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1. Background 

This document describes a recently launched program of work to establish a statistical 

framework for the measurement of sustainable tourism. The Measuring Sustainable Tourism 

(MST) project was initiated in late 2015 by the UN World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) 

in partnership with the UN Statistics Division (UNSD). 2017 will be the International Year of 

Sustainable Tourism and hence substantial progress on the articulation of a statistical 
framework is planned over the coming 12 months. 

It is intended that a central feature of the statistical framework will be the connection between 

the established accounting framework for tourism, tourism satellite accounts (TSA) and 
accounts from the System of Environmental-Economic Accounting (SEEA) framework.1 In 

using an accounting basis for the statistical framework, the project seeks to harness the 

general benefits that arise from the use of accounting approaches in ensuring internal 

coherence, the ability to understand data gaps and place different information in context, and 

the potential to derive indicators based on consistently defined economic and environmental 

information. 

The document is structured to provide a short introduction to sustainable tourism (section 2); 

a description of the intended scope of the MST project (section 3); an overview of potential 

accounting tables and indicators that might emerge from combining TSA and SEEA based 

accounts (section 4); and a summary of the planned approach to advancing the MST project 
including a listing of the key technical issues to be resolved (section 5). Section 6 concludes. 

This paper is for the information of UNCEEA noting that UNWTO and UNSD would 

welcome the reflections and input of UNCEEA members. 

 

2. An introduction to sustainable tourism  

Sustainable tourism has been a topic of discussion in tourism circles since the early 1990s. 

The UNWTO, in particular, has been involved in a range of projects to support the 

development of sustainable tourism, particular in the context of developing guidance for 

planners and policy makers. A particularly significant document was the release in 2005 of 
the joint UNWTO/UNEP publication “Making tourism more sustainable: A guide for policy 

makers”. This document featured a definition of sustainable tourism covering the three 

primary domains of environment, economy and culture and a description of 12 primary policy 
connections or themes (see Box 1). 

                                                        
1
 It is noted that in the longer term there would be the potential to develop links to other frameworks 

and initiatives such as UNESCO’s work on cultural satellite account and its relationship to aspects of 

tourism. 
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From a measurement perspective, the main contribution in the area of sustainable tourism 

from the UNWTO has been the ongoing work to develop relevant sets of indicators that 

respond to policy needs. The most significant work in this respect was the 2004 UNWTO 

Guidebook for Indicators of Sustainable Development for Tourism Destinations. Building on 

earlier work and linked to the Guide for policy makers, the Guidebook for Indicators 
identified a very large number of indicators (over 700) across 13 issues.  

 

Box 1: Defining sustainable tourism 

UNWTO definition: 

Sustainable tourism development guidelines and management practices are 
applicable to all forms of tourism in all types of destinations, including mass tourism 

and the various niche tourism segments. Sustainability principles refer to the 

environmental, economic and socio-cultural aspects of tourism development, and a 

suitable balance must be established between these three dimensions to guarantee its long-

term sustainability.  

Thus, sustainable tourism should:  

1. Make optimal use of environmental resources that constitute a key element in 

tourism development, maintaining essential ecological processes and helping to 

conserve natural resources and biodiversity.  

2. Respect the socio-cultural authenticity of host communities, conserve their built 

and living cultural heritage and traditional values, and contribute to inter-cultural 

understanding and tolerance.  

3. Ensure viable, long-term economic operations, providing socio-economic benefits 

to all stakeholders that are fairly distributed, including stable employment and 

income-earning opportunities and social services to host communities, and 

contributing to poverty alleviation.  

Sustainable tourism development requires the informed participation of all relevant 

stakeholders, as well as strong political leadership to ensure wide participation and 

consensus building. Achieving sustainable tourism is a continuous process and it requires 

constant monitoring of impacts, introducing the necessary preventive and/or corrective 

measures whenever necessary.  

