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UNWTO Conference on 

“Tourism: a Catalyst for Development, Peace and Reconciliation” 

 12 July 2016 – Passikudah, Sri Lanka 

 
“Imagination, Empathy and the Power to Change” 

 
 Keynote address by 

 
HRH Princess Dana Firas, Chair of Petra National Trust in Jordan Global advocate 

for cultural heritage preservation 
 
 
Your Excellency Dr. Taleb Rifai, Secretary General UNWTO 

Your Excellency Minister John Amaratunga, Minister of Tourism 
Development and Christian Religious Affairs of Sri Lanka 

Your Excellency Chairman Withana, Sri Lanka Tourism Board  

Honored Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

 “Imagination” to quote British author JK Rowling, “is not only the uniquely 

human capacity to envision that which is not, and therefore the fount of all 

invention and innovation. In its arguably most transformative and revelatory 

capacity, it is the power that enables us to empathize with humans whose 

experiences we have never shared.” 

 

Hope lies in imagination. Nowhere is this more true than in the tourism 

sector.  Tourism is affected most significantly by conflict.  But it is also the 

sector that is built on human interaction, shared experiences, and friendships.  

If through imagination alone people are able to feel, to learn and to 

understand, then tourism intensifies this shared knowledge by bringing 
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people together and allowing them literally to walk in the shoes of the other.  

Not only does this build understanding, but it is perhaps the most powerful 

catalyst for collective action for development, peace and reconciliation. 

 

Many countries have experienced conflict and people have lived the sadness, 

the devastation, and the heart-wrenching grief. Whether or not we have 

experienced conflict directly, we are all able to imagine what it must have 

been like for so many people.  We can choose to exercise our imagination, to 

stand in other people’s shoes, to feel what it is like to be that someone else.  

We can choose to harness the incredible potential the tourism sector offers 

through direct contact with different people, an appreciation for diversity, 

and respect for others.   Such empathy is what compels us to act, to help, to 

contribute, to do our best to build peace and to save lives.   

 

This is why we are here today: to imagine, to share experiences, to learn 

from one another, and to pave a path for peace, reconciliation and 

sustainable development through tourism.  It is fitting that we meet in this 

beautiful country, Sri Lanka, which bears the deep scars of conflict and the 

inspiring lessons of resilience, healing, strength and progress.  

 

I am honored to be with you today to share some of our experiences at the 

Petra National Trust in Jordan. Established in 1989, PNT is Jordan’s oldest 

national non-governmental organization working in the field of heritage 
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preservation and awareness.  Our mission is to protect and preserve the 

archeological, natural and cultural heritage of Petra and its region. 

 

In almost every aspect of our work, we intersect with the tourism sector.  

This interaction presents us with our greatest challenge and our best 

opportunities at the same time.  The challenge comes from running up 

against a misguided understanding of tourism investment and promotion 

needs – often at odds with site integrity, authenticity, local community rights 

and the very future of tourism in Petra.  Yet we recognize the invaluable 

potential and power of the tourism sector in an enlightened environment that 

integrates preservation in policies, and fosters effective management and 

legal frameworks.  Daily, and in every aspect of our work, we strive to 

achieve a workable balance between the demands of tourism development 

and the requirements of preservation.   

 

To achieve this balance, we seek to place culture and heritage preservation at 

the center of tourism promotion policies and practices – not to be considered 

as one type of tourism, but instead to inform and develop a sensitive and 

inclusive “tourism ethos” and build an open, tolerant and enabling space for 

people to flourish. 

 

Tourism in numbers alone is not enough to create this space.  The 

continuously increasing numbers of visitors to Petra in the past decade, for 

example, did little to ease the palpable tension among the tribes of the six 
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villages of Petra. Historically, the history, location, social and economic 

development of the various villages determined the degree of participation in 

and benefit from the tourism industry. These factors favored the people of 

Wadi Musa disproportionately, and the Bdul, the original inhabitants of the 

caves of Petra, used their creativity and wily business acumen to cut into that 

share.  Tensions further worsened in the late 1970s when the Bdul were 

relocated to the village of Um Seyhoun, lands considered a tribal front for 

the Hassanat tribe.  The conflict persisted culminating in a fatal shooting in 

the 1990s between the two tribes.  Even today, the local authorities in Petra 

are looking at options to relocate the Bdul community once again away from 

the site, in what I believe is a short-sighted and ill-conceived attempt to 

resolve the issue. 

 

The Petra National Trust conducted a number of informal surveys that 

suggest that when tourism is poorly managed, societal tensions persist, local 

communities’ connection to their heritage weakens, responsible practices 

around tourism sites suffer and local culture and values erode. Tensions are 

further exacerbated in times of economic instability. Often, economic 

difficulties create fertile ground for the eruption of long-standing tensions.  

Since 2011, tourist numbers to Petra saw a 65% percent drop as a result of 

regional conflict, and in that period the region witnessed a number of 

confrontations with authorities that on a number of occasions took a violent 

and destructive turn. 
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The development of sound management plans, committed implementation, 

inter-sectoral partnerships and a supporting legal framework are necessary 

for tourism to play a constructive role in the social, economic and political 

landscape. And in today’s globalized world, tourism, culture and heritage are 

more closely linked than ever before. 

