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Economic benefits can spin off many other benefits as well. 

3 



4	



Destinations	are	also	facing	pressures	from	climate	
change,	overtourism,	degradation,	strains	on	resources,	
low	wages	and	housing	crises	for	tourism	workers,	
pandemics,	resident	dissatisfaction,	etc.	This	has	led	to	
resident	discontent	with	tourism	in	many	destinations.		
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How	it	burns	your	house	down:	Overtourism	resulted	in	a	political	revolution	in	
Barcelona.	Now	the	city	seeks	a	mutually	beneficial	relationship	between	visitors	and	
locals.	
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Climate	action	is	an	intimating	topic	that	DMOs,	with	a	primary	mandate	to	market	a	
destination,	often	feel	ill-equipped	to	manage.	
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This	definition,	which	we	introduced	in	2002	when	I	worked	at	National	Geographic,	
sums	up	the	intent	of	the	Global	Sustainable	Tourism	Council	(GSTC)	Destination	
Criteria.	“Geographical	character”	–	sense	of	place	–	drives	tourism	and	relies	on	
numerous	destination	characteristics.	
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Geotourism	is	more	than	ecotourism,	which	is	traditionally	nature-based;	more	than	
sustainable	tourism	because	it	speaks	to	the	possibility	of	enhancing	unique	aspects	
of	a	place.		



In	this	analogy,	refrigeration	stands	for	sustaining	the	place.	No	cool,	no	ice	cream.	
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Wisely	managed	tourism	and	good	stewardship	are	two	sides	of	the	same	coin.	
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Cultural	geographical	character—enlivening	an	ugly	storage	tank	in	one	case	and	
brightening	southeast	Alaska	in	the	other.	
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Chain enterprises in general offer no sense of place, but on the basis of pure 
tourism transactions, they look great on paper. 
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You will hear “geotourism” also used  to mean “geological tourism”—a 
narrower niche—but one that certainly falls within the broader, geographical 
definition of the “geotourism approach.” That relationship has been endorsed 
by the Arouca Decaraltion of 2011 and by UNESCO. 
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Creative entrepreneurs can add texture to the travel experience. Their 
enterprises add to sense of place – what most people travel for. 
Recovery from the 2020 pandemic should emphasize support for 
restarting distinctive small businesses and creating new ones to replace 
the many that are being lost. 
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This	is	how	things	should	work,	but	…	
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The	circle	may	failk	if	conditions	interfere	with	any	one	of	the	beneficial	impacts.	
(“Leakage”	means	the	revenue	doesn’t	stay	in	the	locale.)	Destination	stewardship	
councils	can	help	make	the	circle	unbroken.	



Let’s look at how tourism interacts with destinations. Of these three overlapping styles 
of tourism, each has a different relationship to the place where it occurs. 
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“Touring” style tourism tends to have fewer negative impacts on the locale while 
providing more benefit for local businesses and residents; it is about ALL the qualities 
that make up character of place. 



33 

R and R tourism encourages resort sprawl and can change the face of the earth, 
particularly as resorts and vacation homes spread along seacoasts and eat up the 
physical beauty. You can see it in satellite photos. This is a major development issue. 
However, it is still possible to introduce sense of place, through tours, architecture, art, 
even restaurant menus. 
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These	pedal-trikes	are	fun,	but	you	could	be	anywhere.	
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Las	Vegas,	the	ultimate	manufactured	attraction,	is	in	some	ways,	well-sited;	out	in	a	
desert	is	a	pretty	good	place	for	this	kind	of	tourism.	But	it	too	tends	to	sprawl,	as	Las	
Vegas	does,	unless	contained.	Sprawl	consumes	other	endemic	assets—water,	natural	
habitats,	scenery,	traditional	communities.	
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When tourism development is unmanaged, unguided, market supply forces often begin 
to change the character of the place. Eventually the destination loses many of the 
qualities that attracted people in the first place. The “unspoiled” place becomes 
spoiled. Economists call it “supply-side market failure” – activity that creates untallied 
costs. This is a special danger for limited ecosystems and places of natural beauty. 
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Several decades ago Stanley Plog showed how the demand side drives the same 
tendency to drift away from authentic character of place. He proposed this 
pschographic distribution. The “venturers” are the first tourists to discover a place. 
The parochials don’t begin to appear until the facilities feel a lot like home. Plog’s 
brilliant point was this: word-of-mouth about the destination moves only one way--
from the adventurous to the conservative. No venturer is attracted to a place by 
hearing “It has a McDonald’s just like home!”  
Plog suggests there is a golden spot on this curve that is best for the destination: 
(yellow oval), where tourism services are developed enough for a healthy tourism 
economy, but still relatively authentic and the character of the place well protected. 
Here at the top of the curve it is already too late--too crowded, too many inappropriate 
businesses moving in.”Mature” is also the term used for fruit right before it begins to 
rot. Destinations catering mainly to what I call Parochials have in effect sold their 
souls to mass tourism. 



