Touch Africa Lightly – Marketing Africa as a responsible tourist destination

By Virginia Fourie
Tourism is acknowledged as the fastest-growing industry worldwide, and while the UNWTO has estimated the global industry will grow by an average fiver per cent per annum, travel into Africa has over the past few years exceeded this estimate.  By all indications, the continent is braced for the beginnings of mass tourism and the benefits it can bring, writes Virginia Fourie.

However, while the benefits of receipts associated with travel and tourism cannot be argued, and the job-creation potential of this industry eclipses many others, do we really understand the impacts that tourism has on our continent, our cultures and on the fragile environment we all share?

Touch Africa Lightly is a locally initiated, international campaign designed to raise awareness and appreciation of the impacts that travel has on this continent. Established by the Heritage Environmental Rating Programme, as part of its ongoing efforts to make Africa one of the most responsible tourist destinations on earth, the initiative aims to encourage and motivate travel companies, tour operators and product owners to operate in a more environmentally- and socially-responsible manner when promoting and marketing this continent.    

The loss of biodiversity, cultures and customs of destinations is now being recognised as too high a price – one that is not worth paying, to attract growing numbers of visitors. While mass tourism can boost the economy of destinations worldwide, without appreciation of the impacts that this type of travel has on all the elements that constitute the destination itself, sustainability cannot be guaranteed and ultimately, this leads to the collapse of the industry itself. 

The campaign will serve to create a single branded source of tourism organisations and businesses across the continent, making selection of environmentally-responsible products and services easier for the travel trade and independent traveller.  Touch Africa Lightly allows national and regional tourism authorities and organisations an opportunity to drive responsible tourism initiatives within their own countries and for destination management companies to encourage greater awareness of environmental impacts within their product range.

Greg McManus, managing director of the Heritage Programme, says the need for more responsible travel across Africa is now more important than ever before. “With the growth in tourist arrivals to the continent exceeding international projections, and South Africa hosting some of the world’s largest gatherings in coming years, the time has come to address the legacy issues of tourism”. 

Touch Africa Lightly is an ideal opportunity for anyone committed to the long-term development of tourism in Africa to stand-up and be recognised.

For more information on how you can become part of this international campaign, contact Greg McManus on (012) 667 2836
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