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Introduction 

One of the most significant economic, social and cultural phenomena of the past fifty years has 

been the strong and sustained rise of tourism. The World Tourism Organisation International 

(WTO) estimates that tourism has grown annually in arrivals by 7% and expenditure by 11% over 

the period 1950-2000 (WTO, 2002). Domestic tourism growth rates have been greater. 

Developing countries received US$177 billion in tourism receipts in 2004, which was the primary 

source of foreign exchange earnings in 46 of the 49 Least Developed Countries (WTO, 2005). 

For more than fifty of the world’s poorest countries tourism is ranked first, second or third in 

terms of their economies, and tourism is the only service industry to show a positive balance of 

trade with flows from first world countries to developing countries, exceeding those in the 

opposite direction by more than $1 billion (WTO, 2005). However, tourism has not been 

accorded a substantial role in the majority of poverty-reduction strategies or national 

development plans drawn up with the support of developmental aid organisations (who often 

overlook the fact that it represents one of the largest and most diversified economic activities). 

 

At the World Summit on Sustainable Development held in Johannesburg, South Africa in August 

2002, WTO, supported by the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 

(UNCTAD), took a global lead in this field, launching the concept of ‘Sustainable Tourism as an 

effective tool for Eliminating Poverty’ (ST~EP), based on the United Nations’ Millennium 

Development Goals. An international fund to support this initiative was launched in 2003 and 

Cambodia was one of the first beneficiaries with a grant of $0.5 million. At the recent 60th 
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anniversary of the United Nations in New York, government leaders joined the heads of major 

United Nations agencies to call for the integration of tourism in national development plans and 

poverty alleviation strategies. This "Declaration on Tourism and the Millennium Development 

Goals" was endorsed by the Summit meeting of the UN General Assembly on 14 September 

2005.   

 

Because tourism is often seen narrowly as a profitable private sector undertaking, it has not 

always been accepted as a ‘serious' contender for contributing to development. Its constellation 

of backward and forward linkages into all other areas of economic activity, into society and 

culture, into agriculture and manufacturing industry, and into the environment and into 

government, are often ignored. However, once tourism is understood as a complex system, its 

capacity to work as a positive tool for development and poverty reduction is enhanced. In this 

context, the role of pro-active government intervention in the empowerment of impoverished 

and disadvantaged segments of populations is essential. It is argued that for empowerment to 

succeed, measures to improve the livelihoods of the poorest segments of a population must be 

backed by the supportive legislation without which vested interests will always be able to 

challenge affirmative action, rendering pro-poor activity unsustainable. Thus when we examine 

the development issues of countries in transition, one of the key lessons that we learn is that 

when tourism is approached as a system for sustainable development, it has the potential to 

deliver benefits ± economic, social and environmental ± in greater measure than many other 

sectors (Sofield, De Lacy, Bauer, Moore and Daugherty, 2003).  

 

Recognising the importance of tourism's potential contribution to poverty alleviation, GRM has 

combined its international development experience with the technical expertise of Australia's 

Sustainable Tourism Cooperative Research Centre to form the Sustainable Tourism 

Development Consortium (STDC). This consortium is already active in the Greater Mekong 

Sub-Region (GMS), delivering technical assistance to major tourism development projects with a 

strong poverty alleviation focus in Cambodia and Vietnam. Before looking specifically at tourism 

in these transition economies, and the lessons we can draw from our experience in both the 

Mekong and elsewhere, we need to briefly outline what we mean by tourism as a system. 
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Tourism as a System 

Tourism needs to be understood not in the narrow sense of an industry or even a conglomerate 

of different business sectors but as a system, integrated not only into the private sector as 

businesses but as a service industry linked into most other sectors of the economy; into the 

community at both the broad and local levels; into government through policy, planning, 

infrastructure (e.g. transport and communications) and regulatory requirements; into the bio-

physical environment which in many countries is a major resource for tourism; and into the 

international arena. It is necessary to explore tourism's multiplicity of backward and forward 

linkages that extend from the highly localised to the wider milieu embracing regional, national 

and international levels, in areas such as the economic, the social, the cultural, the 

political/ governmental, and the environmental. As Gunn & Var (2002, p.34) note: “Every part of 

tourism is related to every other part” , adding that often some of the parts are invisible to others 

within the system.  