Sustainable tourism should also maintain a high level of tourist satisfaction and ensure a 

meaningful experience to the tourists, raising their awareness about sustainability issues 

and promoting sustainable tourism practices amongst them.  

Source: UNEP/UNWTO 2005, Making Tourism More Sustainable: A Guide for Policy 

Makers, Box 1.1 

Policy implications of a sustainable tourism agenda 

1. Economic viability 

2. Local prosperity 

3. Employment quality 

4. Social Equity 

5. Visitor Fulfillment 

6. Local Control 

7. Community Wellbeing 

8. Cultural Richness 

9. Physical Integrity 

10. Biological Diversity 

11. Resource Efficiency 

12. Environmental Purity 

 

There are two observations from this past work on measuring sustainable tourism 

development. First, the focus has, on the whole, been on the development of indicators that 
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are relevant at a relatively small scale, i.e. tourism destinations and regions, as opposed to the 

national level. Second, the selection of indicators has been issues driven – i.e. selecting an 

indicators after first identifying a policy or analytical issue within the general scope of 

economic, environmental, social and cultural domains. 

In parallel, as possible as a consequence, there has been little development of an underlying 
body of statistics for monitoring sustainable tourism, especially at a national level. Further, 

there is a distinct lack of environmental data available in relation to tourism activity. Indeed, 

the International Recommendation on Tourism Statistics, adopted in 2008, acknowledges this 
situation in a short section on “Tourism and Sustainability” (Chapter 8: Understanding 

tourism in its relationship with other macroeconomic frameworks). This section concludes 

with the recommendation that “linking tourism and sustainability be considered a priority” for 

future work.  

Given this background, the core rationale for the MST project is that, despite the long-

standing interest and discussion in sustainable tourism, and the important advances in tourism 

statistics, there is as yet no standardized basis for the collection of relevant information, 

particularly at the national level. This is a significant gap, and one that limits the potential for 

the development of policies directed at advancing sustainable tourism. This is especially so 

when sustainable tourism is just one among many policy areas which governments must 
consider.  

The ambition of the MST project is therefore to develop a statistical framework for the 

multiple domains of sustainable tourism, such that there is (i) a standardized framework for 

the collection of information; (ii) a means to integrate tourism statistics with other economic, 

social and environmental information; and (iii) a coherent information base for the derivation 

of indicators that are relevant for the monitoring and analysis of sustainable tourism. Further, 

one outcome of this project will be updating the section of the International 

Recommendations on Tourism Statistics pertaining to sustainable development and 

sustainability. 

 

3. Scope of the MST project 

The ideal conceptual scope for a statistical framework would encompass all of the elements 
identified in the definition of sustainable tourism presented in Box 1 above. In short, 

economic, environmental, social and cultural statistics would all be within scope.  

At this stage however, the intended focus for the MST project is coverage of economic and 
environmental statistics and some social statistics such as employment. The reason for this 

focus is three fold: 

• First, from the perspective of sustainable development a particular gap in 

measurement for tourism concerns the environmental domain and there is much 

policy interest in the ways in which tourism contributes to environmental degradation 
and, at the same time, may support moves towards environmental conservation and 

sustainability. 

• Second, in the development of integrated, multi-domain statistical frameworks far 

more progress has been made on the development of frameworks that integrate 

economic and environmental domains than those linking to socio-cultural domains. 

• Third, the frameworks that are developing for measurement of the economic-

environment interaction are extendable to measurement at multiple scales thus 
supporting the collection of integrated data at national and local level. 

As the project progresses, consideration will be given to the integration of socio-cultural 

information to ensure that these domains are not overlooked. It is noted that in the 
development of broad indicator sets for sustainable tourism, there is no barrier to including 
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socio-cultural indicators alongside economic and environmental indicators, however, in the 

short term, only economic and environmental indicators would be based on data from an 

integrated statistical framework.  

