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Protecting Holidays Forever:
Climate Change and the 
Tourism Industry

On 13 December 2012, the Spanish Minister of Industry, Energy and Tour-
ism; the Secretary-General of the United Nations World Tourism Organization 
(UNWTO); and the Mayor of Madrid welcomed a symbolic one billionth tour-
ist to the Spanish capital. 4e event marked a record number in international 
tourist arrivals, which experienced a 40-fold increase over 62 years, from only 
25 million arrivals in 1950. It formed part of UNWTO’s “One billion tourists: 
One billion opportunities” initiative aimed at highlighting the economic, social, 
and environmental bene5ts of tourism.1 During the celebrations, Taleb Rifai, 
Secretary-General of UNWTO, remarked:

The one-billionth tourist, Mrs. Dale Sheppard-Floyd from the 
United Kingdom, is visiting Spain for three days. During that time 
she will experience a new culture, meet new people, support the local 
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economy and help to sustain the jobs of waiters, tour guides, and 
many more working in tourism, as well as of all those whose jobs are 
indirectly linked to tourism such as taxi drivers, food producers, or 
shop attendees. If we multiply this impact by one billion, we begin 
to understand the enormous signi5cance of reaching this milestone.2

4is initiative demonstrates a disconnect between the growth-centered 
tourism industry and its increasing carbon footprint. It concentrates on tour-
ism’s positive impact on the economy, environment, and society; in doing so, 
however, it renders tourism’s contribution to climate change invisible. For 
example, using the measures provided by the carbon o6set provider Atmosfair, 
one return 3ight from the United Kingdom to Spain represents a third of the 
average person’s Annual Climate Budget—the carbon emissions each individual 
can emit annually if the increase in the global temperature is to keep below two 
degrees Celsius compared to preindustrial levels.3

4is two degrees Celsius limit has emerged from a long trajectory of envi-
ronmental summits on climate change, starting with the Earth Summit in Rio 
in 1992, which led to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) and annual meetings of the members at the Conference of 
the Parties (CoP) since 1995. 4ese meetings in turn led to the development of 
the Kyoto Protocol, which set emissions reductions targets for many developed 
countries, and the Copenhagen Accord, a nonbinding statement which calls 
for limiting the temperature rise to below two degrees Celsius relative to the 
preindustrial level. Negotiations around a post-Kyoto convention have occupied 
recent CoPs and hopes are high for agreement at the twenty-5rst CoP in Paris 
in December 2015.

Despite being responsible for a signi5cant contribution to climate change, 
international aviation has, thus far, been exempt from the Kyoto Protocol, which 
set binding targets for many states to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.4 Di<-
culties in assigning emissions from international transport to speci5c countries 
meant international avi-
ation and shipping were 
overlooked.5 Nonethe-
less, the tourism sector 
does seek to address 
climate change in other 
ways. While the industry remains relatively free from formal and binding regu-
lations at the international level, a range of industry stakeholders have begun 
to shape the governance of climate change mitigation.6 For example, large tour 

Despite being responsible for a signi!cant 
c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  c l i m a t e  c h a n g e , 
international  aviation has,  thus far, 
been exempt from the Kyoto Protocol.
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operators and groups such as TUI and 4omas Cook have integrated carbon 
management into their corporate social responsibility agendas, while industry 
associations, such as the World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC) and 
UNWTO, have developed strategies and commitments in response to climate 
change.7 Indeed, 4omson/First Choice, one of the biggest global tour operators, 
promotes its own initiative entitled “Holidays Forever” as a demonstration of 
its commitment to environmental sustainability.8 4eir initiatives address the 
group’s carbon footprint by reducing emissions from aviation, shops, and IT, as 
well as by shifting from paper to electronic tickets and travel brochures.9 How-
ever, many of these initiatives are designed in ways that facilitate the industry’s 
continued expansion; in essence, the incentive is to protect holidays and global 
tourism forever, an aim that deserves greater critical analysis.