 

A Synthesis of Models of Tourism as a System 

In attempting to grasp the intricacies of the tourism system a number of analogies have been 

used. Following Faulkner, (2002) we prefer to look at tourism as a dynamic, ‘living' system 

understood with the help of chaos and complexity theory. Tourism is in effect thousands of 

individual components with a huge range of relationships that differ both quantitatively and 

qualitatively and each individual component affects others in direct and indirect ways. We take a 

geo-physical definition of tourism as a system from Lieper (1989), synthesise that with Gunn's 

demand/ supply system (1972), and add a socio-cultural element to Mill and Morrison's 

marketing-oriented system (1992) to capture the main ingredients which classify our framework 

into the following seven structural components: 

·  The visitor generating region 

·  The transit region 

·  The destination region  

·  The support services sector  

·  The government sector  

·  The environment (bio-geo-physical region) 

·  The community 
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(Sofield 1998) 

 

The Visitor Generating Region (Demand) 

The population of a visitor generating region will possess two key characteristics: (i) income 

levels high enough to allow for discretionary expenditure on non-essential items such as travel; 

and (ii) a propensity for recreational travel as an acceptable, desired form of behaviour. Broadly 

speaking visitors from such regions can be classified as domestic tourists or international visitors, 

and are disaggregated into different potential market sectors.  

 

Receiving countries will classify visitors according to different criteria from those used by the 

marketing sector. Arrival cards, completed at the point of entry, have similar categories covering 

holiday, business, education, religion (pilgrimage), sport, conference, visiting friends & relatives. 

However, data are not standardised rendering comparative analysis difficult. 

 

Transit Region (Supply) 

Major modes of transport take visitors through the transit region to their destination. The transit 

region supports these modes of travel by a host of transport-specific facilities such as airports, 

railway stations, road networks, ports, passenger terminals, fuel depots, engineering and repair 

facilities, and with a range of ancillary services and facilities such as restaurants, banks, 

accommodation, communications, retail shops, duty free outlets, bookshops, and bars. Singapore 

Airport exemplifies the transit region with its complex system of facilities and services that 

extend well beyond simply refuelling aircraft. 

 

The Destination (Supply) 

The “Frontline Industries Sector”  (Pearce, Morrison & Rutledge, 1998) consists of those 

businesses that operate directly with visitors. A common way of organizing our understanding of 

this part of the tourism structure is to separate them out into the five ‘A's as follows:  

·  Accommodation - hotels, motels, resorts, backpacker hostels, B&B, caravan parks, etc. 

·  Amenities - restaurants, sports facilities, theatres, casinos, etc. 

·  Attractions - natural and cultural, cities, landscapes, theme parks, museums, events and 

festivals, etc. 

·  Access - travel agencies, tour operators, coaches, taxis, hire cars, cable cars, etc. 
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·  Activities - tour operators, ski fields business companies, yacht charters, bicycle hire, kayaking 

adventure companies, abseiling, Himalayan trekking companies, etc.  

 

The Support Services Sector 

This sector brings into the system the thousands of ‘invisible' operations that provide goods and 

services to those operations that interface directly with travellers, but do not deal directly with 

visitors themselves. The frontline operators depend on inputs from a very wide range of suppliers 

of goods and services. Whilst many of these secondary or support services businesses are heavily 

dependent upon tourism (narrowly defined by the frontline sector) they nevertheless have little or 

no realization that they are directly engaged in the business of tourism. For example, a printer 

may consider his business is in publishing, yet 100% of his output may be consumed by the 

tourism industry front line sector (brochures, posters, tickets, guide books, maps, etc). A typical 

front line operator of a small resort will have more than 200 suppliers of a wide range of goods 

and services.  

 

Both front line operators and support service businesses may be located in all three major 

geographic regions of the tourism system: 

·  In the visitor generating region (frontline operators such as travel agencies, tour operators, 

airline offices, and support services sector such as banks, insurance companies, suitcases 

manufacturers, etc). 

