
Forum: Special Conference on Culture and Heritage (SPC) 

Issue: Promoting sustainable tourism as a tool for cultural preservation 

Student Officer: Avalon Zou 

Position: President 

 

Introduction  
​ Travel to culturally and naturally important locations has origins in Greek Antiquity, as 

seen in the Seven Wonders of the World. Currently, 196 nations have approved the 1972 World 

Heritage Convention, resulting in 1273 locations being included on UNESCO's World Heritage 

List. UNESCO emphasises that these locations can greatly impact conservation by increasing 

public awareness and providing educational resources.  

The economic influence of tourism is significant, creating 192 million jobs and $3.6 

trillion in GDP in 1999, with anticipated growth rates of 3% each year until 2010. Although 

tourism can safeguard cultural traditions and fund heritage conservation, it also poses a threat 

to these assets if not managed properly. Tourism's dual character presents a challenge: it can 

provide financial aid for heritage management, yet it can also undermine the cultures it seeks to 

celebrate. The continuous conflict between the expansion of tourism and the preservation of 

culture highlights the necessity for balanced management approaches. 

 

Definition of Key Terms  
Sustainable tourism 
​ Tourism that balances economic growth with the protection of cultural heritage, local 

communities, and the environment for future generations. Such industries usually operate in 

rural areas that belong to indigenous communities. Revenue from tourism sustains their 

community and allows them to develop infrastructure. 

Cultural Preservation 
​ The protection and continuation of a community’s traditions, customs, languages, beliefs, 

and historical heritage. This can be achieved in a series of ways, including advocacy, 

awareness campaigns, fundraising, and tourism. 

Cultural Commodification 
​ The process of turning cultural traditions, practices, or heritage into products or 

experiences that can be sold to tourists. An example of this includes staged ritual dances seen 

in Hawaii that are packaged to be more digestible for a wider audience instead of preserving its 

authenticity. 



Cultural Authenticity 
​ The extent to which cultural traditions, practices, and experiences remain genuine and 

connected to their original community rather than being changed primarily for tourists.  

Carrying Capacity 
​ The maximum number of visitors a destination can accommodate without causing 

significant damage to its environment, cultural heritage, or local community. 

Heritage Management 
​ The process of protecting, maintaining, and responsibly developing cultural sites, 

traditions, and historical resources. 

 

Background Information  
The System of Tourism 
​ The tourism system is characterised by a diversity of attractions, destinations, and 

business characteristics. Destinations typically host multiple attractions, alongside tourism 

facilities such as hotels and restaurants, which may sometimes act as attractions themselves. 

Classifications of attractions can be based on ownership or their role in visitor decision-making. 

The complexity of tourism products is evident in various classifications, and visitation impacts 

extend beyond conventional definitions of tourism, as local residents visiting nearby attractions 

can have similar effects as international tourists. The following table provides estimates from the 

WTTC.

 



Figure 1: A chart depicting the economic impacts that travel and tourism have on numerous 
countries ​
​

Tourism is expanding rapidly, driven largely by regional travel in Asia and Africa. 

However, growing destination options are creating intense competition. To stand out, cultural 

and heritage tourism (CHT) sites must adapt to increasingly sophisticated travelers who demand 

higher quality and engaging experiences beyond traditional vacations. 

Rather than relying solely on physical assets, successful destinations are leveraging  

creative interpretation, storytelling, and interactive media. While alternative entertainment like 

theme parks and virtual reality pose competition, they can also spark interest in authentic visits. 

Ultimately, market forces will create two main challenges: some sites will struggle for visitors, 

while others face overtourism. 

Culture and Preservation 
Culture encompasses a society's complete lifestyle, traditions, and values through both 

movable and immovable forms. Immovable heritage, such as historic architecture, cultural 

landscapes, and streetscapes, offers locals and visitors vital insight into a community's identity. 

