TRANSPORT THROUGH THE ‘RESPONSIBLE TOURSIM’ LOOKING GLASS

By Prof. Harold Goodwin & Heidi Keyser, ICRT South Africa

Transport is fundamental to the tourism industry. The traveller or holidaymaker has to travel to the destination to check-in to the hotel or guest house and, once in the destination, they will move around using some form of transplantation. Most forms of transportation rely on fossil fuels, whilst some people will walk, cycle or sail; the vast majority of tourism related transportation is by car or by air. 

Data from the International Panel on Climate Change (www.ipcc.ch) demonstrates the significance of the contribution which car and air transport make to greenhouse gas emissions and to global warming. Whilst there is still debate about some of the specifics of climate change, it is clear that average temperatures are rising, that global warming is contributing to extreme weather events and to rising sea levels, and that as a species we need to begin to adapt to climate change. The consensus amongst scientists is that it is prudent to act now to reduce greenhouse gas emissions – so the travel and tourism industry needs to play its part in reducing emissions.

The amount of carbon and other greenhouse gases produced is a function of the fuel consumed — the more fuel efficient a car or plane is, the less carbon will be spewed into our atmosphere, polluting the air we breathe, and contributing to global warming, making the earth less hospitable to us. Our profligate burning of fossil fuels has been increasing the carbon in our atmosphere since the industrial revolution and as industrialisation spreads the problem grows.

There is a major issue of equity, as living standards rise people want to travel, they want to fly. Leisure and business travel by air is growing fast around the world, the travel and tourism industry benefits from this, but at a high and unsustainable cost to the environment. The cost of travel to and within destinations will increase as increased demand for oil and tighter supply leads to increased prices; a trend intensified and accelerated by government action to tax fuel in order to reduce demand and meet greenhouse gas emission targets. 

In destinations, coach drivers can switch off their engines when stationary, and as vehicles are replaced more fuel efficient coaches and cars can be purchased. Hoteliers and tour operators can encourage tourists to use local transportation and provide energy efficient transport services.  Of course, most public transport services in South Africa are not exactly suitable for use by tourists.  When asked about their satisfaction levels regarding various aspects of their visits to South Africa, for three years running international tourists rated ‘public transport’ as just marginally better than their rating of ‘safety and security’ (and we know that this latter aspect is the number one concern for international tourists).   We need to support initiatives like that of the City of Cape Town and Metrorail to improve the quality of the train service on the scenic Muizenberg-Simon’s Town coastal route – targeted at tourists during the peak summer season, but benefiting residents as well.  The initiative has not been without glitches, but it is a start to gearing up our public transport services for tourist use.   

There is growing interest in carbon offsetting schemes. The proposition is attractive and there are a large number of companies willing to sell you a carbon offset.  Flights can be made “carbon neutral” - someone else will be paid to reduce their carbon emissions so that you can carry on polluting guilt-free - take a look at the satirical videos on www.cheatneutral.com. Twenty first century carbon offsets are akin to the medieval practice of buying pardons, and if you check out a number of sites offering to sell them to you, you will see that some of them are much cheaper than others. 

Some of the carbon offsets in the market place do make a contribution; for advice on choosing a scheme go to  www.thecarbonconsultancy.co.uk. Be very wary of the promises made by salesmen offering to assuage your guilt. Offsetting cannot make a flight carbon-neutral, the carbon emitted from a car or aeroplane engine is immediately in the atmosphere contributing to global warming - it will take years for that carbon to be off set by someone else’s actions through the planting of trees or the installation of solar of wind power. 

There is no reason not to take money from people seeking to assuage their guilt about flying or to do some good in the world - in the destination, in your hotel grounds or in a neighbouring community, consider establishing green spaces or green power - this will contribute, in the words of the Cape Town Declaration, to “creating better places for people to live in, and better places to visit”. Many of your visitors will be interested in these initiatives and it can enhance their experience. Encourage them to donate but do not sell them pardons, they need to reduce the number of miles they fly, and to fly on more efficient aircraft. A donation can do good for local people and their environment - use the guilt people feel about flying to encourage them to put something back.

For more information, contact Harold Goodwin at:  harold@haroldgoodwin.info  or Heidi Keyser: heidi.keyser@mweb.co.za
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