·  In the transit region (frontline businesses associated with the transport modes, with facilities 

such as airports, and support services such as fuel depots and engineering repair businesses. 

·  At the destination (attractions, accommodation, activities, etc,) supported by a huge range of 

goods and services from the Support Services Sector. 

 

Government 

Because tourism is considered a private sector activity, the role of Government is often 

overlooked or under-estimated. In fact, governments play a crucial part in the tourism system 

through a range of functions that include: 

·  Regulatory controls (licensing laws for businesses, vehicles, companies and boats; business 

registration, taxation, foreign investment, building codes). 
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·  Provision of national services for visitation (Customs, Immigration and quarantine controls, 

law and order - including anti-terrorism measures). 

·  Policy formulation (economic, tourism, transport, foreign affairs, sport & recreation, 

telecommunications, etc.). 

·  Planning (regional development, ‘zonation' system for land use). 

·  National issues and interests (e.g. environmental issues ± legislation for conservation, 

protection and preservation of endangered species, threatened habitats, fragile ecosystems, 

coastal erosion, salinity; establishment of national parks and biosphere reserves, world 

heritage sites, etc. e.g. also health issues such as the SARS epidemic).  

·  Infrastructure (roads, railways, airports, ports, communications systems, power, water, public 

transport, etc). 

·  Ownership of major resources (national parks, World Heritage Sites, city squares, national 

monuments, museums, a host of public spaces that have dual functions, e.g. as a parliament 

and as a tourist attraction, etc.) Included in this category are festivals and events such as 

national day celebrations, New Year's Day fireworks, and so on. 

·  International Agreements (visa agreements, bilateral air services agreements, anti-terrorism 

treaties, etc.). 

·  International tourism marketing. This is a role that only governments can play through NTOs 

(national tourism organisations), which have marketing as their primary function, and may 

also be strongly involved in tourism planning and development. 

·  Information services are often provided by Governments, again often through their NTO.  

 

Governments provide the policy framework within which tourism exists. Policies will incorporate 

economic, social, and environmental objectives. Governments will therefore undertake national 

and regional tourism planning. A major function in this regard will be developing and 

maintaining a national statistical database designed to measure many aspects of the contribution 

of tourism to the national economy.  

 

The Environment  

The environment includes air, land and water. Landscape features constitute major tourist 

attractions in their own right, and also provide the habitats and ecosystems for the living marine 

and terrestrial organisms which underpin other attractions. Degradation of the natural 
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environment constitutes one of the gravest risks to sustainability in tourism; a fact acknowledged 

by the tourism industry which has, in the last decade in particular, begun to take increasing 

responsibility for ensuring that its activities have minimal environmental impacts.  

 

Communities  

Communities are considered as the ‘hosts' in tourism's binary division of residents and visitors. 

Communities consist of residents, rate-payers, families, individuals, community organisations, 

ethnically distinct groupings, and indigenous minorities as well as other kinds of social groupings 

based on common sets of identity (e.g. religious affiliations, sports associations, gender 

alignments, etc.). In the study of tourism we are most concerned with social effects and impacts, 

cultural effects and impacts, community infrastructure, cultural landscapes, and identity of 

community place and space. Community-based culture is often a ‘product' or ‘commodity' for 

consumption by visitors, and socio-cultural impacts of tourism may create major problems for 

communities. Also embedded in communities are a wide number of local organisations, often 

non-profit, which have varying degrees of ‘ownership' over resources such as historic sites, 

festivals, gardens, museums, nature reserves, and which may provide a range of services to 

visitors, especially in the fields of interpretation and guiding (Gunn & Var, 2002, p.43). 

Increasingly, tourism is recognizing that it has a responsibility to share the benefits of its activities 

with the poorest segments of populations, as the World Tourism Organisation's ST~EP initiative 

demonstrates.  