While early preservation focused mainly on individual historic buildings, modern conservation 

efforts protect entire environments across various spatial scales, from single structures to whole 

regions, through the involvement of governments, developers, and non-profit organisations. 

Cultural tourism relies heavily on community elements like festivals, events, and local 

handicrafts. These traditions generate employment and income while keeping cultural practices 

alive, though heavy commercial demand can risk compromising the authenticity of traditional 

crafts. Public and private sectors support heritage management because these resources 

enhance quality of life, strengthen local identity, support youth education, and stimulate 

economic growth. Ultimately, cultural tourism navigates the tension between global uniformity 

and local fragmentation, serving as a powerful tool to protect and celebrate distinct regional 

identities against the pressures of globalisation. 

Culture as a Tourist Attraction 
Travelers seek unfamiliar experiences, making cultural tourism a pursuit of unique  

heritage that fosters identity and dignity for host communities. When managed with mutual 

respect, tangible heritage acts as an educational bridge, deepening intercultural understanding 

and promoting peace. 

Demographic shifts have expanded niche markets as tourists move beyond basic beach 

vacations toward educational, nature, and culture-oriented travel. Although some attribute this 



shift to nostalgia rather than genuine scholarship, it offers a prime opportunity to engage a 

broader audience. Furthermore, cultural tourists generally possess higher income and education 

levels, yielding greater economic benefits for destinations. 

Growth in cultural and intra-regional travel presents both revenue opportunities and 

operational challenges. Destination managers must balance differing expectations between 

market segments—such as Western tourists seeking quiet reverence versus domestic visitors 

enjoying vibrant, festival-like atmospheres at sacred sites—requiring adaptive management to 

satisfy diverse audiences while preserving heritage integrity. 

 

Organisations and Major Countries Involved  
Major Nations Driving Policy & Best Practices:  

-​ Italy: Implements day-tripper entry fees, strict visitor caps, and incentives to channel 

tourists toward lesser-known rural cultural routes 

-​ Japan: Uses decentralisation and digital management to protect cultural sites, promotes 

rural satoyama tourism to preserve intangible traditional crafts 

-​ Bhutan: Operates on a "High Value, Low Volume" policy. Tourists pay a mandatory daily 

Sustainable Development Fee. 

-​ Peru: Uses strict daily ticket quotas, compulsory local guides, and timed entry limits at 

Machu Picchu 

-​ Egypt: Combines heritage restoration with local artisan support to ensure tourism 

revenue directly sustains traditional urban crafts 

-​ New Zealand: Maori-led cultural experiences ensure local tribes maintain complete 

ownership over their stories and sacred lands (Tapu). 

Key Organisations:  
-​ UN Tourism (formerly UNWTO): The primary UN agency shaping policies that align 

global tourism with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). It produces frameworks 

for community-led cultural tourism and safeguards indigenous cultural expressions. 

-​ UNESCO: Oversees the World Heritage Convention and the Intangible Cultural Heritage 

Convention. UNESCO works closely with destinations to implement sustainable 

visitor-management plans and prevent degradation at high-traffic sites. 

-​ Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC): Sets the global baseline standards for 

sustainable travel and grants formal accreditations to destinations and businesses that 

demonstrate strong cultural preservation criteria. 

​



Possible Solutions  
Adopting Modern Methods 

Digital technologies like Augmented Reality (AR), Virtual Reality (VR), and digital  

archives are transforming heritage preservation and accessibility. AR enriches visitor 

experiences while reducing material waste from physical signage. VR offers immersive 

exploration of delicate or remote sites, protecting fragile artefacts from physical damage, as 

seen at the British Museum. Meanwhile, digital archives globalise access to cultural history, 

allowing people worldwide to study collections remotely, fostering inclusion and sustainable 

preservation for future generations. 

Eco-taxes 
Eco-taxes promote responsible tourism by funding conservation. For instance, the 

Balearic Islands' 2016 eco-tax overcomes initial business opposition, generating nearly €377 

million to fund 79 environmental and heritage preservation projects. 
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