Before the Covid-19 pandemic the travel industry had been discussing an old problem 
with a new name: “overtourism”—“too many tourists”. Overtourism shows every sign 
of returning as the pandemic recedes. World tourism is outgrowing its home. 	
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 I’ll use one of the world’s most famous tourist attractions to illustrate the arrival of 
overtourism. 
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In	the	1950s,	when	post-war	travel	was	just	beginning,	there	were	about	25	million	
international	arrivals,	worldwide.	Imagine	that	1	centimeter	on	a	tape	measure	
represents	5	million	of	those	tourists.	In	1950,	that	means	5	cms.	
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Now,	even	Mt	Everest	has	an	overtourism	issue.	Just	think:	if	only	1	in	a	million	of	
every	international	trip	is	to	climb	Mt	Everest,	that	would	still	put	at	least	1,300	
climbers	on	the	mountain.	Plus	their	teams.	Pretty	close	to	the	actual	counts	in	recent	
years.		
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Policymakers	tend	to	act	as	if	tourism	can	grown	indefinitely,	even	when	space	for	it	
does	not.	
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After	Covid	international	arrivals	plunged,	but	rural	domestic	tourism	soared.	Now,	in	
2023,	a	pandemic	that	lasted	longer	than	anticipated	has	fueled	the	public’s	
resurgent	desire	to	travel.	
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Under	trans-border	Covid	restrictions		in	2020	and	2021,	tourist	crowds	merely	
shifted	to	domestic	rural	and	protected-area	destinations,	where	outdoors	offered	
relative	safety.	
Beaver	Valley	experienced	this	as	well.	
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Tourism	is	complicated,	in	part	because	the	“product”	is	
the	destination,	but	the	destination	is	made	up	of	many	
moving	parts.	The	industry	is	fragmented	and	complex,	
with	many	competing	interests.	It’s	easy	to	see	how	
tourism	development	can	spin	out	of	control	if	not	
planned	and	managed	thoughtfully	with	inputs	from	
stakeholders.		
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An	encouraging	new	development,	adding	to	the	Niagara	Escarpment	designation.	
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At	National	Geographic,	we	encouraged	geotourism	stewardship	councils,	
committees,	or	an	equivalent	that	include	people	who	understand	each	
different	aspect	of	their	locale.	
To	start	a	holistic	tourism	program,	they	might	design	a	marketing	project	with	
lots	of	local	community	participation.	

Significantly,	this	particular	council	failed,	for	a	common	reason:	It	depended	
on	just	one	inspired	leader.	When	he	retired,	the	council	collapsed.	Councils	
controlled	by	governments	face	a	similar	problem,	often	terminated	when	the	
government	changes.	Councils	must	plan	to	sustain	themselves.	
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The	core	group	does	most	of	the	planning,	coordination,	and	policy-making.	A	
much	larger	pool	of	affiliate	members	can	help	with	specific	projects	or	
expertise	as	needed.	Projects	and	events	can	engage	both	residents	and	
tourists	as	appropriate.	



Eventually,	successful	councils	must	develop	funding	to	hire	a	manager.	
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Block	Island	kid’s	assignment:	Shoot	what	you	like	most	about	the	island.	The	fresh	
eye	of	a	child	resembles	that	of	a	firstt-time	tourist.	This	became	a	tourist-office	
calendar	for	the	island.	



This	council	has	successfully	crossed	many	borders,	unifying	a	sense	of	place	for	“The	
Crown”	
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A	good	example	of	a	mission	statement.	Like	a	compass,	it	keeps	the	ship	of	
destination	stewardship	on	course.	
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The	best	resource:	Beaver	Valley	people.	
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Measure	deeper	than	just	counting	tourists	and	their	transactions.	
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A	city	that	learned	by	painful	overtourism	experience	changed.	Substitute	“Beaver	
Valley”	for	“Barcelona”	and	this	could	be	an	excellent	model.	A	perfect	expression	of	
how	to	bridge	the	gap	between	“tourism	industry”	and	the	place	where	tourism	
occurs.	
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The	mission	statement	sets	your	course;	the	guiding	principles	are	the	stars	to	steer	
by.	Once	agreed	to,	circulate	these	in	charter	form,	inviting	as	many	signatories	as	
possible.		
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