  

The key lesson to take from an understanding of tourism as a system is that it illuminates the way 

in which backward and forward linkages could provide opportunities for poorer sections of 

communities and for intervention in enterprises not always recognised as part of tourism but 

which are nevertheless tourism-dependent in whole or in part for their sustainability and 

economic viability. A simple example drawn from western tourism is the role of boarding kennels 

for cats and dogs: without such a facility many people would be unable to take a holiday because 

there would be nowhere to leave their pets. But the operators of kennels and catteries think they 

are in the business of looking after cats and dogs, not tourism. When utilising tourism as the 

access point for development intervention it is thus necessary to ‘look outside the square' and 

identify opportunities associated with tourism which are not necessarily ‘tourism' businesses 

(Sofield et al, 2003).  
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When we begin to understand tourism as a system, we can also challenge the widely held criticism 

of tourism as a service sector which d̀oes not produce anything'. 

 

A brief illustration of the multiplicity of forward and backward linkages demonstrates otherwise. 

For example, 1.5 million tourists visiting Cambodia every year for an average of six days is the 

equivalent of Cambodia having to produce additional food for almost 25,000 more permanent 

residents for 365 days for each of those tourists ± approximately 22,500,000 eggs (at 2.5 eggs 

each per day), 4,500,000 chickens (at half a chicken each per day), 9 million fish, 2,250,000 kgs of 

potatoes for French fries (at a quarter of a kilo each per person per day), 2.25 million kgs of rice 

(at 250gms each per day) and if they eat only five prawns per day somebody has to produce 45 

million prawns! At one bottle of beer each and one coca cola each per day, 18 million beverages 

will be consumed. Add in electricity consumption and light bulbs; furniture to sit on and sleep on; 

soap for showers and laundry; bed linen, table linen, curtains, and lounge fabrics; pots and pans, 

cups and plates and knives and forks; flowers and pot plants; toilet paper and tissues; insect spray; 

etcetera and etcetera, and the myth of tourism being j̀ust a service industry that doesn't produce 

anything' is completely exploded. 

 

Thus, when we look at tourism as a tool for poverty alleviation we find that we can look well 

beyond the front line sector to a multiplicity of opportunities for undertaking appropriate 

initiatives. As a new field of endeavour for development assistance there is no established analysis 

on which aid donors can draw in developing their own policy. However, support for sustainable, 

pro-poor tourism fits comfortably with the guiding philosophy of many aid donors, and can 

make contributions to reduction of poverty, good governance, environmental sustainability, 

gender equity, rural development, health and education, infrastructure and private sector 

development (Ashley, Roe & Goodwin, 2001).  

 

Tourism Satellite Accounting 

A key problem remains: how can we measure the economic impacts of tourism? The benefits are 

always proclaimed in general terms: tourism is labour intensive and is therefore a major generator 

of employment; international tourism is a key export generating foreign exchange earnings; the 

economic multiplier effects of tourism are significant; and so on. Occasionally input-output 

analyses have been conducted, which have provided some details, but these reflect imperfect 

methodology since the concentration on the frontline sector fails to take account of many of the 
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backward linkages into other sectors. However, in March 2000 the United Nations Statistical 

Commission approved a new tool to measure tourism's impact on national economies - Tourism 

Satellite Account (TSA) standards. A Satellite Account is a term developed by the United Nations 

to measure the size of economic sectors that are not defined as industries in national accounts. 

Tourism, for example covers a number of industries such as transportation, accommodation, 

food and beverage services, recreation and entertainment and travel agencies, and relies upon 

suppliers of a very wide range of goods and services from other sectors to function. Tourism 

measurements, in order to be credible and comparable with other industries in a country's 

economy, must follow concepts and definitions consistent with internationally accepted 

macroeconomic guidelines such as the System of National Accounts (SNA93). According to 

WTO (2002, p.1) “The fundamental structure of the TSA relies on the balance existing within an 

economy between on one hand, the demand for goods and services generated by visitors and by 

other consumers and on the other hand, the overall supply of these goods and services. The idea 

is to analyze in detail all aspects of demand for goods and services which are associated with 

tourism within the economy and to measure the relationship with the supply of such goods and 

services within the same economy”   

 

The value of the TSA may be illustrated by considering the variety of information that can be 

obtained. This will include: 

·  Tourism's over-all contribution to the economy of a given country and its ranking relative to 

other sectors and in comparison with other countries. Utilizing this information, policy 

makers (both public and private enterprise) will enhance their capacity to make decisions 

about tourism with a level of confidence previously lacking.  

