
© CAB International 2018. Global Climate Change and Coastal Tourism
(eds A. Jones and M.R. Phillips) 1

Background: From ‘Sun, Sea and Sand’ 
to the IPPC – Problem Recognition 

and Identification

This book focuses on the contemporary current 
strategic management issues that are critical 
to the growing complexity of relationships 
between global tourism, predicted climate 
change and policies for tourism coastal 
management.

The development of coastal tourism des-
tinations forms a major part of our understand-
ing of the notions and concepts regarding 
the growth and definitions of modern-day 
tourism. Indeed, within the context of sym-
biotic relationships the concept of tourism 
development along coastlines is one that 
has become synonymous with the three ‘S’s – 
‘sun, sea and sand’. This relationship between 
climate and tourism growth has thus been one 
of the driving forces in the phenomenon of 
emerging global tourism markets. Such destin-
ations now form a well-documented account 
of the historical development of modern- 
day tourism and our basic understanding of 
it. However, one of the key issues confronting 
coastal environments is the continued growth 
of tourism development and the impact of 
such on coastal zones. In the mid-1990s 

organizations such as the United Nations 
began to highlight such issues, particularly 
in developing tourist regions such as the 
Caribbean (UNEP, 1997). Indeed, the Euro-
pean Commission in 1999 launched its own 
policy statements on integrated coastal zone 
management (ICZM) – Integrated Coastal 
Zone Management: A Strategy for Europe 
(European Commission, 1999), whilst in the 
USA there had been a longer policy frame-
work for regional coastal zone management, 
for example, the 1972 Coastal Zone Man-
agement Act (Office of Ocean and Coastal 
Resource Management/OCRM, 2004).

This was followed by other assessments 
at the time, which framed both the narrative 
and discourse on predicted climate change 
and impacts of such on coastal zones and 
tourism destinations, for example, Environ-
mental Scientist (1999, 2000), Lohmann 
(2002), Nature (2002) and Phillips and Jones 
(2006).

Indeed, the symbiotic relationship between 
coastal tourism destinations and amenable 
climates is one that in some respects has now 
become a paradox with climate now threat-
ening to destroy the very nature of tourism 
that, in the past, it has so successfully en-
couraged. Predictions from Povh (2000) also 
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provide some sobering thoughts. His asser-
tions have predicted that three-quarters of 
the world’s population will be living within 
60 km of the shoreline by 2020, and as a 
consequence suggested that there will be in-
creased tensions between coastal leisure and 
tourism developments and the unpredict-
able but growing threats from climate change.

Much debate has been coalesced over 
the last 15 years or so. In this respect it has 
been increasingly argued that some predic-
tions, especially with respect to sea level 
rise, storm surges and rising temperatures, 
will have significant consequences for the 
future management of the coastal zone and 
coastal tourism destinations. Authors such 
as Granja and Carvalho (2000), Vilibic et al. 
(2000), Jensen et al. (2001), Hall and Higham 
(2005), Phillips and Jones (2006) and Jones 
(2009) have already highlighted such issues.

The Stern Review (HM Treasury – Cabinet 
Office, 2005) also concluded during this 
time that there was clear scientific evidence 
to show that emissions from economic ac-
tivity, particularly the burning of fossil fuels 
for energy, were causing changes to the Earth’s 
climate. The Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC, 2007) also provided 
stark warnings. The 2007 study predicted 
that global warming would happen faster and 
be more devastating than previously thought 
and concluded that climate change would be 
far more destructive and have earlier impact 
than was first estimated. Predictions sug-
gested devastating storms will increase dra-
matically; sea levels will rise over the century 
by around half a metre; snow will disappear 
from all but the highest mountains; deserts 
will spread; oceans will become acidic, lead-
ing to the destruction of coral reefs and atolls; 
and deadly heat waves would become more 
prevalent. It is now widely accepted that the 
findings from both the IPCC Report (2007) 
and the Stern Review (HM Treasury – Cabinet 
Office, 2005) have provided the framework 
and initial evidence to confirm predicted 
changes to climate and consequences for 
the environment and economic well-being. 
These are now firmly recognized as affect-
ing the planet in potentially adverse ways. 
It was seen, at the time, that such predic-
tions would also ultimately adversely impact 

on many coastal environments, particularly 
island destinations, and that impacts for 
coastal tourism destinations would, in turn, 
be far reaching. The most recent IPCC (2014) 
Fifth Assessment Report has also (with 
stark warnings) reconfirmed that the pro-
cess of climate change is accelerating with 
profound impacts from rising temperatures 
and extreme weather (IPCC, 2014). In this 
context the report also highlighted that 
tourism economies across the world will 
not escape from such events and will in 
turn be severely  affected.