We focus on the actions of main industry organizations, such as UNWTO, 
and major international tour operators, such as TUI and 4omas Cook, with 
regard to climate governance. Our analysis is based on a review of some 300 
documents, published predominantly by tour operators and NGOs, but also 
comprising UN publications and media reports, as well as 21 interviews with 
key industry professionals. All of these documents allow us to explore the inter-
national political economy of the tourism industry, with speci5c regard to global 
environmental change. Ultimately, we argue that the tourism industry favors 
market-based measures and voluntary forms of self-regulation that allow it to 
expand and continue with business as usual. Furthermore, we examine how the 
industry actively conceals the contradiction of expressing concern about climate 
change while seeking to expand an industry that relies on fossil fuels. In order 
to do this, we 5rst outline the growth of global tourism and its signi5cance for 
climate change. Second, we analyze the ways in which the industry itself promotes 
market-based responses to tackle climate change, creating a discursive context 
that facilitates future growth of existing business activities. 

TOURISM EXPANSION 

Tourism is a global industry that has consistently grown over the past several 
decades, developing into a major source of export earnings and employment for 
many countries. UNWTO 5gures indicate that the industry has experienced 
sustained growth since the late 1970s, with the exception of temporary drops 
in 2001 (due to 9/11) and 2007–2008 (a result of the global 5nancial crisis).10 
International tourist arrivals (that include at least one overnight stay) reached a 
record 1.138 billion arrivals worldwide in 2014, up from 1.035 billion in 2012, 
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when the one billion mark was exceeded for the 5rst time. By 2030, UNWTO 
expects 1.8 billion international tourist arrivals worldwide.11 Despite ongoing 
austerity measures and 5nancial crises, demand for international tourism has 
continued to exceed expectations.12  

A range of powerful global actors have supported tourism’s expansion. For 
example, the World Bank has adopted tourism as a key policy recommendation 
for the countries it lends to and supports in the Global South.13 Tourism has 
been promoted as a means of achieving economic growth that is environmentally 
sustainable or even environmentally bene5cial.14 4is claim is central to current 
debates around the importance of a shift toward a green economy—that is, a 
shift to economic activities that are both ecologically bene5cial and low in carbon 
emissions.15 Much of this discourse was sparked by the United Nations Environ-
ment Programme’s (UNEP) 2009 initiative the Global Green New Deal, which 
aimed to address the global 5nancial crisis not only through economic recovery 
and employment, but also through reinforced e6orts to reduce emissions, the 
environmental impacts of economic activity, and poverty.16 Achieving these 
outcomes was also a central part of the document entitled "e Future We Want, 
adopted at Rio+20. Similarly, UNEP and the UNWTO produced a joint report 
in 2012 entitled Tourism in the Green Economy, de5ning tourism in the green 
economy as sustainable tourism or “tourism activities that can be maintained, 
or sustained, inde5nitely in their social, economic, cultural, and environmental 
contexts.”17 Leading industry representatives also promoted this agenda in Green 
Growth and Travelism, which brings together perspectives on sustainable growth 
in the tourism industry, and the essential regulatory and operational changes 
needed to support it.18 What is common to all these initiatives, from individual 
tour operators to UN organizations, is their support for continued growth in 
tourism despite the industry’s signi5cant contribution to climate change.

As the tourism industry continues to expand, its contribution to climate 
change is likely to increase. Ironically, this expansion poses a risk to many of the 
attractions on which the industry relies. Already, the impacts are far-reaching: 
coral reefs are su6ering from bleaching and ski slopes have become less snow-
reliable with shortened seasons.19 

THE CONTRIBUTION OF TOURISM TO CLIMATE CHANGE

First, it is useful to examine the contribution of tourism to climate change. An 
exact measure of tourism emissions beyond aviation (for which exact 5gures 
exist) is very di<cult to estimate: it could include everything from the carbon 
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footprint of a bottle of water consumed by a tourist to the energy required to 
build a hotel. 4is paper focuses primarily on tourism-related aviation as one 
aspect that provides clear information on the industry’s precise role in producing 
emissions responsible for climate change. 