When considering the links between the economic and environmental domains some 

particular topics that might be examined include: 

• The environmental impacts of tourism activity (e.g. greenhouse gas (GHG) 

emissions and climate change, solid waste, wastewater, disruption of 
ecosystems and biodiversity) 

• The dependency of tourism activity on the environment (e.g. water and 

energy requirements, healthy and good quality ecosystems – beaches, reefs, 

forests, etc.) 

• Responses (economic and behavioural) of tourism businesses and visitors in 

relation to the environment (e.g. environmental protection expenditure, 

environmental taxes, destination choice) 

• Some socio-economic impacts of tourism activity (e.g. on employment) 

• The dependency of tourism activity on infrastructure including a suitably 

qualified workforce, transport infrastructure and public facilities.
2
 

Overall, it is anticipated that the development of a statistical framework will facilitate a range 
of tourism related information and statistics being collated and presented to tell a coherent, 

but broader, story about tourism. In this regard, the ambition is to largely rely on data from 

ongoing measurement programs and thus place tourism statistics in a broader context to 
support local and national decision making. 

 

4. Potential integrated tables and indicators for sustainable tourism 

Introduction 

As noted above, primary focus in developing the statistical framework will be on the potential 

to combine the accounting frameworks of Tourism Satellite Accounts (TSA) and the System 

of Environmental-Economic Accounting (SEEA). Work on combining these frameworks has 

been considered previously, for example work in Canada3 and Italy4. Using these earlier 

studies, the MST project will look to ensure a full articulation and resolution of various 
technical issues (see Section 5) while recognizing the need for the framework to be widely 

applicable around the world. It is noted that an example of connecting tourism and SEEA has 

also been included in the SEEA Applications and Extensions, Chapter 4. 

A general issue that must be considered is that accounting as applied in the SEEA framework 

is primarily from a supply perspective – i.e. the common focus is on natural inputs to 

economic units and residual flows from economic units from a production perspective. In 

contrast. tourism statistics and the associated TSA reflect a demand focus whereby the scope 

of the data depends primarily on the characteristics of the consumer, i.e. whether or not the 

                                                        
2 In time, extensions might be made to other forms of “infrastructure” such as workforce capability 

(human capital), cultural heritage, governance and social capital. 
3
 Jackson, C. et al. (2008), “Linking the Canadian Tourism Satellite Account and the Canadian System 

of Environmental and Resources Accounts to measure the environmental impact of tourism in Canada: 

An exploratory study for two pilot countries”, presented to the 9th International Forum on Tourism 

Statistics, Paris, November 19-21, 2008. 
4
 Constantino, C. and A. Tudini (2005) “How to develop an accounting framework for ecologically 

sustainable tourism” in Lanza A., Markandya P.F. (eds.) The Economics of Tourism and Sustainable 

Development, Edward Elgar,UK. 
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consumer is a visitor. Further, the status of a consumer as a visitor will continually change 

over time as people move in and outside their usual environments. Box 2 articulates this point 

precisely with respect to the TSA. 

 

Box 2: Relationship between the Tourism Satellite Account and the central framework 

of the System of National Accounts 2008 

It is worthwhile underlining that tourism direct gross value added (TDGVA), the aggregate used in the 

Tourism Satellite Account to measure the size of tourism, does not correspond to the gross value 

added of any set of productive units developing similar production processes, as is the case of such 

measurements in the central framework of the SNA 2008. TDGVA is defined as part of the gross 

value added generated in the economy by tourism industries and other industries directly serving 

visitors in their supply of goods and services in response to internal tourism consumption. Part of this 

aggregate may be generated by tourism industries, and part of it may also be generated by other 

industries. Not all the gross value added of tourism industries (GVATI) is part of TDGVA since these 

industries may also serve non-visitors, in the same way that non-tourism industries may serve visitors 

and thus generate part of TDGVA. 

