, and ad-
hering to sustainable tourism practices are essential for their 
long-term preservation, and also as a renewed marketing 
strategy.343 DMOs have the mandate to manage destinations 
and not only to market them, while such marketing should not 
only be about their promotion, but also for the strategic man-
agement of the destination and creation of visitor awareness. 

Policy pathway 4 - Smart tourism 
development 

4.1. Develop enabling policies for digital and smart 
tourism
Tourism and/or digitalization policies can support invest-
ments for the development and management of smart/digital 
tools and infrastructure in tourism by fostering an enabling 

337	 Goodwin, H., (2019). Limit of Acceptable Change. 
338	 Farrell, T. A., & Marion, J. L., (2002). The protected area visitor impact 

management (PAVIM) framework: A simplified process for making 
management decisions. Journal of sustainable tourism, 10(1), 31-51.

339	 IUCN, (2020). IUCN Global Standard for Nature-based Solutions. Gland, 
Switzerland. vi, 21p. : ill., maps. 2020 ISBN: 978-2-8317-2058-6 

340	 Fieser, E. (2021). The Intersection of Regenerative Agriculture and Travel. 
341	 King, C. & Burns, O., (2022). Climate Action through Regeneration: Unlocking 

the Power of Communities and Nature through Tourism. 
342	 European Commission (2017). Challenges and Opportunities for Maritime 

and Coastal Tourism in the EU. 
343	 Cisneros, J. D. & Fernandez A., (2015). Cultural tourism as tourist segment for 

reducing seasonality in a coastal area: The case study of Andalusia. Current 
Issues in Tourism, 18 (8) , pp. 765-784

ecosystem.344 For blue tourism destinations located in more 
peripheral areas, these investments should target, where 
needed, the foundations of digital infrastructure such as 
improvements to internet coverage and speed. Reducing or 
avoiding digital inequalities should be a priority in digital/
smart tourism development agendas.345

4.2. Ensure tools and infrastructure for smart tourism 
development
Smart tourism destinations can only be developed with the 
establishment of key infrastructure, such as connectivity, cy-
ber security systems and data centres, while host communi-
ties and tourists must also possess digital skills.346 It is crucial 
that destinations are fully prepared in advance so that they 
can take advantage of digitalization.347 For more peripheral 
destinations, connectivity can be the main development chal-
lenge. 

4.3. Data collection and measurement
The public sector should consider supporting the develop-
ment of spin-off methodologies to generate an indicator sys-
tem to analyse tourism impacts at environmental, social, and 
economic levels, and the impact of the pandemic on the tour-
ism sector. Such indicators will be necessary to fine-tune ac-
tion plans. Also, the development of comprehensive monitor-
ing, evaluation and statistics should be advanced, particularly 
for the measurement and monitoring of blue tourism impacts 
on natural ecosystems, promoting quantitative instruments 
and assessment tools to evaluate the carrying capacities of 
destinations and territories.348

4.4. Raise awareness on smart technologies
Smart technologies can often be costly, both for businesses 
and destinations, making stakeholders potentially reluctant 
to invest in smart initiatives.349 Increasing awareness of the 
long-term benefits of smart technologies may motivate new 
investments that may lack short-term returns. 

344	 Buhalis, D., O’Connor, P., & Leung, R., (2023). Smart hospitality: from 
smart cities and smart tourism towards agile business ecosystems in 
networked destinations. International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality 
Management, 35(1), 369-393.

345	​​ Fernández-Díaz, E., Jambrino-Maldonado, C., Iglesias-Sánchez, P. P., & de las 
Heras-Pedrosa, C. 2022. Digital accessibility of smart cities-tourism for all 
and reducing inequalities: tourism agenda 2030. Tourism Review, (ahead-of-
print). DOI: 10.1108/TR-02-2022-0091

346	 Pribadi, T. I., Tahir, R., & Yuliawati, A. K. 2021. The Challenges in Developing 
Smart Tourism: A Literature Review. InfoTekJar: Jurnal Nasional Informatika 
dan Teknologi Jaringan, 5(2), 254-258.

347	 World Economic Forum (2022). Travel & Tourism Development Index 2021: 
Rebuilding for a Sustainable and Resilience Future. 

348	 Tonazzini, D., Fosse, J., Morales, E., González, A., Klarwein, S., Moukaddem, 
K., Louveau, O., (2019) Blue Tourism. Towards a sustainable coastal and 
maritime tourism in world marine regions.

349	 Sun, S., Ye, H., Law, R., & Hsu, A. Y. C., (2022). Hindrances to smart tourism 
development. Journal of Hospitality and Tourism Technology, 13(4).
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Policy pathway 5 - Research for sustainable 
blue tourism 

5.1. Establish partnerships with universities and other 
research institutions 
Research should be supported on an ongoing basis by the 
government and partnerships with universities and other 
established research centres. This could boost innovation 
through the informed development of technologies and sus-
tainable blue tourism practices.350 More funds would allow the 
interdisciplinary studies of blue economy and blue tourism, 
and also enable further development of strategic tools such 
as MPAs and land-based management strategies. 