The relationship between climate change 
and tourism is now generally well docu-
mented. Over the last few years, the relation-
ship between climate change and tourism 
has generated much debate and discourse 
which has stemmed from initial research by, 
for example, Agnew and Viner (2001), Lohmann 
(2002), Smithers (2006) and Viner (2006). In 
this context, Smithers highlighted the fact 
that some of the world’s most famous tourist 
destinations could be closed to visitors by 
2020 and beyond because of worries about 
climate change. Areas particularly highlighted 
in, for example, the Mediterranean included 
tourist areas such as Pueta de Marrozon and 
the Murcian coastline of Spain, the island of 
Crete, the Amalfi coast of Italy and Athens in-
cluding the Attica region of Greece. Again, 
such sentiments have more recently been 
supported and evaluated by authors such as 
Becken and Hay (2007), Gössling (2011), Hall 
(2011), Jones and Phillips (2011), Ranade (2012), 
Scott et al. (2012), Singh (2012), Prideaux and 
McKercher (2014), Flannery (2015), Hall 
and Gössling (2015) and Romm (2015) and 
organizations such as UNEP (2009), UNEP/
OECD (2010) in their current assessments.

From such evidence, it seems that there 
is still a growing concern that pressures from 
climate change set against continued tour-
ism growth is placing unprecedented socio- 
economic strains on coastal tourism destin-
ations. Authors such as Booker (2009), Hulme 
(2009), Dessler and Parson (2010), Giddens 
(2011), Henson (2011) and Romm (2015) con-
tinue to claim that the future predictions of 
climate change are not an exact science. How-
ever, current assessments of extreme impacts, 
together with implications for socio- economic 
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and physical disruption continue, none the 
less, to provide evidence of growing threats. 
In this context the well-being of many tour-
ism destinations will remain at best uncer-
tain and in the longer term may be severely 
compromised with perhaps critical conse-
quences for future sustainability.

To date, it is probably true to claim that 
climate and environmental change is increas-
ingly seen as one of the major long-term 
threats facing global economies both in the 
developed and developing world. As such, 
tourism does not escape, especially those re-
gions that are reliant on tourism-based econ-
omies. In this respect, many low-lying coastal 
regions are specifically at risk from adverse 
climate change. Evidence of this process is al-
ready underway with many examples of 
coastal tourism destinations experiencing at 
least early signs of stress or significant signs 
of negative impact. Ridderstaat et  al.’s 
(2014) work on the island of Aruba in the 
Caribbean, Meyer-Arendt’s (2011) work on 
the Gulf coastline of Louisiana, USA, Wil-
son and Turton’s (2011) work on the Queens-
land coast and Great Barrier Reef in Austra-
lia or Jones’s review of coastal destination 
issues in the UK (Jones, 2011) together with 
Jones and Phillips’ broader strategic assess-
ments on coastal tourism issues (2011) are 
good illustrations in this respect. Authors 
such as Prats (2011), Scott et al. (2012) and 
Singh (2012) also provide other contempor-
ary assessments.

Earlier examples have also provided 
both lessons and evidence. The Townsend 
and Harris (2004) review of the potential 
fatal outcomes from inaction are pertinent 
in this respect. In a similar light, research by 
Epaedia (2005) also suggested that the big-
gest driver of development in the European 
coastal zone in recent years has been the de-
mand for tourism and the growing concern 
on the need for more sustainable manage-
ment strategies to offset continued growth 
demands and adverse climate threats.

Evidence from Epaedia’s research in 
2005 showed that the Mediterranean coasts 
of France, Spain and Italy were receiving in 
excess of 75 million, 59 million and 40 mil-
lion visitors, respectively. Obvious concerns 
are raised regarding such growth and further 

concerns are raised on future growth pre-
dictions along the Mediterranean coastlines 
(Epaedia, 2005). Using another Mediterranean 
example, the agency’s research suggested 
that in French coastal regions alone tourism 
provided approximately 50% of jobs, generat-
ing more revenue than fishing or shipping and 
that peak population densities on the Mediter-
ranean coasts of France and Spain reached 
2300 people per square kilometre, more than 
double the winter populations. It estimated a 
further 40% increase in peak populations for 
the future, thus emphasizing the critical eco-
nomic, social and environment interrelation-
ships at play within such destinations. Benoit 
and Comeau (2005) have also highlighted some 
of the key pressures on the coastal fringe. 
From their research for ‘Plan Bleu’, a UNEP/ EU 
initiative, key pressures are identified with 
tourism being highlighted as one of the key 
coastal environment protagonists.

