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1. Introduction: World Heritage and tourism 
 
The inscription of a property in the World Heritage List is not only the recognition of its outstanding 
universal value and integrity but also the recognition of the need to protect and manage it (Edroma, 
2004). Together, these sites constitute the common heritage of humanity, contributing to the 
conservation of globally important cultural and natural areas as well as to the processes associated to 
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2. Methodology 
 
This study commenced in July 2009 and comprised three main components to address the aim and 
objectives. The first component was a desktop analysis of key documents prepared by the States 
Parties to the Convention, IUCN, UNESCO World Heritage Centre and/or considered by the World 
Heritage Committee in the last four years (2006 to 2010). The World Heritage Committee is 
responsible for the implementation of the World Heritage Convention, whereby it defines the use of 
the World Heritage Fund, decides the inscription and deletion of properties in the World Heritage List 
as well as examining reports on the state of conservation of inscribed properties.   
 
The review of documents included all the State of Conservation (SoC) reports, mission reports and 
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3. Tourism driven impacts on natural World Heritage 
 
Tourism is often praised for its ability to reconcile conservation and development goals in or near 
protected areas (Ashworth & van der Aa, 2006; Figgis & Bushell, 2007). From a conservation 
perspective, tourism can raise funds for protecting natural areas, enhance local and tourist awareness 
of biodiversity and conservation issues as well as discourage local people from unsustainable 
livelihoods. From a development perspective, tourism revenue may reduce poverty by stimulating 
business development and job creation that is in principle compatible with biodiversity conservation as 
well as enhancing local services, and through improved education empower local people to advocate 
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Box 1:
 

 Managing visitor pressure: The case of Jiuzhaigou 

In 1992, Jiuzhaigou Valley Scenic and Historic Interest Area (JZG) in China was inscribed in the 
World Heritage list under criterion (vii), which denotes landscape beauty and superlative natural 
phenomena. It subsequently became a UNESCO Man and Biosphere Reserve in 1997. At the time of 
inscription in the World Heritage List, approximately 170,000 visitors came to Jiuzhaigou every year. 
This number has increased exponentially since then and today over 2 million tourists visit Jiuzhaigou 
every year. The turnover for the site is approximately 200 million US dollars and it relies almost 
exclusively on Chinese tourists (90%). 
 
Jiuzhaigou is an example of a site that has experienced increased visitor pressure since its inscription 
and yet has managed to maintain its Outstanding Universal Value through effective management. 
Tourism management is the chief priority for the management authority of the site, who has taken 
several measures to ensure its protection. Some of these measures include: In 1999, a green bus 
system was initiated to ferry tourists around the site, with no other means of transport being allowed 
within site boundaries; A daily limit of 12,000 visitors to the park was placed in 2001, but this has 
recently been raised to 28,000. To minimise impacts within the park, all restaurants and 
accommodation were removed from the park in 2002 and tourists are no longer allowed to stay in the 
park overnight.  
 
Jiuzhaigou is also an interesting example of how external factors can have an effect on tourism. In 
2008, an earthquake hit Sichuan province which made the area first completely inaccessible and later 
inaccessible to foreign visitors for political reasons. Tourism to the site stopped temporarily but then 
site management worked to bring visitors back.  
 
Today, Jiuzhaigou has an essential role as a model for other protected areas in China. Despite this, 
there are still concerns for the long-term sustainability of maintaining such elevated tourist numbers. A 
recent mission to the site has recommended that the number of tourists currently visiting the site is 
reconciled to its capacity, although this is clearly not a straightforward matter. The mushrooming of 
hotels and restaurants just outside of the park’s boundaries is also identified as a source of wider 
concern regarding the need for effective planning.  
 
Another common problem of tourism growth reported in the study is unplanned and invasive 
infrastructure development. For instance, in places like Iguazu/Iguaçu National Park, Mosi-oa-
Tunya/Victoria Falls and the Ngorongoro Crater, tourism concessions have not been well planned 
leading to a proliferation of developments that devalue the sites. One extreme example of 
infrastructure development threatening the OUV of a site has been occurring in the Belize Barrier 
Reef System (BBRS). Despite strong concerns from the World Heritage Committee, the lease and 
development of land within this property for tourism and real estate has reached unsustainable levels. 
Mangrove cutting and coral dredging are amongst the most immediate effects of such developments. 
This uncontrolled tourism-related development led to the inclusion of BBRS on the List of World 
Heritage in Danger in 2009. 
 