·  Identifying industries that benefit from tourism, and the extent to which they benefit, 

particularly industries that are not traditionally associated with tourism. For example, certain 

enterprises will be able to determine how tourism influences their business performance and 

subsequently use this information to enhance their business strategies and thus increase their 

competitive edge. 

·  Quantifying for governments the amount of tax generated as a result of tourism activity. This 

is particularly important for demonstrating to municipal, provincial, regional and national 

authorities the role of tourism and the advantages of encouraging further development and 

investment in tourism. 
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·  Providing data relative to visitor demand and the extent to which it is matched by domestic 

supply. 

·  Improving knowledge concerning jobs generated by tourism and their characteristics, thus 

allowing more targeted human resource training programmes (WTO 2002). 

  

TSAs are complicated and many developing countries lack the relatively sophisticated statistical 

collection systems needed to underwrite the TSA exercise. Thus, in terms of an aid donor 

contribution to a developing country, assistance in this area would make a valuable contribution 

to national development. 

 

Tourism and Transition Economies 

The OECD definition of a transition economy is of a country in the process of change from a 

centrally planned economy towards a market economy, a process that involves enormous 

changes at every level of society, but it may also but it may also distinguish any economy that 

attempts to replace bureaucratic mechanisms with greater reliance on markets (OECD 2003). 

Such countries include those of the former Soviet Union and eastern and central European 

members of the communist bloc, as well as more recently countries in Asia and Africa 

undergoing market transformations of various degrees, including Cambodia and Vietnam.  

 

Cambodia, for example, in the last 30 years as a transition economy has moved from war to 

peace, then to single-party authoritarianism and is now struggling with multi-party democracy and 

the emergence of a market economy that is still far from complete (Hughes 2003). 

 

While the transition countries in the various regions differ from one another in many respects, 

including culture, economic structure and extent of the informal sector, and pre-transition 

starting points, they nonetheless are affected by transition in much the same way (World Bank 

2004). The transition process has brought with it significant well-documented short-run costs to 

the economies. The dismantling of the state-owned enterprise (SOE) systems has resulted in 

increases in poverty as wages dropped in the face of disruptions in trade and financial links; 

unemployment increased in some cases as newly private firms struggle to become competitive; 

and vulnerable groups generally were not able to rely on heavily state-subsidized support services. 

In many cases, poverty and increasing urbanization have further stressed and weakened family 

and community-based coping mechanisms, particularly in Asia. 
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GRM and its senior staff have been actively engaged in addressing the role of tourism in 

development in a number of Asian transition economies for more than a decade. Members of the 

GRM group have also undertaken significant tourism studies in both Africa and the Balkans. 

 

Experience in the Greater Mekong Sub-region 

Most recently, GRM has been entrusted with the management of the Cambodian and Vietnamese 

components of the ADB financed Mekong Tourism Development Project (MTDP), which aims 

to reduce poverty, contribute to economic growth, increase employment and promote the 

conservation of natural and cultural heritage in the Mekong corridor within Cambodia, Laos and 

Vietnam. The project will improve tourism-related infrastructure; support pro-poor community 

based tourism projects in the rural areas of these countries; facilitate private sector participation 

in tourism marketing and promotion; establish mechanisms to increase sub-regional cooperation; 

and facilitate the movement of tourists across borders. The ADB loans amount to $5.6 million 

for Cambodia, $0.9 million for Laos, and $8.5 million for Viet Nam, and the formal framework 

of sub-regional tourism sector policies and plans which underpins the project is the multi-sectoral 

GMS Economic Cooperation Program established by ADB in 1992. There are four project 

components in each country covering (a) tourism related infrastructure improvements; (b) pro-

poor community based tourism developments; (c) sub-regional cooperation for sustainable 

tourism; and (d) implementation assistance and institutional strengthening. 