Emissions from tourism have soared in recent decades, a result of greater 
levels of demand and the expansion of long-haul travel, which is forecast to 
increase by 5.4 percent annually between 1995 and 2020.20 By 2005, emissions 
from tourism-related activities (transport, accommodation, etc.) had reached 
1,307 metric tons CO2, almost 5 percent of global CO2 emissions. 4ey are 
expected to increase to 3,057 metric tons CO2 by 2035 under a business-as-
usual scenario, which accounts for projected e<ciency improvements, such as 
reduction in emissions in air transport by 32 percent between 2005 and 2035 
as a result of the development of more energy-e<cient forms of aviation.21 

Air transport is a major source of tourism’s overall contribution to climate 
change. Air travel is used for only 17 percent of all tourism trips, but causes 
40 percent of tourism’s CO2 emissions. Long-haul travel has an even greater 
impact. Only 2.2 percent of all tourist trips are long haul, but they account 
for 16 percent of CO2 emissions from tourism.22 CO2 emissions are, however, 
only one part of aviation’s overall environmental impact. Aviation also emits 
nitrogen oxides, water vapor, sulfate particles, hydrocarbons, and soot elements, 
all of which magnify aviation’s climate change contribution. When emissions 
from aviation are evaluated using calculations of radiative forcing—an alterna-
tive measure of calculating climate change contributions that incorporates the 
e6ects of these elements—aviation is found to be responsible for 75 percent of 
the climate change contribution of tourism.23

Addressing ever-increasing emissions with technological innovation is dif-
5cult. Small changes can be achieved readily: installing winglets, upward-shaped 
extensions of aircraft wings, reduces emissions by approximately 5 percent.24 
Further emissions reductions may be achieved by using lightweight material and 
the development of new aircraft that replace existing fossil fuel–dependent ones 
with next-generation technology.25 4is change is likely to be delayed, however, 
by the fact that aircrafts have life spans of up to 30 years and development pe-
riods of around 20 years.26 Potential emissions reductions must also be viewed 
in the context of increasing demand—models suggest that despite e<ciency 
improvements of 1 to 2 percent, emissions from tourism could still exceed the 
levels needed to keep global climate change below a threshold of warming by 
two degrees Celsius due to increased demand.27 

4e threshold 5gure has since dominated public, political, and academic 
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debates, though there is increasing concern that the target cannot be achieved.28 
Nonetheless, it provides a useful reference point—indeed, the only one, as global 
agreements have, thus far, sidestepped the issues of international air travel—for 
understanding the extent of emissions reductions that are essential. 4e Kyoto 
Protocol, as noted above, speci5cally exempts international air travel and instead 
assigns the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) the responsibility 
of developing a solution that reduces emissions from tourism.29 In doing so, the 
Kyoto Protocol has opened up space for private actors to independently promote 
self-regulation and market-based measures to 5ll this governance gap. In order 
to understand whether or not the tourism industry is able to shape climate 
governance in this manner, a broader examination of private actors’ increasing 
role in global environmental governance is needed. 

GOVERNING CLIMATE CHANGE

An overview of general debates about the nature of global governance is crucial 
to understanding more recent arguments on the need to engage the private 
sector in designing and implementing environmental governance mechanisms. 
4is paper, which approaches global environmental governance through the 
lens of international political economy (IPE), discusses two areas in which the 
contribution of private actors in the tourism industry is clear: the promotion of 
market-based solutions and the discursive framing of the links between tourism 
and climate change. Our analysis takes account of the political and material 
relations that cause environmental change in the 5rst place, as well as the context 
in which they are addressed. An IPE approach asks what is to be governed (and 
what is not); who governs and who is governed; and how the governing govern, 
on whose behalf, and with what implications.30 To answer these questions, one 
needs to understand how regimes are shaped by wider material, discursive, and 
organizational forces.31 Our analysis aims to understand the practice of envi-
ronmental governance, the relations of power that shape it, and the interests at 
work behind it.32 4rough the lens of IPE, global governance can be regarded 
as a solidly neoliberal project, aimed at restructuring global politics in ways that 
continue to support and expand global capitalism (in this case, via market-based 
approaches to climate change mitigation).33  