Source: TSA: RMF 2008 Annex 2 

 

By way of example, the supply and use of water products is measured in its entirety in a 

SEEA physical flow account for water, including production and consumption in the 

household sector. This would provide, for example, an estimate of the level of consumption 

of water by, for example, restaurants. A tourism perspective on the other hand, requires an 

understanding of the share of value added that is attributable to the expenditure of visitors, i.e. 
those people outside of the their usual environment.5 The integration question is therefore is 

what share of water use by restaurants might be attributable to tourist activity.  

The challenge of melding demand and supply perspectives in an accounting context will be 
discussed through the course of developing the statistical framework. Importantly, there are 

some alternative, albeit partial and intermediate, presentations of data that can be envisaged. 

These presentations are still based on accounting conventions of the SEEA and TSA and can 
be used to derive relevant indicators of sustainable tourism. Some of these possible 

presentations and indicators are shown below, noting that they have not yet been the subject 

of discussion among experts in this area and should be considered proposals aimed solely at 

demonstrating the potential in this area and also the technical challenges. 

 

Physical flow accounts for tourism characteristic industries 

The most straightforward connection that may be made is through developing physical flow 
accounts for tourism characteristic industries. Tourism characteristic industries are the 

activities that typically produce tourism characteristic products. Tourism characteristic 

products are those that satisfy one or both of the following criteria: (a) tourism expenditure on 
the product should represent a significant share of total tourism expenditure (share-of-

expenditure/demand condition); (b) tourism expenditure on the product should represent a 

significant share of the supply of the product in the economy (share-of-supply condition).
6
 

Box 3 provides a listing of the twelve categories of tourism characteristic industries. 

Categories 1 through 10 comprise the core categories for international comparability 

purposes. The remaining two categories are country specific, with category 11 covering 

                                                        
5
 Visitor—A visitor is a traveller taking a trip to a main destination outside his/her usual environment, 

for less than a year, for any main purpose (business, leisure or other personal purpose) other than to be 

employed by a resident entity in the country or place visited (IRTS 2008, para. 2.9).  

6 See IRTS paras 5.8-5.11 & 5.18 
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tourism characteristic goods and the corresponding retail trade activities, and category 12 

covering other tourism characteristic services and activities that may be relevant in the 

country. 

 

Box 3. Categories of tourism characteristic products and activities (tourism industries) 

Characteristic products Characteristic activities 

1. Accommodation services for visitors 1. Accommodation 

2. Food and beverage serving services 2. Food and beverage serving activities 

3. Railway passenger transport services 3. Railway passenger transport 

4. Road passenger transport services 4. Road passenger transport 

5. Water passenger transport services 5. Water passenger transport 

6. Air passenger transport services 6. Air passenger transport 

7. Transport equipment rental services 7. Transport equipment rental 

8. Travel agencies and other reservation services 8. Travel agencies and other reservation services 

activities 

9. Cultural services 9. Cultural activities 

10. Sports and recreational services 10. Sports and recreational activities 

11. Country-specific tourism characteristic goods 11. Retail trade of country-specific tourism 

characteristic goods 

12. Country-specific tourism characteristic 

services 

12. Other country-specific tourism characteristic 

activities 

 

The SEEA presents a range of physical flows accounts, the primary ones concerning energy 

flows, water flows, air emissions, solid waste and emissions to water. All of these topics may 

be of interest in the context of assessing sustainable tourism. A series of these accounts would 
help to inform discussion of, for example, water use, energy use, greenhouse gas emissions, 

and flows of solid waste by tourism characteristic industries. By way of example, the 

following two tables show a possible structure for accounts related to water and GHG 

emissions. By making the necessary changes, similar accounts can be constructed for other 

physical flows. Note that the physical flow account for water has been somewhat simplified 

for the demonstration purposes here. In practice a more complete account incorporating flows 

of recycled and reused water would be developed in line with the format in the SEEA Central 

Framework. 
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Table 1: Physical flow account for water for tourism characteristic activities 
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Table 2: Physical flow account for GHG emissions for tourism characteristic activities 
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These tables reflect a production or supply perspective and hence do not require changes to 

the conceptual framework for physical flow accounts outlined in the SEEA Central 

Framework. The largest challenge in compiling these accounts will be collecting data on the 

physical flows for the specific tourism industries. 

