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Sustainable Marine Tourismi 
1. Key points 

 

• Pacific tourism depends on healthy marine ecosystems for aesthetic appeal and for the 

ecosystem services that support human occupation. 

• Many of the coastal wetlands and reefs of the Pacific Ocean valued by tourists are also 

significant carbon sinks. Their carbon uptake and storage can be increased by restoring 

degraded ecosystems. 

• Tourism is forecasted to grow in the coming years and the new traveller is increasingly 

demanding environmentally responsible experiences and healthy environments. Sustainable 

tourism requires informed, integrated management. 

 

2. Challenges and opportunities (appetite for integrated ocean governance) 

 

• Coastal habitats and iconic Pacific species (many of whose populations are depleted) are major 

tourism draws but are under threat from land-use change, invasive species, unsustainable 

harvest, and climate change. 

•  Pacific island countries face challenges in planning for sustainable development of 

infrastructure as well as sea and land uses related to tourism. 

• Engaging the private sector and tourism stakeholders meaningfully in sustainable marine 

tourism can be challenging due to capacity constraints, amongst other things. However, this 

also presents an opportunity for building public-private partnerships.   

• Sustainability is still a new concept in the Pacific’s tourism industry.  Investment in awareness 

and education at all levels in understanding the value of the ocean and its ocean resources is 

fundamental to making progress in achieving sustainable marine tourism.   

• Sector specific research on the benefits and impacts of marine tourism is needed to inform 

sector planning and targeted action.   

• Measuring the sustainability of the Pacific’s tourism sector needs to go beyond the economic 

impacts it generates.  

• Most Pacific island countries do not have focused policies/strategies to develop and manage 

marine tourism.  Interventions to address these gaps at regional and national level are essential.  
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3. How issues link to key policies (SDG14, FPO, Samoa Pathway, 2050 Regional Strategy, 

etc.) 

SDG14 Life Below Water 

• SDG1 and 8: Tourism is an economic driver in the Pacific Islands region. 

• SDG6, 9, 11: The increased number of visitors and linked coastal development requires sound 

planningii for clean freshwater and sanitation systems and resilient infrastructure. 

• SDG 7, 12, 14, 15; The tourism industry requires responsible consumption and production 

practices, including clean energy and avoidance of degradation of life on land and in water, for 

continued availability of the features that attract tourists.  

 

SAMOA Pathway 

• Marine tourism is a large component of the Pacific’s tourism offering.  Increased commitment 

to plan and develop this niche segment is needed to realize sustainable tourism. 

 

Framework for a Pacific Oceanscape 

• Clarity around stakeholder roles and responsibilities in a dynamic cross-cutting sector like 

tourism is needed in ensuring their commitment and meaningful engagement in the sustainable 

management of coastal and marine tourism.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg14
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4. Background and other reference materials 

 

1. Approximately half of all international tourists travel to coastal areas, globally.  

Coastal tourism and recreation contribute to economic growth by creating job opportunities 

and providing an important source of income and foreign exchange earnings. In Small Island 

Developing States (SIDS), tourism can account for more than 25% of the national GDPiii and 

up to 80% in Pacific countries like Cook Islands. Tourism drives other local economies as 

well: the total contribution of travel and tourism to GDP is three times greater than its direct 

contribution.iv  Over 3 million visitors to the Pacific was recorded in 2018 and it is forecasted 

to increase by 3% annually.v  

 

2. The ecosystems and environments that attract tourists are under threat.  

An estimated 20% of global mangroves have been lost, 19% of coral reefs have disappeared, 

and 29% of seagrass habitat has vanished. The remainder is under threat. Coastal habitat loss 

is between 0.5% and 3% of their global area per year, resulting in 0.15–1.02 billion metric 

tons of CO2 released annually (equivalent to burning 112 billion gallons of gasoline, more 

than used by all commercial airlines each year).vi Preservation of coastal habitats is globally 

valuable as a climate change mitigation measure and to support tourism economies. Coastal 

habitat preservation in the Pacific islands requires integrated ocean management and a “ridge-

to-reef” approach due to the close links between island and sea. 

 

3. Tourism infrastructure and practices vary in environmental impact.  

Tourists alter the environments that they visit through their travel practices, energy 

consumption, requirements for infrastructure and development of tourist facilities, and even 

the sunscreen they wear, which can be toxic to e.g. corals.vii Creating a culture of sustainable 

tourism that is led by Pacific values and the reality of long-term dependence on marine and 

coastal environments can generate value for Pacific branded tourism. 

 

4. Environmental sustainability is an increasingly important factor in tourist’s decisions. 

Tourists are able to accurately perceive comparative environmental health or degradation, and 

this perception is directly related to the likelihood of returning for another visit or 

recommending the site to others.viii,ix Today’s tourists are increasingly seeking sound practices 

and healthy environments, with ecotourism growing as a fraction of total tourism by over 10% 

annually. 

 

5. Environmentally sound tourism is a key opportunity for Pacific islands.  

As in many developing nations, ready access to unique environmental features is a major 

draw. Coral reefs attract 350 million people and drive over USD 30 billion each year in 

tourism revenue globally.x In Palau, the lifetime value of a live shark is USD 1.9 million for 

dive tourism. Globally, about 600,000 people spend over USD 300 million annually to watch 

sharks, supporting 10,000 jobs worldwide.x  
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6. Pacific species and heritage offer unique tourism value.  

The Pacific Ocean is home to over half of the world’s whale and dolphin species. Whale-

watching is a multi-million-dollar Pacific industry, with further potential. In Indonesia, manta 

rays support over USD 10 million annually in dive expenditure from just 11 dive sites.x 

 

7. Pacific underwater cultural heritage is largely undeveloped for tourism.  

There are over 4,000 heritage sites in the Pacific, many accessible to snorkelers and divers.xi 

 

 

 

i This brief was compiled by SPTO with inputs from relevant organisations and experts 
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http://www.unep.org/pdf/DTIE_PDFS/DTIx1091xPA-SustainableCoastalTourism-Planning.pdf
http://sdt.unwto.org/publication/destination-wetlands-supporting-sustainable-tourism
http://sdt.unwto.org/publication/destination-wetlands-supporting-sustainable-tourism
https://www.wttc.org/-/media/files/reports/economic%20impact%20research/regional%202015/asiapacific2015.pdf
http://www.sptoresourcecentre.org/spto/Library/Documents/2018%20Annual%20Visitor%20Arrivals%20Report%20(F).pdf
http://oceanwealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Atlas_of_Ocean_Wealth.pdf
http://www.reefresilience.org/article-summaries/toxicopathological-effects-of-the-sunscreen-uv-filter-oxybenzone-benzophenone-3-on-coral-planulae-and-cultured-primary-cells-and-its-environmental-contamination-in-hawaii-and-the-u-s-virgin-islan/
https://etudescaribeennes.revues.org/5251
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1528008X.2015.1115262
http://oceanwealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Atlas_of_Ocean_Wealth.pdf
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0018/001887/188770e.pdf