Pollution and waste also rank highly on the list of tourism-driven impacts to natural World Heritage 
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this site reported that the local people envisaged that nomination would bring about a major 
development boost, not just in terms of tourism, but also regarding the building of new hospitals, 
improving infrastructure and transport within and to the island. The fact that this has not happened 
has led to local people becoming despondent and could in the future lead to conflicts and threats to 
the site.   
 
3.2 Positive impacts (Opportunities) 
 
The findings of the study also suggest that tourism development in natural World Heritage sites can 
be beneficial when planned and managed in a sustainable way. Social, economic and environmental 
benefits are all achieved when appropriate site protection mechanisms are in place and tourism 
planning is integrated with site management planning. For instance, economic benefits from tourism 
development are often vital for managing the site and used for conservation and monitori
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site.  On the other hand, sites with a proactive attitude to tourism planning reap the benefits of tourism 
development without suffering the costs.  Overall, Australian sites are a good model of tourism 
planning, with detailed management and tourism plans being developed even prior to nomination.  In 
the Australian context value-based planning models encourage wide community debate and 
participation in the development of plans of management for sites. These plans account for all forms 
of development and landuse that might be permitted in and around a site, under what conditions and 
what will be excluded. The process involves multiple levels of government in order to identify 
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Box 2:
 

 Transboundary management: Same site, two approaches? 

Quite a few natural World Heritage Sites cross national borders and are therefore managed by two (or 
more) countries. The relationship between the country entities involved varies considerably from site 
to site as does the approach to managing the sites. In some cases, countries decide to nominate 
each site separately whereas in others co-nomination and co-management is the approach chosen. 
Transboundary management adds to the complexity of managing a World Heritage Sites site but can 
also bring with it certain benefits including the ability of working together and learning from each other, 
as well as healthy competition.   
 

For the purpose of this study, the sites below are interesting case studies because they provide the 
possibility of comparing and contrasting between different but very similar sites and extrapolating 
what are some prerequisites for good tourism development.  
  
Iguazu/Iguaçu National Park (Argentina/Brazil) 
 

Despite being adjacent to each other, Iguazu and Iguaçu are in effect two different World Heritage 
Sites that have been nominated and are managed independently. Collaboration between the sites has 
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4.4 Stakeholder 
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The research shows that in sites where collaboration occurs between the management authority and 
the private sector, tourism concessions are better planned and the industry is more amenable to 
requests from the management. This is particularly important for ensuring that visitor pressure is 
minimised and invasive infrastructure avoided. In the aforementioned case of Iguazu national park, 
the Argentin
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5. Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
This study calls for avoiding a one-size fits all approach to sustainable tourism development in natural 
World Heritage Sites.  In fact, it suggests that a case-by-case and values based approach to tourism 
developments is more appropriate and will ensure better long-term outcomes.  The research draws 
attention to the diversity of inscribed natural World Heritage Sites and their social contexts and 
difficulties therefore in finding commonalities amongst them. Common positive and negative impacts 
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6. Implications for further studies 
 
This study served as a preliminary research into the root causes of impacts of tourism to World 
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With regards to elaborating standards, a starting point for IUCN could be to introduce a list of 
questions on tourism development and management for IUCN evaluators going on mission. This list 
would be elaborated through an expert consultation with industry players that operate sustainable 
operations in areas with World Heritage Sites. The experts would give guidance on what are the key 
points that need to be examined to make sure that tourism is being managed sustainably. These 
points could eventually be elaborated to integrate Committee documents. 



http://www.jurassiccoast.com/downloads/news/economic_impact_study_09.pdf�
http://www.environment.gov.au/heritage/publications/report/index.html�
http://www.iucn.org/about/work/programmes/business/bbp_our_work/biobusiness/�
http://www.environment.gov.au/parks/national-landscapes/index.html�
http://www.lakeswhs.co.uk/documents.html�
http://whc.unesco.org/archive/opguide08-en.pdf�
http://whc.unesco.org/archive/opguide08-en.pdf�
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Appendix I: Criteria for the assessment of Outstanding Universal Value 
 