In interpretation it is important to recognize that the aggregate physical flows across tourism 

industries shown in these tables will overstate the contribution of tourism since some of the 

activity captured in these tables will relate to non-tourism activity. Further, there may be 

flows relating to non-tourism characteristic industries that are part of the provision of 

products to visitors that would be omitted in such an aggregation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For some physical flows, particularly water, it is likely to be particularly important to 

understand the sub-annual and seasonal patterns. In most locations, tourist activity will peak 

at certain times of the year and the sustainability of tourism activity will require an 
understanding of whether the peak demand can be satisfied given expected patterns of supply 

of natural resources, which may also be affected by seasonal variation. It also likely to be 

appropriate in certain cases, again including water, to understand the spatial distribution of 
flows within a country. The development of the MST statistical framework will need to 

consider appropriate means by which sub-annual and sub-national information can be 

incorporated. 

 

Embodied environmental flows for tourism characteristic products 

All products are outputs from production processes which are, at an aggregate level, reflected 

in standard supply and use tables. Using the information on the relationships between inputs 

and outputs of goods and services reflected in these tables, in principle it is possible to 

determine a link between the environmental flows of specific production processes and the 

outputs that are ultimately consumed. For example, it is possible to estimate the quantity of 

energy embodied in the manufacture and subsequent consumption of suitcases. The same 

logic can be applied in for other environmental flows such as water and GHG emissions.  

The techniques of attributing environmental flows to categories of final demand are well 

established and widely applied. The SEEA Applications and Extensions provides an 

introduction to the relevant approaches and associated literature in Chapter 3 and, in Chapter 
4, it provides an example of applying this approach in relation to household consumption. It 

would be possible to use the principles outlined in SEEA Applications and Extensions to 

attribute environmental flows to tourism characteristic products, and using information 

tourism expenditure, potentially differentiating by different types of visitor. 

 

Connecting sustainable tourism and ecosystem accounting 

  

Direct energy use in tourism 

characteristic industries 

Total 

energy use 

in the 

economy 

Energy use in 

tourism 

characteristic 

industries 

Direct 

energy 

use in 

tourism 
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As noted in Section 2, sustainable tourism has commonly been conceptualized and applied at 

a destination level. This focus on specific areas within a country has a natural connection to 

the spatial accounting approach used in ecosystem accounting. One area of focus in the 

development of the statistical framework will therefore be on developing a set of information 

that supports analysis at a fine spatial level.  

The logic of the approach here would be to define spatial areas for analysis including the 

tourism destination itself and related ecosystems, for example beaches, national parks, marine 

areas, etc. For each spatial area an assessment would be made of ecosystem condition, for 
example using indicators of the quality of beaches, which could be tracked over time to 

provide insight into the environmental impact that could be attributable to tourist activity. 

From a supply perspective, the scope of accounting might be extended to include the 

changing condition of water catchments and groundwater systems that underpin the provision 

of water to support tourism activity. 

Further, assessment could be made of the supply of ecosystem services from the various 

ecosystems including those services that contribute to tourism activity but also other services 

that may be jointly produced. For example, carbon sequestration of forests which are visited 

by tourists. An important distinction might be identified between visitor direct consumption 

of natural inputs, e.g. water; and visitor use of ecosystems for recreation, e.g. lakes, rivers and 
beaches. The allocation of ecosystem services to various beneficiaries, including visitors, 

permanent residents of the area and others, can support a broader discussion on the potential 

changes in the mix of ecosystem services supply associated with tourism activity and 

development.  

In the first instance ecosystem accounting in physical terms would be a likely focus. 