4is approach allows us to draw out how and why governments have been 
receptive to the interests of key industries on which capitalism depends, such as 
the fossil fuel sector.34 Appreciating these links between politics and structurally 
crucial industries enriches our understanding of governance by highlighting the 
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limitations for change in an industry that is reliant on fossil fuel–based avia-
tion, but that also needs to reduce its emissions. Neo-Gramscian perspectives 
draw attention to the material, organizational, and discursive dimensions of 
power that shape environmental governance.35 4ese three strategies of shap-
ing governance ultimately aim to secure the hegemonic position of business in 
the global system. 4e private sector seeks to secure strong market positions by 
developing appropriate products and pursuing technological developments to 
address climate change. Discursively, the private sector portrays itself as a group 
of environmentally engaged and responsible actors.36  

Peter Newell and Matthew Paterson argue that private actors are developing 
some of the most innovative approaches to climate change.37 However, opening 
policymaking to private actors also opens the possibility for these actors to shape 
environmental issues in ways that favor business in general, or certain busi-
nesses in particular. For example, as Clapp notes, corporations have embraced 
forms of voluntary self-regulation, such as ISO 14000—a set of environmen-
tal standards to assist corporations in reducing their environmental impact.38 
Heavily in3uenced by private actors, ISO 14000 re3ects the neoliberal agenda 
of avoiding government regulation.39 As Newell argues, it is via such forms of 
self-regulation that private in3uence has promoted regulatory approaches that 
bene5t business interests.40 

 Reducing the carbon footprint from tourism features prominently in 
tourism’s discourse around climate change. In the UNWTO Djerba Declaration 
on Tourism and Climate Change, the intended approach is clear: 

to encourage the tourism industry, including transport companies, 
hoteliers, tour operators, travel agents and tourist guides, to adjust their 
activities, using more energy e<cient and cleaner technologies and 
logistics, in order to minimize as much as possible their contribution 
to climate change.41 

The later-published UNWTO Davos Declaration: Tourism and Climate 
Change, Responding to Global Challenges took a similar approach, identifying 
the need to “promote and undertake investments in energy-e<ciency tourism 
programmes and use of renewable energy resources, with the aim of reduc-
ing the carbon footprint of the entire tourism sector.”42 Tourism businesses, 
industry associations, and international organizations have developed strate-
gies to address climate change that rely on voluntary forms of self-regulation, 
market-based measures, shifts in individual consumer behavior, and the promise 
of technological innovation, rather than on the development of binding inter-



the brown journal of world affairs

Rosaleen Duffy and Melanie Stroebel

14

national regulations.43 While leading stakeholders in the tourism sector claim 
to be aware of the urgency of the climate issue and have committed themselves 
to address rising emissions, this expression of concern has not been re3ected 
in the development of approaches that signi5cantly reduce the contribution of 
the industry to climate change. While the industry presents itself as actively, 
and positively, seeking solutions, in actuality it has addressed climate change in 
a way that protects the sector from 5rm restrictions. 

In the following section, we demonstrate how market-based measures are 
becoming the most commonly promoted—and accepted—approach to govern-
ing climate change, particularly with regard to aviation in the tourism industry.

TOURISM AND MARKET-BASED SOLUTIONS TO CLIMATE CHANGE

Carbon markets and carbon o6setting have become popular forms of market-
based measures in response to climate change.44 Unlike command-and-control 
regulation, market-based mechanisms address environmental issues through the 
market by assigning monetary values to negative externalities, such as emissions, 
and making them tradable.45 If altering an economic activity cannot reduce 
emissions, emissions can be o6set by voluntarily purchasing certi5ed emissions 
reduction credits. 4ese certify that a certain amount of emissions was reduced 
elsewhere. 4is exchange occurs via the carbon market.46 Carbon markets and 
carbon o6setting are promoted by leading industry associations, such as the 
International Air Transport Association (IATA) and ICAO.47 