5.2. Implement tools to support market studies
Sustainable tourism needs research to identify innovative 
development opportunities and strategic management strat-
egies. Emerging tools such as remote sensors and big data 
management systems can enable the study of the effect of 
seasonality and tourist flows and their behaviour.351 352 The use 
of this data can make impact prevention processes more ef-
fective as strategies will be informed, monitored and adapted 
to changes over time. Moreover, research can inform solu-
tions that enhance the tourist experience, and create a more 
viable and long-lasting tourism sector. 

5.3. Encourage climate adaptation and mitigation 
research
Policy formulation must be based on the careful monitoring of 
the impacts of climate change on coastal communities. The 
public sector should consider supporting research that not only 
monitors the environmental impacts of climate change, but also 
the socio-economic ones. Moreover, research should question 
the extent to which blue tourism activities are helping coastal 
communities adapt and mitigate the effects of climate change.  

5.4. Boost capacity building activities 
Collaborations with educational institutions can also be key 
in terms of capacity-building for local (blue tourism) projects 
supporting innovation in the sector and the development of 
soft and technological skills for community members.

Policy pathway 6 - Finance for sustainable 
blue tourism

6.1. Establish and promote financial incentives
Financial incentives can take various forms, including grants 
and subsidies, tax incentives and voucher schemes,353 as 

350	 Rinaldi, C., Cavicchi, A., & Robinson, R. N., (2022). University contributions to 
co-creating sustainable tourism destinations. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 
30(9), 2144-2166.

351	 Kalvet, T., Olesk, M., Tiits, M., & Raun, J., (2020). Innovative tools for tourism 
and cultural tourism impact assessment. Sustainability, 12(18), 

352	 Blanco-Moreno, S., González-Fernández, A. M., & Muñoz-Gallego, P. 
A., (2023). Big data in tourism marketing: past research and future 
opportunities. Spanish Journal of Marketing-ESIC, (ahead-of-print).

353	 Chan, J., Sciacca, A., Coles, A. M., Roskam, H., Brutyn, E., Piterou, A., ... & 
Brinkman, M., (2022). Circular tourism and support from local authorities: 
How local authorities can support small-medium size tourism enterprises in 
coastal destinations in six strategic steps.

well as support for marketing and promotion for businesses 
that adopt sustainable solutions. In blue tourism destinations 
these financial incentives can help mitigate the often low 
economies of scale that exist in coastal and island regions.354 

6.2. Identify and create access to alternative financing 
options
The public sector can support alternative forms of financing 
for sustainable blue tourism. For example the idea of desti-
nation-based crowdfunding platforms has been recently pro-
posed to support tourism entrepreneurs in adopting circular 
economy solutions.355 Other alternative financing options can 
be piloted at the destination level, such as user fees and en-
vironmental taxes to establish a trust fund which can be re-
silient to downturns in visitor numbers. These options have 
been proven effective in the financing of community-led and 
conservation initiatives.356

6.3. Adapt financing mechanisms for SMEs
Current funding mechanisms should be adapted to suit the 
requirements of the blue tourism economy, and the applica-
tion processes for these mechanisms should be simplified for 
tourism entrepreneurs. Funding applications can be particu-
larly complex for SMEs, with high barriers to eligibility. Their 
simplification is crucial for major financial accessibility to 
scale up sustainable blue tourism solutions.357 

6.4. Create partnerships with financial institutions 
Partnerships with financial institutions could facilitate the 
development of new financing mechanisms for blue tourism 
entrepreneurs and investments in sustainable tourism initia-
tives. Moreover, the involvement of different funder types for 
the financing of sustainable blue tourism initiatives would 
guarantee the alignment of development aid and cooperation 
schemes.

The six policy pathways are proposed to open up new 
and/or strengthen current policy, regulatory and collabora-
tive avenues for a more sustainable blue tourism economy in 
coastal and marine regions, in line with the expected contri-
bution of the tourism sector to the SDGs. However, cohesion 
and integration of tourism policies and governance at every 
political and administrative scale is fundamental, as is sup-
porting frameworks for destinations, communities and the 
private sector. Through a more cross-cutting approach and 
through the implementation of innovative business models, 
it is possible to reshape the sector by increasing skills and by 
introducing new technologies to bring about a more digital, 
sustainable, resilient and inclusive industry. Cooperation be-
tween public and private actors, and between local and global 
ones, is still a key challenge, but ensuring such collaboration 
is essential for a harmonious and coherent transition to more 
sustainable blue tourism.

354	 ten Brink, P., Kettunen, M. & Watkins, E., (2017). Expert Group on Green and 
Circular Economy in the Outermost Regions: Final Report. 

355	 Chan, J.,, Sciacca. A.,, Coles, A.M., et al., (2023) Financing the circular 
economy in the tourism sector: How can tourism SMEs use reward-based 
crowdfunding to finance circular solutions?Other Interreg 2 Seas project 
FACET. 

356	 Travindy, Online paper., (2022). Destinations funding sustainability through 
tourist taxes. 

357	 OECD, (2018). Tourism Trends and Policies 2018. 
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