 

Under two 3 year contracts for management of the MTDP in Cambodia and Vietnam, GRM has 

had teams on the ground since the beginning of 2005 establishing and implementing the various 

activities that fall within its aegis. Tourism infrastructure projects include regional airport 

upgrading, road access improvement and a sewage system for Siem Reap (site of Angkor Wat), in 

Cambodia, and the provision of Mekong River piers/ passenger facilities and solid waste 

treatment plants in two of Vietnam's impoverished southern provinces (An Giang and Tien 

Giang). Community based tourism and poverty alleviation sub-projects cover two provinces in 

Cambodia and two in Vietnam, and are budgeted at more than $1.4 million. Sub-regional 

Mekong cooperation includes such areas as harmonization of tourism statistics; facilitating cross-

border tourism flows and improving border checkpoint facilities; developing tourism marketing 

and promotion boards; establishing a regional hotel classification system; regional tourism 

planning; and cooperation in joint tourism ventures. Implementation assistance includes support 
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for overall project management, and assistance to a wide range of human resource development. 

While these activities are still in the formative stages, there has been sufficient groundwork, 

coupled with past experiences in other countries, to be able to analyse their potential for 

development learning in the context of transition economies.  

 

Lessons Learnt 

The first point is that tourism is a commodity and every country has something to offer. Even 

those countries that are among the poorest or struggling with the transition to a modern free 

market economy may be able to find ways to attract a range of market segments through their 

cultural and natural heritage. International tourism thus offers the potential to contribute to a 

nation's export strategies and we would agree with the International Trade Commission (ITC 

(2005)) that sustainable tourism development “should be a key element of national export 

strategy of the majority of developing and transition economies.”   

 

Second, entrepreneurship is central to the functioning of market economies, and faces several 

obstacles in transition economies: access to credit, opaque tax systems, and heavy administrative 

burdens (and related corruption). Tourism development requires an environment favourable to 

entrepreneurship, particularly for small and medium enterprises (SMEs); given the fact that in 

most countries with mature tourism industries, the majority of operators (up to 80%) are SMEs. 

The building blocks of a successful tourism strategy include integrating the private sector and 

fostering collaboration among SMEs. In transition economies, however, there are a number of 

weaknesses that tend to inhibit these factors from progressing smoothly: 

i) Privatization is not always easy or effective; 

ii) Key opportunities may be seized by the governing elite and free market entry severely 

curtailed (in developed ẁestern' economies such action would normally be deplored 

as a conflict of interest); 

iii) Tolerance of entrepreneurship by those outside the governing elite may be lacking 

initially, other than at the level of SMEs; 

iv) The viability of some SMEs will be doubtful because of weak business acumen and 

poor market access; 

v) Standards of SMEs can vary considerably often because of the use of sub-standard 

construction of facilities; and 
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vi) There is a lack of appropriate HRD inputs, poor training facilities, no national 

qualifications standards, and sometimes resistance or apathy by SMEs to training and 

capacity building.  

 

The third point is that in approaching the issues of a move to a market economy and 

entrepreneurship, it is important to pursue a steady, staged strategy that avoids jumping from one 

extreme to the other. It needs to be understood that competition is not about the law of the 

jungle and that some regulatory mechanisms are necessary. As Denman (2005) stated, it is vital to 

create favourable conditions for doing business, in order to encourage both local enterprise 

formulation and FDI (Foreign Direct Investment). There is a requirement to encourage 

promotion of standards (quality and sustainability) and of certification processes. Intermediary 

bodies, such as professional associations, can help coordination. Public-private partnerships are 

needed (Denman 2005). 

 

Fourth, there is an interesting paradox in transition economies with reference to environmental 

resources. Sometimes, because of the relative state of un-development, their natural heritage may 

be comparatively pristine and thus constitute an important unexploited tourism potential. 