Taken 
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Appendix II: Detailed information on the case study sites 
 
Country Site Criteria of 

inscription 
Sources of 
information Negative tourism-related issues Positive tourism-related issues 

Argentina/ 
Brazil 

Iguazú National 
Park/  
Iguaçu National 
Park 
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Country Site Criteria of 
inscription 

Sources of 
information Negative tourism-related issues Positive tourism-related issues 
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Country Site Criteria of 
inscription 

Sources of 
information Negative tourism-related issues Positive tourism-related issues 

Egypt Wadi Al-Hitan viii Dec. 29 COM 7B.5 
Mission Report 2007 
Dec. 32 COM 7B.5 
Promotional material for 
site. 
Expert interview 

- Vehicle traffic (4x4) 
- Multiple access points but working 

towards limiting access 
- Lack of funds for maintaining 

infrastructure  
- No efforts to limit tourist numbers 
- No visible collaboration with the 

private sector 

- After nomination worked to 
develop suitable infrastructure 
and interpretation 

- Government has taken 
nomination very seriously and 
made Al Hitan a priority 

- Community involvement in 
tourism and capacity building 
for understanding importance 
of site (small scale tourism 
development) 

- Friends of Al Hitan – 
organisation for funding work 
through private sector 
investment 

Mexico Monarch Butterfly 
Biosphere Reserve 

vii Dec. 32 COM 8B.17 
(nomination of property) 
Report: Optimizing PA 
entry fees across 
stakeholders: the 
MBBR, Michoacan  
Expert interview 
 

- Congestion due to lack of visitor 
planning (poor visitor management) 
=> use of one main trail  

- Concession system for local 
businesses outside the entrance => 
there does not seem to be 
collaboration between management 
and PS 

- There does not seem to be any  
infrastructure within the park 
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Country Site Criteria of 
inscription 

Sources of 
information Negative tourism-related issues Positive tourism-related issues 

Venezuela Canaima National 
Park 

vii, viii, ix, x No recent information 
on WH website. 
Reports: Promoting 
conservation through 
sustainable local 
tourism development at 
World Heritage Sites 
(TNC, 2007); UNEP & 
WCMC Factsheet 
Expert interview  

- Tourism is developing in a non-
structured way not taking into account 
sustainability 

- No collaboration between government 
and industry 

- Lax park management allows industry 
to do what they please 

- Local communities have no capacity 
to run tourism in area and the 
government is relying on them to do 
this 

- Migration to lagoon area leading to 
impacts and particularly pollution 

- TNC/UNESCO and private 
sector project to develop skills 
for local people in running 
tourism (site management) 

- Creation of promotional 
materials for park 

- TNC collaborating with private 
sector for sustainable tourism 
dev 
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Country Site Criteria of 
inscription 

Sources of 
information Negative tourism-related issues Positive tourism-related issues 

Zambia/ 
Zimbabwe 

Mosi-oa-Tunya / 
Victoria Falls 

vii, viii Mission report 2006 
Dec. 30 COM 7B.8 
Rep. 30 COM 7B.8 
Dec. 31 COM 7B.4 
Rep. 31 COM 7B.4 
Dec. 32 COM 7B.4 
Rep. 32 COM 7B.4 
SOC Rep 33 COM 7B 
Expert interview 

- unplanned tourism development as a 
main threat => affects loss of 
wilderness and aesthetic value  

- High congestion around the fall area 
with most activities/facilities there 

- No determined visitor carrying 
capacity  

- noise pollution from helicopters, 
microlight aircrafts, boats, riparian 
activities 

- moratorium on construction and 
development of tourism infrastructure, 
WH property was in place until joint 
management plan approved but now 
possible in the Low ecologically 
sensitive zone and envisaged by both 
SP 

- Bad signage and information on WH 
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Appendix IV: Survey questions for follow up study 
 

1. Is there a process for stakeholder involvement at the site? What does it consist of? 
(PRINCIPLE 1) 
 

2. To what extent is the tourism industry involved with the site management authorities in the 
site? How do you perceive the relationship between these entities? (PRINCIPLE 1) 
 

3. How is the site promoted? Please describe the different channels of promotion and provide 
examples of promotional materials (PRINCIPLE 2) 
 

4. 
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