Carbon o6sets are now o6ered by many o6set providers to compensate for 
emissions produced by air travel, overnight stays, and events. Tour operators, 
such as TUI and 4omas Cook, have collaborated with these providers to inte-
grate o6setting into booking processes and to o6set emissions from their own 
corporate travel.48 4ese 
predominantly volun-
tary payments for car-
bon o6sets are invested 
into certi5ed measures 
that reduce emissions 
elsewhere.49 In doing so, o6setting creates two bene5ts for the tourism industry. 
First, by o6ering voluntary carbon o6sets, tourism businesses shift the respon-
sibility to address climate change from themselves to the consumer.50 However, 
there is low uptake of carbon o6sets, which can be attributed to a failure of 
consumers to act on their environmental concerns.51 Secondly, for those who do 

Carbon offsetting merely creates the 
appearance of effective climate action 
and softens calls for regulation by o"ering 
an alternative to changing tourism flows.
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decide to purchase o6sets, it permits guilt-free travel, rather than pushing con-
sumers to reconsider the need to travel altogether in order to avoid contributing 
to emissions.52 E6ective emissions reductions do, however, require a change in 
consumption patterns in addition to technological and infrastructural improve-
ments.53 Carbon o6setting merely creates the appearance of e6ective climate 
action. From a political economy perspective, it may be seen as an approach 
that softens calls for regulation by o6ering an alternative to changing tourism 
3ows. Carbon o6setting can therefore be seen as an approach to climate change 
that does not solve the problem of increasing emissions from travel, but rather 
one that permits continued tourism growth under the guise of climate action. 

Carbon o6setting is an example of a market-based mechanism that 5ts 
within existing frameworks and practices of industry and thus appears to be a 
more viable and realistic option than command-and-control measures.54 4is 
claim rests on the assumption that markets will naturally produce the most 
e<cient and e6ective measures to reduce emissions.55 However, developing a 
market-based mechanism can be a long-winded and complicated process that 
is not free from resistance. Since being tasked with developing an approach for 
air travel to climate change, ICAO has made little progress. By integrating avia-
tion into the European Union Emissions Trading Scheme (EU ETS) in January 
2012, the European Commission took the 5rst interregional step to regulating 
emissions produced by air travel to and from the European Economic Area. 
Following stakeholder consultation, a market-based approach was expected to 
deliver “the most cost-e<cient and environmentally e6ective option for con-
trolling aviation emissions.”56 However, the integration of aviation into the EU 
ETS was met with harsh criticism from a number of countries, including the 
United States and China; India even banned its airlines from complying with 
the EU ETS.57 Several private-sector organizations, including the Air Transport 
Association of America, brought the case to the Court of Justice of the European 
Union on the grounds that the inclusion of aviation in the EU ETS infringed on 
customary international laws and international agreements, such as the Chicago 
Convention on International Civil Aviation, as it levies fuel consumption.58 4e 
European Commission subsequently suspended the scheme for 3ights departing 
and arriving from outside of the Europe Economic Area on the condition that 
ICAO would develop a global market-based mechanism for aviation by 2016 
and implement it by 2020.59 4is development demonstrates that private-sector 
actors in the tourism industry can in3uence state authorities in order to advance 
their interests. In this case, private actors utilized the international in3uence of 
the U.S. and Chinese governments to shape the governance of climate change 
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and tourism in other states and regional organizations (in this case the EU and 
its member states).

4e ICAO is currently in the process of developing new approaches, and it 
remains to be seen how these will manage the predicted growth in the tourism 
sector. 4e timing of the scheme raises another concern as the development runs 
parallel to post-Kyoto negotiations at the CoP21 meeting, to be held in Paris in 
December 2015.60 4us far, aviation, like shipping, has been dealt with distinctly 
in the UNFCCC framework due to its exemption from the Kyoto Protocol’s 
emissions target; it remains to be seen if and how it will be included in a new 
climate treaty. Nevertheless, it is clear that the tourism industry, together with 
the aviation industry, must reduce its emissions. Based on the past performance 
of voluntary self-regulation, however, this appears unlikely. In the next section, 
we examine how the tourism industry has produced an environment in which 
voluntary self-regulation and market-based measures permit continued expan-
sion as the dominant and acceptable approach.