In the USA, Houston (2002) reported that 
travel and tourism had become the largest 
US industry, employer and earner of foreign 
exchange and that beaches were the major 
factor in this tourism market. He further 
 identified beach erosion as the number one 
concern of Americans who visit beaches. 
 Research by the US Army Corps of Engineers 
(1994) illustrated that 33,000 km of shoreline 
within the USA were experiencing some kind 
of erosion and that 4300 km were critical. 
Their findings considered this a serious 
threat to tourism and therefore a major threat 
to the national economy. Work by authors 
such as Dharmaratne and Braithwaite (1998) 
whose research in the Caribbean, and Wil-
liams and Micallef’s (2009) work on beach 
tourism, has also stressed the importance of 
beaches to national economies.

In this context climate models suggest a 
future warming of 0.2–0.3°C per decade with 
sea levels expected to rise at a rate of 4–10 cm 
per decade. An increase in extreme weather 
events such as floods and storms is also ex-
pected. A rise of 4–10 cm per decade does not 
seem like a rise that will adversely affect des-
tinations but, as the IPCC predict this will po-
tentially cause major problems, particularly 
for coastal areas (IPCC, 2007, 2014).

Similarly, Greenpeace (2007) issued con-
troversial warnings by predicting a hypothetical 
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future ‘post climate change’ Spanish coast-
line at La Manga: using computer modelling a 
‘virtual’ visual analysis illustrated the conse-
quences of severe flooding if steps were not 
taken to stop the effects of severe environ-
mental damage caused by climate change. In 
this respect, Greenpeace advocated a much 
more strategic approach to offset such threats 
by promoting a much more vigorous approach 
to problem recognition and stakeholder en-
gagement and in turn encouraging wider im-
pact adaptation and amelioration measures. 
However, such predictions, as well as pro-
posed actions, still remain controversial. 
Others, such as The World Wildlife Fund 
report (WWF, 2007), suggested that the tour-
ism industry’s heavy reliance on the local 
environment and climate to sell holidays 
means that it could face serious challenges 
as a result of climate change. UNESCO’s 
(2007) assessment of impacts on world heri-
tage sites has already illustrated and pre-
dicted that many of the world’s tourist sites 
may be under threat from climate change par-
ticularly through rising sea levels, increased 
flooding risks and depleted marine and land 
biodiversity. Such predictions claimed that 
this could have disastrous effects on over 830 
designated UNESCO world heritage sites. The 
UNWTO (2007) Climate Change and Tourism: 
Responding to Global Challenges report – a 
response to the UN Davos climate change 
conference – highlighted a number of regional 
threats across the globe where significant 
impact of climate on tourism destinations 
was predicted. This included North America, 
Northern Europe, the Mediterranean, Carib-
bean, Indian Ocean, Africa, Asia and Austra-
lasia, with no region escaping predicted 
threats (see Chapter 5 for further details).

More recent reports from both industry 
and governmental organizations such as the 
‘Tourism 2023’ report by Forum for the Fu-
ture (2009) or UNEP (2009) and UNEP/
OECD (2010) have reinforced such con-
cerns. Together with these global assess-
ments more local evidence assessing coastal 
destinations and national tourist economies 
has been reviewed by Williams and Micallef 
(2009) and Mushi (2011) who highlight the 
key economic and social impacts from cli-
mate change on coastal tourist communities. 

The European Union Environmental Agency 
(2012) has also explicitly predicted adverse 
climate impact upon European economies, 
particularly those that are heavily depend-
ent on tourism in Southern Europe (EEA, 2012).