However, there may also be a lack of effective regulatory frameworks for conservation and 

protection. There may also be a legacy of local environmental pollution and poor waste 

management such that uncontrolled development may put natural heritage resources at risk. In a 

number of transition economies we have also witnessed a decline in public sector funding for 

conservation and a lack of commitment to finding the resources necessary for measuring 

environmental impacts. This situation may be exacerbated by a degree of immaturity of the 

private sector combined with an unwillingness to adopt voluntary measures and self-regulation to 

protect the environment. 

 

Fifth, infrastructure may not be fully developed and if the tourism potential of a destination in a 

transition economy is to be fully realized then substantial investment in capital works will be 

required. Maintenance of existing infrastructure is also compromised by lack of funding in many 

such economies. It may also be necessary to convert large state-owned public tourism structures 

into manageable private tourism resorts and hotels.  
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Sixth, marketing of new tourism product, destinations and attractions is often poorly undertaken 

in transition economies. They must compete with well-established traditional destinations and 

there is often a high cost of image creation and promotion that such economies baulk at. They 

may also suffer from a distorted perception of safety and health risks by their potential market. 

However, new destinations may be price-competitive with traditional markets, and they will often 

have a novelty ( èxotic') factor that can be exploited. The MTDP contributes directly to 

confronting these issues through its role in building a public sector/ private sector partnership 

through establishing the Tourism Marketing and Promotion Boards to be led by the private 

sector. Remedial action should address poor infrastructure, low levels of Foreign Direct 

Investment (FDI) flowing into tourism, and lack of resources for marketing, as these frequently 

act as a brake on tourism development.  

 

Seventh, government structures may be poorly developed, and NTOs are likely to be severely 

under-resourced and inexperienced. Decades of large scale donor driven assistance has seen 

many transition countries acquire significant support to operational expenses, capital costs and 

human resource development of the institutions required for health, education, agriculture and 

rural development. In both Cambodia and Vietnam, however, the NTOs are housed in relatively 

modest accommodation, and lack the necessary experience to deal effectively with major donor 

bureaucracies. The MTDP recognises this, and seeks to stimulate NTO development both 

through the in-country assistance programme, and through regular, and mutually supportive, 

meetings of the GMS Tourism Working Group where individual NTOs are supported by their 

peers in the leadership of specific sub-regional tourism development issues such as unified hotel 

standards, or improved cross border crossings. 

 

One of the strengths of a transition economy is that, despite these limitations, there is often a 

political willingness to prioritize tourism in the national development agenda. This is particularly 

the case with Cambodia, for example, which with its recent accession to the World Trade 

Organisation, faces the imminent dismantling of preferential access for its garment industry 

products, the mainstay of its export earnings over the past decade. It has limited natural resources 

and has recognized that tourism is perhaps the only sector that can make a similar contribution to 

its national economy if developed sustainably. Its active involvement in the MTDP is a 

manifestation of a high level of political support.  
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Conclusions 

The capacity of tourism to contribute to the development of transition economies is often poorly 

understood and until recently, despite being the most important sector in many of the world's 

poorest countries and transition economies, failed to attract the attention of aid donors. Our 

experience in approaching tourism as a system enhances the potential to identify ways in which it 

can contribute to the transition from a centrally controlled command economy to a more open, 

free market economy. The evolution of Tourism Satellite Accounting has provided an 

internationally (UN) validated mechanism for measuring the contributions of tourism to national 

economic activity, and demonstrates the capacity of tourism to contribute to a significant number 

of sectors through forward and backward linkages. In particular, a holistic approach ensures that 

tourism can be utilized as an effective tool for poverty alleviation since it broadens the scope for 

intervention, especially in terms of SMEs and community based tourism, immeasurably. Our 

experience in working in a number of economies in transition is that the importance of sound 

planning at the national and local levels cannot be overestimated. Whilst there are weaknesses in 

transition economies that impinge upon the role that tourism can play, there are also significant 

opportunities with reference to natural and cultural resources. Integration of local communities 

into tourism development through careful strategies that provide the necessary awareness 

building, training and education, and the encouragement of public sector/ private sector 

partnerships to proceed at a measured pace are key elements in a tourism development strategy 

that is likely to achieve positive outcomes.  
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