DISCURSIVE FRAMING OF TOURISM AND CLIMATE CHANGE

4e approach of the tourism industry to climate change reinforces a discursive 
context that facilitates its continued expansion. As Newell notes, it is important to 
outline, using an IPE framework, how wider discursive forces can shape regimes.61 
In its discourse, the tourism industry promotes itself as a critically important 
economic sector that contributes relatively little to global climate change. 4e 
industry is also able to mobilize and utilize the idea that climate change is best 
tackled through technological innovation and voluntary self-regulation.62 4is, 
we argue below, allows the tourism industry to marginalize discussions of alter-
native approaches, such as binding regulations at the global level.

In the past, private actors have delayed restrictions by intentionally delib-
erating over the implications of climate change regulation. In the 1990s, the 
Global Climate Coalition pursued a strategy of challenging and misrepresent-
ing climate science to avoid restrictions on emissions. 4is association of fossil 
fuel–dependent businesses was keen to promote the idea that binding regulations 
to reduce emissions would have negative economic consequences and result in 
job losses.63 4e way in which the tourism industry—in particular, businesses 
and organizations located in developed countries—promotes itself as an impor-
tant economic actor that contributes to GDP, employment, and development, 
especially in the Global South, is reminiscent of this approach:
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As tourism is so important to poverty reduction and economic 
development in developing nations, any policies aimed at mitigating 
and reducing greenhouse gas emissions should be formulated and 
implemented in a considered way in order not to disadvantage these 
countries…UNWTO has called for preferential treatment for air 
services that support the development of tourism in the least developed 
countries.64

Tourism as a tool for sustainable economic development has recently re-
ceived increased attention as part of the Green Economy initiative, as discussed 
earlier. However, the Green Economy has been criticized for failing to provide 
a genuinely alternative approach to the challenge of fostering environmentally 
sustainable economic growth. Instead, critics suggest that it merely provides 
an environmental justi5cation for continuing with existing market-based ap-
proaches to achieving sustainability. For critics such as 4omas Wanner and 
Dan Brockington, the Green Economy initiative aims to address global envi-
ronmental change via the same market-based mechanisms that are the roots of 
unsustainable development.65 Furthermore, high-level international calls for a 
move to a Green Economy are just the latest version of well-worn claims that 
tourism is a “cleaner” and more environmentally sustainable form of economic 
development that characterized earlier debates about ecotourism and sustain-
ability.66 4is line of argumentation is becoming ever more controversial as the 
focus on individual initiatives (such as a speci5c ecolodge) can render invisible 
the wider environmental e6ects of tourism in general, in particular contribu-
tions to climate change. For European or North American clients to visit an 
ecolodge in Kenya, for example, they need to 3y vast distances; however, this 
contribution to climate change goes largely unseen, masked by the sustainability 
of the ecolodge itself.67 Arctic tourism is another controversial example, as it pro-
motes the “last chance” to see polar bears that are threatened by climate change 
without addressing the industry’s contribution to the larger process.68 Debates 
about ecotourism and last chance tourism often sideline discussion about the 
contribution of the sector as a whole to climate change, instead focusing on the 
positive environmental e6ects of certain industry practices or on the urgency to 
visit disappearing attractions. 

As the tourism industry continues to expand, its contribution to climate 
change is likely to increase. Climate change itself is likely to pose a threat to 
many of the key attractions in the industry.69 However, these contradictions 
are not centrally addressed by the industry itself, nor are they the focus of the 
growing range of climate governance arrangements for the tourism industry. 
Instead, these contradictions are sidestepped and marginalized, promoting a 
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discursive context that ensures any new regulations do not act as a limit on the 
future expansion of global tourism and the pro5ts it can generate. 

