
 

Climate justice is a critical issue for the
tourism industry, say researchers
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A green turtle swims in waters of Ribbon Reef No 10 near Cairns, Australia, in
January 2019. The reef has experienced widespread coral bleaching over the
years because of climate change and rising ocean temperatures. Credit: Great
Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority

Each year, temperature records are broken and extreme weather events
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strike. July 22, 2024 now marks the hottest day on record, surpassing the
previous heat records set in 2023.

Extreme weather events are impacting many tourism hotspots, such as
the recent Jasper wildfire, the April 2024 flooding of Dubai airport and
the 2023 Maui wildfires. Yet tourism continues to grow, and travel levels
are expected to surpass pre-pandemic levels shortly.

Climate change is an inseparable aspect of modern tourism. On the one
hand, the key components of tourism—transportation, aviation in
particular, as well as accommodation—are major contributors to carbon
emissions. Aviation emissions alone account for an estimated 8–10% of
overall greenhouse gas emissions.

But, in turn, climate change also poses increasing and severe risks to
tourism businesses. Beach holidays are threatened by rising sea levels, 
ski resorts can no longer depend on snowfall and some tourism
businesses risk becoming uninsurable.

Until recently, the response to the climate crisis has focused largely on 
climate action. This includes addressing the impact of carbon emissions
through mitigation (using technologies to prevent emissions) and
adaptation (adjusting to climate change) in impacted areas.

However, our new report from "The Travel Foundation" argues the
tourism industry needs to consider climate justice before undertaking
any climate actions. We conducted in-depth interviews with a wide range
of tourism experts to determine how the industry can play a role in a just
transition.

Climate justice

The tourism industry's engagement with climate justice is well overdue.
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https://www.cbc.ca/news/science/2023-hottest-year-on-record-1.7077959
https://www.standard.co.uk/news/world/dubai-airport-floods-rain-climate-change-cloud-seeding-b1152227.html
https://time.com/6305817/maui-wildfires-climate-change-colonialism-essay/
https://www.afr.com/companies/tourism/tourism-rebounds-to-near-pre-pandemic-levels-20240625-p5joq8
https://www.afr.com/companies/tourism/tourism-rebounds-to-near-pre-pandemic-levels-20240625-p5joq8
https://sustainabletravel.org/our-work/climate-change/
https://phys.org/tags/carbon+emissions/
https://phys.org/tags/carbon+emissions/
https://wttc.org/Portals/0/Documents/Reports/2023/WTTC-Sustainable-Aviation-Fuel-Report-2023.pdf
https://wttc.org/Portals/0/Documents/Reports/2023/WTTC-Sustainable-Aviation-Fuel-Report-2023.pdf
https://www.preventionweb.net/news/climate-change-threatens-beach-tourism
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2024/mar/02/ski-resorts-snow-global-warming-study
https://www.independent.ie/business/irish/extreme-weather-events-are-making-many-of-our-favourite-sun-holiday-destinations-uninsurable/a1363624294.html
https://www.independent.ie/business/irish/extreme-weather-events-are-making-many-of-our-favourite-sun-holiday-destinations-uninsurable/a1363624294.html
https://phys.org/tags/climate+crisis/
https://www.unwto.org/sustainable-development/climate-action
https://www.thetravelfoundation.org.uk/climatejustice/
https://www.thetravelfoundation.org.uk/climatejustice/
https://phys.org/tags/justice/


 

The concept of climate justice first gained international recognition in
2000 when the first climate justice summit was held alongside COP 6 at
the Hague.

Climate justice is an inclusive approach to climate action that centers the
voices and needs of communities most impacted by climate change.
Indigenous, Black and other marginalized communities are particularly
vulnerable to the severe impacts of climate change.

As, Daniela Subtil, the network co-ordinator for Stay Grounded, a
network of organizations promoting alternatives to aviation to address
climate change, said, "The impacts of the climate crisis that aviation
contributes to are being felt… by marginalized, historically and
systematically marginalized peoples. Yet there is a very tiny percentage
of the world's population flying."

Climate justice recognizes that these communities often lack the
resources needed to deal with the impacts of climate extremes. Despite
contributing the least to the climate crisis, both historically and in the
present, many of these communities—particularly across the Global
South—are bearing the brunt of its consequences.

Our report highlights that low-income countries account for less than one
percent of travel and tourism emissions, but will suffer the most from
climate change. Tourism emissions are disproportionately caused by a
small percentage of the population that are primarily in the Global
North.

A 2020 study, for instance, found that a small group of
"super-emitters"—just one percent of the population—were responsible
for half of aviation's carbon emissions in 2018.

A better approach to travel
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https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2014/apr/16/climate-change-justice-summit
https://climateinstitute.ca/centring-social-justice-is-sound-climate-policy/
https://phys.org/tags/climate+action/
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2022/5/11/climate-change-is-devastating-the-global-south
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2022/5/11/climate-change-is-devastating-the-global-south
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/nov/17/people-cause-global-aviation-emissions-study-covid-19
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2020.102194


 

Demands for climate justice are just as relevant to travelers as they are
to the tourism industry. Whether it's the need to better prepare for
climate disasters at destinations or the potential increase in levies that the
industry will pass onto consumers, travelers are not shielded from the
effects of climate change.

Our report encourages a responsible approach to travel planning that
urges travelers to take into account not only their carbon footprints, but
also their broader impact on social justice.

This begins with recognizing the communities and environments
impacted by tourists' travel choices. Tourists should be aware that their
presence may not be welcomed in communities dealing with climate
change-related disasters.

A climate justice approach also normalizes the idea that tourism
businesses can act as first responders in climate emergencies, bringing
their skills and resources into action.

Climate justice tourism

There are already existing examples of tourism that better aligns with the
principles of climate justice. Often it is Indigenous communities leading
the way, from Traditional Owner communities in Australia to Indian
Country in the United States.

For instance, Dreamtime Dive and Snorkel in Australia educates about
the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage site, the impacts it faces from
climate change and the Traditional Owners connected to the site.

Canada is also fortunate to be home to some unique examples of this
type of tourism in action, including the Haida Gwaii archipelago off of
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https://phys.org/tags/tourism+industry/
https://time.com/6305545/maui-wildfires-tourism/
https://time.com/6305545/maui-wildfires-tourism/
https://www.resilientdestinations.com/
https://www.resilientdestinations.com/
https://lovetravelguides.com/gopinath-parayil
https://lovetravelguides.com/gopinath-parayil
https://www.indigenous.gov.au/teaching-guides/curricula-project/curricula-project-glossary
https://www.epa.gov/pesticide-applicator-certification-indian-country/definition-indian-country
https://www.epa.gov/pesticide-applicator-certification-indian-country/definition-indian-country
https://dreamtimedive.com/
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/haida-gwaii


 

the coast of British Columbia, which has always been home to the Haida
Nation.

Given the islands' distinctive natural and cultural beauties, Haida Gwaii
has become a popular tourist destination. In an attempt to assert control
over tourism to their homelands and ensure visitors are following a path
of responsible tourism, the citizens of Haida Gwaii have initiated the 
Haida Gwaii Pledge.

The pledge asks tourists to understand the responsibility of care that
Haida have for their place and people. It invites visitors to join them in
this care and be respectful guests during their visit. This is one example
of transforming tourism relations for justice. It will become increasingly
needed as climate change impacts hit harder and harder.

Ultimately, climate justice is a critical issue for all of us. Recent events
prompt us all to commit to climate action with concern for more just
outcomes. This may also transform tourism for the better.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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