 

Tourist numbers are staggering: 1.184 billion tourists traveled outside their 

countries' borders for at least one night in 2015.  As international travel 

grows, more and more people experience other cultures, societies and 

civilizations.  Culture is what makes new destinations different, interesting 

and attractive.  

 

Cultural heritage is directly linked to identity.  Our heritage informs who we 

are and how we see ourselves.  In its tangible form through monuments and 

buildings we see incredible human will to innovate and produce.  Through 

movement of people and trade routes we see the building of economies and 

connections across peoples and civilizations.  Through its intangible 

representation, in practices, traditions, expressions, knowledge and skills, we 

form our way of life. Often narrow definitions of identity lie at the root of 

conflict.  We must make the conscious and deliberate effort to build an 

inclusive and open sense of identity that embraces diversity. 

 

We need to care because this common thread of human history manifested in 

our global cultural heritage defines the values that we share as people. 
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Through the preservation of our cultural heritage we reinforce those 

common values that we all hold dear.  We build future generations that 

relate directly to their heritage and see themselves as an extension of a rich 

and diverse past.  It is this awareness that engages the hearts and minds of 

people and brings them together regardless of nationality.  In my opinion, 

this is the only recourse to fighting extremism and hatred.   

 

But for both development and peace to flourish, the full participation of the 

local community is required. This is best achieved by including all the 

stakeholders as partners in a rights- and ethics- based decision-making 

framework.  Governmental authorities, international and intergovernmental 

agencies, non-governmental organizations, the private sector, and local 

community representatives must sit around the same table as equal partners.  

 

Local community rights are social, political and of course economic.  

Tourism offers immense possibilities for socio-economic development. The 

growth of the travel and tourism sector in 2015, estimated at 2.8%, outpaced 

that of the global economy and a number of other major sectors such as 

manufacturing and retail. In total, travel and tourism generated US $7.2 

trillion or 9.8% of global GDP and supported 284 million jobs, equivalent to 

1 in 11 jobs in the global economy. Here again, tourism can play a critical 

role if used as a positive and enabling force for change. National 

governments, international organizations and the private sector must work 

together to institute effective policies and practices to ensure a more 

equitable access to economic opportunities and to the benefits of tourism 
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investment, development and job creation.  I must commend the WTO’s 

Code of Ethics for Tourism, which is an excellent guide for the stakeholders 

in the tourism sector  

 

We can harness the possibilities of tourism effectively when we create an 

enabling safe space for people to imagine, to innovate and to flourish. But 

beyond the space itself, we have to prepare and equip people, and in 

particular local communities, with the tools to channel the benefits of 

tourism for their own development and wellbeing.  

 

The best preparation is a good education.  If there is one priority area that 

the tourism sector must support, it is the development of effective education 

and awareness programs that build an understanding of sustainable and 

responsible tourism, and an appreciation of culture and heritage.  Such 

programs must instill civic engagement values that include respect, 

responsibility, celebration of differences, conflict management, gender 

equality, and environmental sustainability.  

 

In 2010, the Petra National Trust developed an innovative cultural education 

program to address the gap in heritage education among public school 

children in the Petra region.  The program introduced children and youth 

ages 7-18 to the values of Petra (its history, its archeology; its people and 

their traditions; its biodiversity and its economy) in an interactive and 

engaging way that emphasized “learning through doing”, ultimately 
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connecting heritage to inclusive national identity, enhancing awareness of 

the value of heritage in daily lives, and leading to protection and 

preservation.   

 

Implemented in partnership with the government, the private sector and local 

community organizations, the program is developing a new generation of 

young Jordanians who identify with their heritage, who are critical thinkers, 

and who are active and engaged in their own development with a keen sense 

of responsibility towards their community, their history and common human 

values. We are building leaders and peace-makers, who are at peace with 

their history; at peace with their community; at peace with the world.  By the 

end of this year, PNT will have trained 2350 children, youth and their 

teachers.   

 

In the tourism sector, our sector, we have two fundamental assets.  We have 

the human asset, the people who create ideas, build experiences and make 

connections.  We also have heritage: our natural and cultural asset.  The 

continued growth and progress of the tourism sector therefore is contingent 

upon investments in human development (in particular education and 

awareness) and the protection and preservation of natural and cultural 

heritage. 

 

Tourism’s potential as a positive force for promoting peace and development 

is still undervalued in many countries.  It is a crucial generator of income, of 



	 9

knowledge and of understanding.  As we continue our deliberations over the 

next few days, we must build on successful examples and work together to 

achieve a paradigm shift towards an inclusive responsible and sustainable 

tourism ethos founded on the principles of heritage preservation and local 

community participation.  

 

We must consider the practical steps necessary to create an enabling 

environment to maximize benefits from tourism for everyone.  This includes 

ways to influence policy priorities, encourage better management, develop 

legal frameworks, empower local communities, and achieve a more 

equitable distribution of tourism income.  Tourism can become a pillar of 

sustainable development and a path to reconciliation, understanding and 

peace building.  Collectively, here and now, we must choose to imagine the 

possibilities tourism has to offer.  

 

I look forward to listening to and learning from so many of you, and trust 

that your insights and experience around these and other aspects of tourism’s 

contribution to development, peace and reconciliation will be most inspiring. 

I would like to thank Dr. Rifai for this invitation and the Sri Lankan 

authorities for their hospitality and for offering us this stunning setting, rich 

in history, natural beauty and cultural diversity. 

 

Thank you and best wishes for a successful conference. 

 