Such predictions are still not an exact 
science and there still remains a gap in meas-
urable empirical research on the subject. 
None the less, a report by Quiret (2011) has 
suggested that decaying ecosystems can ac-
count significantly for a decline in tourism 
GDP. Despite, however, the lack of empirical 
data, there has been much other discourse. For 
example, in 2009, the consulting firm KPMG 
claimed that tourism is one of the global in-
dustries least prepared and one of the most 
vulnerable to environmental and climate 
change. It suggested that the tourism industry 
has yet to come to terms with the associated 
risks and costs it is facing as threats from heat-
waves, droughts and rising sea levels are just 
some of the factors that will continue to ad-
versely impact upon the industry, especially in 
terms of social conflict and continued eco-
nomic viability (KPMG, 2009). In the same 
year a review by the United Nations Environ-
ment Programme (UNEP) (2009) in associ-
ation with the French Government and World 
Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) highlighted 
growing concerns between the need for better 
integrated coastal management and the need to 
adapt tourism destinations for climate change 
(UNEP, 2009). In this context, Jones and Phil-
lips’ (2011) review of Disappearing Destin-
ations also highlighted the need for a much 
more coordinated and strategic approach; an 
approach that promotes a three-‘pronged’ man-
agement push to ensure: (i) problem recogni-
tion; (ii) meeting stakeholder expectations; and 
(iii) delivering sustainable solutions. Their re-
view of specific global cases illustrated current 
practices and challenges and provided a plat-
form from which to determine new ideas and 
concepts for future policy directions.

Problem Responses and Contemporary 
Policy Frameworks

However, despite much rhetoric on proposed 
and potential solutions the discussions tend 
to raise more questions than provide answers. 
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Despite such negatives and political inertia in 
some quarters, there have been some posi-
tives as well, with some concerted effort from, 
for example, the travel and tourism industry 
to address the challenges from climate change. 
The World Travel and Tourism Council 
(WTTC) (2009, 2014) and Responsible Travel 
(2014) have been at the forefront of this push 
by promoting accountability and responsi-
bility by endorsing travel and tourism devel-
opment awards that recognize good practice 
in sustainable tourism and carbon manage-
ment. Other travel conglomerates such as 
TUI (2014) have followed suit, advocating 
environmental and social responsibility.

Such developments and predictions 
should, however, also be considered within 
the context of the continued growth of broader 
global tourism markets. Despite the current 
economic gloom, forecasts for global tourism 
remain buoyant and predictions, however 
conservative, show that world tourism statis-
tics are set for further growth over the next 
decade (UNWTO, 2014). These figures pre-
sent quite a conundrum. The demand across 
the regions for such growth raises the ever- 
mounting question of how growing demand 
for tourism can be sustained, balanced or for 
that matter strategically managed in the light 
of the ongoing predictions for climate change 
and its consequences.

Paradoxically, such issues have become 
quite complex, with adverse climate events 
and associated assessments for environmental 
damage now threatening to destroy coastal 
tourism destinations. Predictions also sug-
gest that this will also be exacerbated by ev-
er-increasing concerns and debates over the 
continued need and merits for remedial ac-
tions such as ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ mitigation meas-
ures (e.g. hard engineering options, smart 
technology and smart design options, skills 
and training through capacity building) to 
offset such problems. Who takes responsi-
bility for the implementation and funding 
of such actions also remain key issues that 
remain (Agarwal and Shaw, 2007; Kunreuther 
and Erwann, 2007; Gössling, 2011; Jones and 
Phillips, 2011; Prats, 2011). As such, the evi-
dence or science, although not exact, has 
predicted unambiguous consequences for 
coastal destinations where both predictions 

for adverse climate change and unprece-
dented levels of tourism growth appear to 
be on an escalating collision trajectory.

Although there has been much media at-
tention since 2005, concerns and possible so-
lutions are not just a contemporary phenom-
enon. There have been some earlier responses 
to predicted threats, particularly relating to 
carbon emissions. As early as 1999 Viner and 
Agnew (p. 2) recommended that:

the tourism industry itself must take action 
to reduce its contribution to global 
greenhouse gas emissions. For example, in 
destinations, changes to energy supply 
should be introduced, creating a shift from 
fossil fuel to renewable sources of energy 
such as wind, biomass and solar power. 
This needs to be coupled with changes to 
planning procedures and laws, so that more 
opportunities for renewable energy sources 
can be developed. More stringent efficiency 
standards and a compulsory energy rating 
scheme could also be employed in 
buildings, such as hotels. Transport to, 
from, and around resorts and within 
destinations, is another key area where 
changes could be made.