4e debates on tourism and climate change are of a predominantly opti-
mistic nature that heavily relies on the promise of technological innovation to 
solve the problem.70 Corporate reports provide ample evidence of the industry’s 
focus on technological innovation to increase the e<ciency of operations. For 
example, Airbus terms 
the A380 the “Green Gi-
ant,” and the tour opera-
tor TUI Travel presents 
its new 3eet of Boeing 
Dreamliners as o6ering “exceptional environmental performance.”71 4e industry 
emphasizes 3eet renewal, the development of biofuels, and winglets as means to 
reduce emissions.72 While e<ciency improvements must not be underestimated, 
they are nonetheless limited and fail to o6set the e6ects of the current annual 
increase in demand.73 

4e promotion of technological development as a means of addressing cli-
mate change is also misleading when we examine the wider context of emissions 
development. IATA suggests emissions can be reduced through a combination 
of technological innovation, market-based measures, changes in behavior, and 
more e<cient management of air transport through infrastructural improve-
ments.74 According to IATA, this will lead to carbon-neutral growth by 2020, 
and a halving of aviation emissions by 2050. WTTC proposed a similarly aspi-
rational target to halve emissions from tourism by 2035.75 While technological 
progress will continue to reduce emissions, the substantial growth of the sector 
means that absolute emissions from tourism will continue to increase. Under 
a business-as-usual scenario—which accounts for ongoing e<ciency improve-
ments, including a 32 percent reduction in emissions per passenger kilometer 
between 2005 and 2035 in air transport—tourism may single-handedly exceed 
global sustainable emissions levels by 2050 or 2060.76 Technological innovation 
and new forms of low-carbon transport will be important, but more radical 
changes are necessary. 4is may require us to consider even more fundamental 
questions such as “who can travel, for how long, using which transport mode, 
why, and how comfortably.”77

CONCLUSION

Currently, the tourism industry is able to shape governance of climate change 

Technological innovation and new forms 
of low-carbon transport will be important, 
but more radical changes are necessary.
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in ways that ensure it can continue to grow and secure its long-term expansion. 
First, the industry has made a case against binding regulations that might place 
restrictions on future growth, favoring and promoting market-based approaches 
instead. Second, the industry promotes a discursive context that rhetorically 
resolves contradictions between growth and emissions reductions, thereby ren-
dering restrictions of tourism 3ows as redundant and voluntary self-regulation 
as the most suitable approach. 

Our analysis of the approach of the tourism industry toward climate change 
allows us to re3ect on the nature of environmental governance more broadly, 
especially the implications of including private actors in designing and imple-
menting new forms of global regulation. As this paper demonstrates, private 
actors can promote and shape approaches that actually exacerbate climate change 
in the long term because they do not adequately tackle the need for emissions 
reductions. 4erefore, the inclusion of private actors does not necessarily result in 
more e6ective responses to global environmental change. Based on our analysis 
of the tourism industry, we question the claim that greater inclusion of nonstate 
actors in designing and implementing environmental governance arrangements 
leads to more democratic, inclusive, and e6ective outcomes. 

4e tourism industry presents itself as minor contributor to global cli-
mate change and as an industry able to reduce emissions substantially through 
technological innovation and market-based initiatives. An IPE framework 
allows for an analysis of how global environmental governance is shaped by 
wider discursive and organizational forces.78 4e ways that the tourism industry 
shapes approaches to climate change clearly create a context that facilitates a 
business-as-usual scenario.79 When it comes to questions of  “who can travel, 
for how long, using which transport mode, why, and how comfortably,” existing 
global environmental governance does not restrict the travel choices of global 
and national elites who can a6ord travel.80  

It is therefore essential to move past an examination of speci5c initiatives to 
tackle climate change and instead analyze the power dynamics underlying global 
climate governance. 4is shift in perspective allows for a thorough interrogation 
of why particular approaches to mitigating climate change rise to prominence 
in the 5rst place. 4e relationship between the tourism industry and climate 
change reveals why market-based approaches and voluntary self-regulation have 
been accepted as the most e6ective approaches to reducing the environmental 
impacts of tourism. Nevertheless, these approaches will not be an e6ective means 
of addressing the contribution of tourism to climate change. Instead, they will 
permit an increase in greenhouse gas emissions, while exacerbating climate 
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change in the longer term by protecting tourism forever. 
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