However, there may be interest in the valuation of ecosystem services and related ecosystem 

assets. To this end, the fact that much information on tourism can be attributed to specific 

destinations, may provide information to support direct valuation of ecosystem services. This 

may in turn be used to support broader work on ecosystem accounting. 

 

Indicators for sustainable tourism 

Previous work has proposed an extensive set of indicators in relation to sustainable tourism 
but these have not been selected or developed in the context of a statistical framework. The 

ambition in the MST project is to enable indicators to be derived from the statistical 

framework and hence have a firm base for ongoing measurement and comparison, for the 
assessment of data quality and for appropriate co-ordination of collection activities. 

At this stage there has been no conclusive discussion on the types of indicators of sustainable 

tourism that might be defined. However, related discussion has taken place in the context of 

defining indicators for monitoring the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). There are 

two targets that require measurement of sustainable tourism, namely:  

Target 8.9: By 2030, devise and implement policies to promote sustainable tourism 

that creates jobs and promotes local culture and products. 

Target 14.7: By 2030, increase the economic benefits to small island developing 

States and least developed countries from the sustainable use of marine resources, 
including through sustainable management of fisheries, aquaculture and tourism 

For both targets, the current proposals are for the measurement of sustainable tourism using 

information that can be derived from TSA – that is, tourism GDP (TGDP) and tourism 
employment/jobs. These two indicators are intended to cover the economic dimension of 

sustainable tourism and, in part, the social dimension. At present there is insufficient 

confidence in the capacity to measure indicators that capture the environmental dimension. 
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Building on the discussion above, the statistical framework envisaged here would support the 

derivation of indicators such as tourism related GHG emissions, energy use and water use. 

Within an accounting framework these flows might be compared to TGDP or tourism 

expenditure. These types of indicators will support an improved understanding of the 

environmental pressures created through tourism activity. 

From an ecosystem accounting perspective, a longer term ambition might be to develop 

connections between tourism activity and changes in ecosystem condition that can be 

attributed to that activity, but the development of these types of indicators is not considered a 
priority at this stage. 

A final note on the discussion of indicators of sustainable tourism in the context of the SDGs 

concerns indicators related to the implementation of tools to monitor progress towards 

sustainable tourism (Target 12.b)
7
. For this target the proposal is to assess progress towards 

the implementation of both TSA and SEEA based frameworks and their application to 

sustainable tourism. Advancing a statistical framework for measuring sustainable tourism is 

of direct relevance in this regard. 

Beyond SDG relevant indicators, it will be important to assess the extent to which the broad 

range of sustainable tourism indicators that have been described in previous work (by 

UNWTO and others), may be derived from the accounting based statistical framework that 
will be developed.  

 

 

5. Advancing the MST and developing the statistical framework 

Key stakeholders 

It is intended that the MST project be conducted collaboratively between UNWTO and the 

UN Statistics Division (UNSD), under the auspices of the UN Committee of Experts on 

Environmental-Economic Accounting (UNCEEA), the UNWTO Committee on Statistics and 

Tourism Satellite Accounts and the UNWTO Committee on Tourism and Sustainability. A 
Working Group for the MST project has been established to support this engagement work. 

(See Annex 1 for a list of participants and draft terms of reference). 

Beyond these administrative connections, the development of frameworks about sustainable 
development naturally cuts across a range of disciplines and agencies. In addition to the 

UNWTO and UNSD as leaders of the statistical work, relevant international organizations 

include the OECD, IMF, World Bank and UNESCO, and also Eurostat. 

At national level, there will be important roles for national tourism administrations in 

particular, but also, potentially for central and territorial planning agencies, development 

agencies and banks, environment departments and natural resource managers, and transport 

agencies. Staff in all of these types of organizations are considered the primary users of data 

on sustainable tourism and hence should be involved in the development of the statistical 

framework. 

