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TECHNICAL NOTE 

 

BACKGROUND 

As the 21st century unfolds, tourism has become one of the strongest drivers of economic 

growth and development of our times. Across the globe, an activity once reserved for the 

privileged few only some decades ago, moves today more than one billion people each 

year. Globalization of goods and services, more leisure time, the technological and 

transport revolutions and rising middle classes, position tourism as one of the world’s 

leading engines to promote sustainable development in its three pillars – economic, social 

and environmental.  

The numbers speak for themselves: 25 million international tourist arrivals in 1950, 674 

million in 2000, and over 1.1 billion in 2014 – international tourism shows no signs of 

slowing down. In 2014, international tourism exceeded once again expectations, rising by 

4.7% and hitting a new record of 1,138 million tourists travelling the world in one single 

year.  

This remarkable activity has an invaluable impact on economies and societies worldwide. 

It provides countries with investment, foreign earnings, jobs and opportunities for social 

inclusion and regional development. At present, tourism accounts for 9% of global GDP, 

generates more than US$ 1.4 trillion in trade income or 30% of the world’s services 

exports, and provides one in eleven jobs worldwide.  

Importantly, the sector has shown an extraordinary resilience growing above average 

despite the many challenges that the world faced last year, challenges that persist to this 

day – a slow and uneven economic recovery, rising geopolitical conflicts and health risks. 

In fact, in many parts of the globe, tourism has been a fundamental contributor to the 

economic recovery by generating billions of dollars in exports and creating millions of jobs. 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In 2015, UNWTO forecasts international tourist arrivals to grow between 3% and 4%. 
Maintaining a consistent growth trajectory, UNWTO estimates that by 2030 the number of 
international arrivals will reach 1.8 billion meaning that in two decades’ time, 5 million 
people will cross international borders for leisure, business or other purposes such as 
visiting friends and family every day.  
 
Asia and the Pacific has emerged as a driving force of global tourism. International tourist 

arrivals to the region are projected to increase by 331 million in two decades, i.e. from 204 

million in 2010 to 535 million in 2030. At the same time, Asia-Pacific’s outbound travel has 

become a critical fuel for global tourism, keeping the neighbouring and long-haul nations 

and their tourism economies buoyant. 

Despite its proven capacity as a powerful instrument for the socio-economic development 

of especially, developing countries because of its job and income generation potential, 

tourism until recently has not been accorded the recognition it well deserves. 

Consequently, the allocation of budgets for its development, promotion and marketing by 

governments has not been adequate, particularly in comparison with other sectors of the 

economy.  

For all the above, positioning tourism’s contribution to economic growth, inclusive social 

development and environmental sustainability in the national and international agendas 

has become UNWTO’s priority and the raison d'être for the joint UNWTO/WTTC Open 

Letter initiative since 2011.  To date over 70 Heads of State and Government have 

endorsed the Open Letter and 13 of them are from the Asia-Pacific region.  

The next 20 years will be of continued growth for travel and tourism. They can also be 

years of leadership - not only in devising national strategies to ensure that the projected 

growth is exploited sustainably for its socio-economic benefits of destinations and their 

inhabitants but also to extend these benefits to other economic sectors which are not 

directly associated with tourism.  

ADVANCING THE EFFORT OF POSITIONING TOURISM IN A WIDER SOCIO-

ECONOMIC CONTEXT  

As leaders of the Asia and Pacific region come together on the occasion of the UNWTO 

Regional Ministerial Conference on Positioning Tourism in a Wider Socio-Economic 

Context, the occasion is ideal for them to examine to what extent the Open Letter initiative 

has achieved its goals. In their policy-making capacities, they can also look into the 

challenges and opportunities arising from the integration of tourism in their national 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

agendas with respect to a broader socio-economic perspective where other related 

economic activities are concerned.  

OBJECTIVES 

 Success to date in establishing tourism as part of the region’s socio-economic 
agenda  

 National experiences in promoting national tourism policies and crosscutting 
public/public cooperation 

 Challenges to embed the tourism sector within the national agendas: socio-
economic, security, environmental, etc  

 Potential of follow-up of Open Letter engagements with Heads of Government to 
re-emphasise the sector’s critical messages and assist in embedding the sector in 
cross-sectorial agendas. 

 Potential actions by UNWTO to advance the positioning of tourism in the global, 
regional and national agenda   

 Opportunities of cooperation and action with regional organizations and integration 
processes (ASEAN, ADB, SAARC etc) 

 Establishing ways in which the Tourism sector can be elevated on the national 
agenda as a prelude to securing the political and financial support needed by 
Tourism leaders to enable advancement of the sector, and therefore greater 
national socio-economic landscape 

 

 