The United Nations has also made some head-
way in the 15-plus years since it began ad-
dressing climate change. The UN’s 1997 Kyoto 
Protocol to address carbon emissions set bind-
ing targets for carbon emissions, but the 
 absence of support from the USA made the 
protocol weaker than many had hoped  
(Henson, 2006). The second International 
Conference on Climate Change in Davos, 
Switzerland (UNWTO, 2007) established new 
agreements that the tourism sector must 
rapidly respond to climate change and pro-
gressively reduce its greenhouse gas (GHG) 
contribution. This, it suggested, would require 
action to mitigate its GHG emissions, derived 
especially from transport and accommodation 
activities; adapt tourism businesses and des-
tinations to changing climate conditions; 
apply existing and new technology to improve 
energy efficiency; and secure financial re-
sources to help poor regions and developing 
countries (UNWTO, 2007). The consequent 
United Nations Copenhagen Climate Change 
Conference in December 2009, although 
hailed as a further step, was disappointing 
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in this respect and failed to reach agreement 
(Vidal et  al., 2009). The Doha Climate 
Change Agreement in 2012 went some way 
to address the balance between climate and 
tourism and future ways forward. However, 
more recent initiatives, such as the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change  (UNFCCC) held in Paris during De-
cember 2015, have been seen as a watershed 
in establishing binding agreements and as 
such bode improved prospects for tackling 
climate change threats in the short- to medium- 
term futures (Harvey, 2015).

Summary

From such evidence it seems increasingly ap-
parent that coastal tourism and its relation-
ship with climate change are now established 
topics of research, increasingly discussed 
within international policy contexts. In this 
respect, coastal destinations, beaches and 
beach resorts have become synonymous with 
socio-economic growth but in turn are be-
coming increasingly threatened by climate 
change and associated environmental and 
economic disruption and damage. It is the 
consequences of such phenomena that will 
ultimately impact upon the long-term fu-
ture of coastal tourism environments and, of 
course, their continued survival. With re-
spect to such, it would seem increasingly 
propitious to identify management strategies 
that on the one hand recognize climatic 
threats and on the other protect tourism in-
frastructure and coastal resources, especially 
in areas significantly reliant on the tourism 
industry for their economy. This includes 
destinations small and large, both in the de-
veloped and developing world, as coastal 
 regions are places where the impacts from 
climate change have no discrimination. As a 
result, across the world, in the USA, Austra-
lasia, Asia and Europe, coastal zone strategies 
to tackle such challenges are now firmly on 
the political agenda.

Clearly, in the second decade of this 
new millennium, two factors are clear, one 
suggests that tourism is having a major 
 environmental impact on many coastal areas 

and the second suggests that potential threats 
from climate change are likely to create con-
siderable adverse impacts unless managed 
effectively. Thus we find an increasingly clear 
juxtaposition and paradox emerging between, 
on the one hand, tourism itself, creating many 
undesirable impacts on the coastal zone and 
on the other, climate change threatening to 
adversely impact on coastal tourism destin-
ations, ultimately threatening the very nature, 
character and socio-economic well-being of 
many tourist coastal environments.

In summary this edited volume will ex-
plore such issues and discuss the conse-
quences of current and future tourism growth 
within coastal destinations and the threats 
and implications that are predicted from cli-
mate change. The book is thus divided into 
two parts. Chapters 1–7 focus on the current 
theoretical and conceptual issues that are cur-
rently in the policy and enviro-socio-economic 
arenas. For example, Chapters 1, 2, 3 and 4 
assess and evaluate contemporary relation-
ships between climate change, coastal zone 
management and tourism and the current pol-
icy and management concepts pertaining to 
these three dynamic and increasingly inter-
related topics. Chapters 5, 6 and 7 discuss 
emerging strategic interrelated themes on re-
gional assessments and knowledge gaps for 
coastal and island destinations and, in turn, 
their implications for economic well-being.

In Part 2 of this book, chapters 8–25 will 
present more specific global case examples il-
lustrating the practical relationship between 
climate change and coastal tourism at local 
destinations. The case examples from Asia, 
Europe, North and Central America, the 
Caribbean, Australasia and Antarctica assess 
implications of current and predicted impact 
of climate change on coastal tourism destin-
ations and discuss options for ameliorative 
management and policy measures that can be 
adopted to help offset predicted effects. 
Conclusions from such case examples are 
evaluated and consequences for tourism de-
velopment outlined. The validity and prac-
ticality of management options to tackle the 
complex nature and juxtaposition between 
tourism, climate change and coastal zone 
management are explored and considered, 
including an evaluation of management 
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 responses and consequent policy choices. 
Recommendations are made to ameliorate 
projected impacts on coastal tourism infra-
structure by making choices that include a 

range of strategic policy measures and applied 
management options for coastal destinations 
and to explore new opportunities for alter-
native sustainable tourism development.
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