From the perspective of statistical production and compilation, advancing the statistical 

framework for sustainable tourism will involve experts from national statistical offices, 

academia and other organizations in areas including: 

• tourism statistics 

• environment statistics 

• national accounts, employment, trade and other economic statistics 

                                                        
7  Target 12.b: Develop and implement tools to monitor sustainable development impacts for 

sustainable tourism that creates jobs and promotes local culture and products 
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• environmental-economic accounting 

• tourism satellite accounts 

• transport and mobility data, 

• geo-spatial and regional statistics data 

• classifications of activities, products and environmental stocks and flows 

Usually, experts in these different areas will be based in different agencies or in different 

units within agencies. Successful progress will require co-ordination among these different 

groups, particularly the different statistical areas – tourism, environment and economic 
statistics – and national accounting units. 

An important task in taking this work forward is to ensure appropriate engagement from 

experts in these various statistical and measurement areas. As appropriate, engagement will 

take place with international groups established for the discussion of these types of technical 

areas. An example is the London Group on Environmental-Economic Accounting.  

 

Key technical issues  

As part of developing the statistical framework it will be important to understand and 

document the key measurement challenges – both conceptual and practical. Statistical 

frameworks are theoretical in nature to provide a clear sense of direction and scope for 
measurement and analysis. At the same time, there must be a clear understanding of 

challenges such that implementation of the framework can be appropriately communicated 

and understood, and that pathways towards implementation in statistically developed and 
developing countries can be described. The description of measurement pathways will need to 

consider the relevant data requirements and alternative approaches to account compilation. 

The following issues are noted at this initial stage. This initial set will be subject to 

consultation with experts, the drafting of relevant issue papers and discussion at the next 

expert meeting planned for October 2016. 

a. The integration of the demand side/consumption – “visitor” - perspective inherent 

in tourism with the supply side/production perspective inherent in much 

environmental statistics. Connecting these perspectives for the full range of 

relevant variables will not be straightforward and some of the complexities have 
been described earlier in this paper. 

b. The attribution of environmental flows in the context of international tourism. 

The standard SEEA/SNA approach to attribution involves assigning natural 
inputs and residual flows to the economic units that use or generate the flows. In 

the case of tourism this will generally mean that flows are attributed to economic 

units supplying tourism characteristic products. However, it may be of significant 

analytical interest to understand the contribution of the consumption of non-

residents, including for example, the attribution of GHG emissions due to air 

travel to the residence of the traveller. 

c. A related demand side measurement issue is the definition of a travel party and 

the links between this concept and the associated statistical concept of households 

will be an issue to consider. 

d. Generally statistical frameworks are developed and implemented to provide 

national level information. However, for understanding environmental impacts 

and dependencies and for understanding tourism behavior it is increasingly clear 
that sub-national/location level information is required. Ideally, the statistical 

framework will provide coherence between national and sub-national 

perspectives. Of course, the data requirements are much increased as finer scale 

information is incorporated and some variables may not be amenable to 

measurement at finer scales. Thus describing the appropriate scales of 
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measurement for the various parts of the statistical framework will be important, 

since it is likely that different data sources and measurement approaches are 

required for data at national compared to local level.  

e. In defining the scales of measurement, a particular focus will be needed on 

incorporating the concept of tourism destinations with national and regional level 
areas. Given the intent to link environmental and economic data, this will mean 

that spatially defining tourism destinations will need to reconcile with areas that 

are meaningful from an ecological perspectives, such as water catchments and 
coastal zones. 

f. Generally, frameworks for economic statistics are based on a focus on 

production, consumption and investment behaviour of individual economic units, 

i.e. businesses, households and governments. However, when integrating 

environmental and social perspectives it is important to be able to allow for 

public/societal costs and benefits, many of which are not-priced explicitly in 

markets. The extent which measurement of these public costs and benefits can be 

taken into account will be an important aspect of the framework. 

