A strategic approach to creating alternatives-in-tourism for Asia-Pacific – Perspectives for the YMCA

Tourism is one of the largest and fastest growing industries in the world. Between 1950 and 2006 international tourism arrivals increased from 25 to 842 million travelers, an annual expansion rate of 6.5%.  The revenue generated reached US$852 billion in 2009, growing at a faster rate than the overall world economy (UNWTO2008), whilst 9.2% of the global workforce is now employed in tourism (International Labour Organization - ILO, 2009). 

Developing countries opt for tourism as a development option

Plagued by high unemployment and debt, but rich in cheap labour and unspoiled landscapes, many developing country governments pin their hopes on tourism as a panacea to their economic ills.  Whilst it can drive economic growth, it is often highly exploitative. International operators jostle to expand and slash prices to out-compete one another, whilst poor countries compete to attract business by slashing rules and regulations which could hinder tourism’s expansion, offering cheap land, tax free investment and weak labour laws. 

A global business

The Asia-Pacific region is the acknowledged motor behind the global tourism growth, with China and India representing the fastest-growing markets. According to the World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC), travel and tourism presently employs approximately 231 million people and generates over 10.4% of the world's GDP.  Asia-Pacific received more than $ 600 billion from tourism according to 2005 statistics. (Up from $ 2 billion in 1975) – a quantum leap. Forecasts suggest that by 2020 some 500 or more million visitors will visit Asia.

The underside of tourism

Tourism discourses are full of high-sounding rhetoric, liberally peppered with such terms as 'poverty reduction', 'sustainability', 'fair trade', 'participation', 'good governance', 'corporate social responsibility', and 'peace-building'. Moreover, concepts of 'new tourisms', such as community-based ecotourism, are projected as ways forward to reform mass tourism, which is increasingly dreaded because of its negative impacts.  

The reality behind the glossy rhetoric is that the more tourism leaders vow to protect ecosystems and natural resources in destinations, the more the environment gets thrown out of balance due to the continued frenzied construction of tourism facilities. The more we are told about tourism as a force for peace and understanding, the more the world is affected by the 'war on terrorism', and human-rights-abusing dictatorships use tourism to prop up their bad image. The more decision-makers parade tourism policies for poverty elimination, the more the gap widens between the rich and the poor among and within nations, due to aggressive and unfair economic liberalization. While people in rich countries drown in conspicuous consumption thereby destroying their own and others' life bases, communities in less and least developed countries only receive the crumbs from the wealth that capitalist growth produces. 

Tourism is a big money-spinner, but local residents do not get a fair share because most of the tourism revenue is siphoned away by urban-based and foreign investors. The tourism sector is notorious for causing financial 'leakage' (due to high import content, repatriation of profits by foreign-owned tourism companies, etc.), and unbalanced and inequitable distribution of income. 

Tourism is seen as a boon in terms of employment for people in developing nations. But in fact, tourism-related jobs are uncertain, seasonal and part-time, with a high turnover of staff. The loss of livelihoods through tourism - e.g., in agriculture and fisheries is significant.   

Women in tourism are found to have the most dehumanizing and the worst-paid jobs. Tourism has an infamous reputation of boosting the sex industry wherever it takes root. Efforts to make industry comply with the Code of Ethics promoted by the UNWTO have not helped to curb trafficking in women and girls for sex work in tourist destinations, which often exposes them to health risks such as HIV/AIDS.

Tourism also exploits indigenous and local communities and their cultures, turning them into mere exhibits for tourists' entertainment. Despite the industry's 'greenwash' attempts, fertile agricultural lands are still being cleared, forests cut down, mountains flattened, beaches dug up, and coral reefs destroyed to provide resources for more and more monstrous tourism complexes. 

Moreover, tourism accelerates unhealthy urbanization processes and contributes to traffic congestion, noise and air pollution and the dumping of waste and untreated sewage. The depletion and degradation of scarce water resources, particularly due to mushrooming golf courses and spa businesses, aggravates the water supply crisis in many communities. High energy consumption in tourism facilities and greenhouse gas emissions linked to transportation, especially the explosive growth in air travel, contribute significantly to climate change.

Given all these serious impacts, tourism must no longer be treated like a holy cow that is protected and nurtured at all costs. Tourism must be transformed and converted into a people-centered approach to development that aims at restoring the values of justice, democracy and self-determination in development - an approach that allows local communities to reclaim land and resources that have been unfairly taken away, to rehabilitate the environment and to revive traditions and cultures that have been distorted and exploited for profit-making purposes.  



Role of the YMCA

As a Christian Movement committed to transformatory processes that favour justice in social relations, the YMCA must act decisively, creatively, and urgently to bring in new patterns of tourism which seek the ideal of fostering global citizenship. Imagine a tourism that sets as its goal the creation of ‘one world-different people’ – the celebration of diversity and pluralism of the human community each with distinct gifts to offer to a common humanity. 

YMCAs, in particular, are well positioned to be the link between tourists, the industry, and communities who are visited by tourists and who serve tourists. After all, the YMCA has a vast and well-functioning network. We are ‘connected’. The YMCA can, thus, be a mediator that guarantees that tourists and hosts meet each other on the basis of mutuality and as equals. Moreover, they can ensure that travelers and hosts follow a relevant Code of Ethics and thus enhance the tourism arena. The YMCA can ensure that a traveler:

1. Experiences a new way of life and to experience new culture and traditions - During vacations tourists experience being able to live outdoors and enjoy local customs and, thereby, gain an appreciation for other cultures.
2. Learns how to live in a way that balances daily life with environmental protection. 
3. Creates benefits for the local economy - As tourism increases, communities involved in this industry will see a how money spent by tourists will help increase the profits of local sectors and spur demand for services and jobs.
YMCAs and responsible tourism

The YMCA can serve as a promoter of responsible tourism by ensuring that travelers taking responsibility for their actions and behavior to ensure that their visit to an area is mutually beneficial both for travelers and local people. The YMCA could enable: 

1. Respect for local culture 

One of the fundamental rules’ of responsible tourism is that you should always remember you are a guest of the country you are visiting and should respect social and religious customs. It is important to dress and behave appropriately in cultural or religious areas and to respect local sensibilities. 

2. Environmentally awareness
Another important aspect of responsible tourism is the idea that travelers should do everything they can to minimize the environmental impact of the travel industry on a country. This area of responsible tourism can be achieved in a number of different ways:
· By disposing of rubbish carefully and recycling wherever possible

· By minimizing power and water use

· By never buying any products made from coral or endangered plants and animals

3. Support local businesses and traders
Another important idea behind responsible tourism is the notion that travelers should try and ensure that as much of their money as possible goes directly to local businesses and traders. An excellent way to support this initiative is to buy locally made products – arts and craft, etc – from market stalls and shops. 

Conclusion
The YMCA is a good instrument of understanding and solidarity among cultures and people - if we link the population to an ethos of protecting the environment, if we relate the people’s history of people with their present situation, if we affirm the people’s cultural and social life, and if we pursue the people’s aspirations for justice, human rights, democracy and sovereignty. 
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