g. A particular issue in tourism statistics, particularly at local level, is the seasonal 

nature of tourism activity. It will be important to consider options for recording 
information on a sub-annual basis to support analysis of seasonal trends and to 

consider how seasonal trends might be linked to environmental patterns – for 

example linkages between rainfall and water use. 

h. From an analytical perspective a particular concept that may be advanced from a 

measurement perspective is “carrying capacity”. This concept has been developed 

in the field of sustainable tourism and may speak directly to the linkage between 

the economic and environmental domains. 

i. From a data collection perspective, an interesting area for consideration is the 

potential role of non-survey based data, for example from administrative sources 
or satellite data. The potential to utilize this information should be considered in 

the development of the statistical framework. 

 

Main steps involved in advancing the statistical framework 

To develop a statistical framework for sustainable tourism the following seven steps are 

considered relevant.  

i. Initial framing of sustainable tourism for measurement purposes 

ii. Assessment of relevant statistical guidance and frameworks 

iii. Assessment of country experiences 

iv. Discussion and resolution of key technical issues 

v. Engagement with users and clarification of requirements 

vi. Development of country case studies 

vii. Drafting and consultation on a statistical framework for sustainable 

tourism 

 

Links to other streams of work 

In conjunction with the work on the development of a statistical framework, the MST project 

also encompasses advancing work on the development of indicators for monitoring 
sustainable tourism in the context of the UN SDGs and also building on the development of 
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sub-national tourism statistics in the context of the INRouTe project. Work in both of these 

areas has been progressing in recent years. In an ideal scenario, the development of a 

statistical framework for sustainable tourism would be completed before commencing work 

in these areas but that is not the reality. Consequently, work is progressing on these areas 

concurrently, with each taking advantage of developments in other areas as progress is made.  

 

6. Conclusions and next steps 

Over the coming six months it is anticipated that significant progress can be made in 
establishing the connections between TSA and SEEA based accounts to inform understanding 

of sustainable tourism. In line with the steps described in section 5, work will progress in all 

areas with a particular focus on discussion and resolution of key technical issues. Issue papers 

will be prepared and discussed at a meeting of the MST Working Group in October 2016. 

Early drafts describing the statistical framework will be completed by late 2016. 

It is intended to take advantage of case studies at both a national and sub-national level as 

opportunities arise. These case studies will add to an existing body of literature and practice 

on accounting for tourism and the environment that extends back to the 1990s. In addition to 

the substantial body of work on sustainable tourism indicators and policy advice that has been 

developed over the past 20 years, there is strong reason to suggest that clear and effective 
guidance in this area can be provided in a relatively short time frame. 

A key to progress will be ongoing engagement with the various stakeholders, particularly 

those across various areas of statistics including tourism statistics, environmental-economic 

accounting and environment statistics. To this end, relevant papers describing the project and 

its progress will be proposed for discussion at the London Group of experts on 

environmental-economic accounting, the SEEA Central Framework Technical Committee, 

and the UNWTO International Conference on Tourism Statistics. 

In the medium term, pending progress in finalizing the statistical framework, various 

materials will be developed to support compilation and the integration of tourism, 
environment and economic statistics. Wherever possible this work will utilize the information 

already available concerning the implementation of accounting approaches, both with respect 

to TSA and the SEEA.  

Also, over the medium term, it will be important to incorporate statistical advances in the 

measurement of other dimensions of sustainable tourism, particularly relating to culture and 

local heritage.  

Overall, the MST project responds to a large gap in the tourism statistics framework 

concerning sustainability that has been acknowledged for some time. The current momentum 

around the monitoring of SDGs, the extensive past discussion on sustainable tourism, the 

recent work on developing sub-national tourism statistics, and the increasing recognition of 

the role of extended accounting frameworks (TSA and SEEA), together provide a firm basis 

for advancing the project and delivering meaningful progress on describing a statistical 

framework for sustainable tourism. 


