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hroughout the history of economic thought it is clear that economy and 

environment have been linked frequently but not permanently, leaving an 

indelible trace through important facts that are subscribed in order to shall 

learn from them. Given the frequency with which this relationship is addressed 

in recent years, it might be thought that it is time to accept that the dependence of the economy 

on natural assets is absolute, and even more so, that it is an integral part of a larger system: 

the ecosystems.  

Looking at dates, we see that in 1715 the Physiocrats saw the land as the real source of wealth 

(Tableau Econome de Quesnay), how Adam Smith argued that the improvement of the 

agricultural sector was the necessary force to increase the wealth of society (1776, The Wealth 

of Nations), or the way in which David Ricardo exposed in the nineteenth century how the 

exploitation of agricultural land and natural resources of progressively lower quality led to a 

level of stagnation. In 1920, the Welfare Economy, Pigou emphasized the increasing 

consumption of natural resources in favor of a proportionately lower increase in service 

productivity. In 1955, Kuznets stated that low income levels are correlated with a growing 

deterioration in the environment, and in 1972 Meadows began to spread his observations about 

the limits of growth. The Brudtland Report (1987), the Rio Declaration (1992), the Kyoto 

Protocol (1997), the Stern Report on the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights (2007), the Millennium Development Goals (2008), the Sarkozy Report on 

Measuring Economic Development and Social Progress (2009), the Aichi Goals On Biological 

Diversity (2010), the Sustainable Development Goals (2015), the Paris Agreement (2015), and 

now the Declaration of Manila (2017). 

These facts, when properly disseminated and studied, allows to offer an analytical vision where 

natural capital is placed as part of the productive assets of a country. This evolution of thought 

and the syncretic process economy-environment is not a minor thing, since it leads to economic 

decisions (I consider that all decisions are economic) and all of them together generate deep 

changes in the economy, public policies and consumer behavior.   

The point is that if this vision would be general, and if the economic decisions that occurs in the 

markets were carried out in a rational way, the value of the intermediate inputs used in the 

productive processes would be modified upwards when considering in their accounting the 

depreciation for the "use" of natural assets, leaving a meager (proportional) gain as a residual, 

in addition to an increase in the value of the available goods and services. This condition, sine 

qua non, would make the investment fluctuate gradually from one sector to another, to those 

where the intensity in the use of raw materials was lower or zero (which means lower cost of 

production), or concentrate in sectors where the use of resources Natural, non-consumptive, 

innocuous and responsible (where there would also be a relative reduction of costs by not 

imputing the use of natural capital), eg an hydroelectric plant, where the consumptive use of 
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water from a river to generate electricity, and its willingness to pay for such use, leaves the 

quality of the water body almost untouched, which is why there is no room for thinking about 

internalization of environmental costs. 

The space for public policies would be to regulate the transit of the production of sectors with 

high intensity in the use of materials (raw materials) to those where they are characterized by 

the impact indicated above: null, responsible and non-consumptive.  

If we add to the above condition that the specialized industries in the production of sustainable 

goods and services enjoy favorable conditions for their realization in the market, thanks to the 

strategies that promote sustainable consumption as a habit and as a pressing need, we are 

describing the characteristics of a very desirable economic sector, relatively nimble capital 

return (especially when production specializes in services that are consumed at the time they 

are produced) and preferential markets based on strategies such as eco-labeling. It is not 

omitted to consider that these industries are also susceptible to receive subsidies and tax 

exemptions, as well as prerogatives of payment of special rights for discharges of polluting 

emissions to the air, water and soil. Here it is clear that the regulatory task is to foster 

entrepreneurship for the birth of these industries, their development and successful 

consolidation. 

If we look for examples of this type of desirable industries, we would find similes in the nature 

tourism (to mention some case), that is to say, in that activity where the load capacity of the 

areas visited is so important that the visitors are prevented to overturn The resilience of the 

ecosystem. Hiking, controlled snorkeling, nature watching, organized camping, kayaking, zip 

lining, etc. are activities that generate significant economic flows through the consumption of 

visitors in their place of origin, during the transfer and at the site visited, with a zero, responsible 

and non-consumptive environmental impact.  

From the point of view of statistical institutes it may be that we do not have to reinvent the 

economy or the national accounting, but maybe if we have to help diversify it. In this sense, it 

is necessary to consider as an option the inter-institutional collaboration in the generation of 

less economic and more socio-environmental cutting instruments, with the intention of 

accompanying the GDP as macroeconomic instruments for the design and implementation of 

public policy1. 

In general terms, sustainable industries (such as nature tourism), which we are describing in 

this document, can be considered to be largely the subject of sustainable tourism measurement 

(MST), so it is important to detail the features of the universe of the industries in their totality, 

and on this to do a discrimination to delimit the sustainable component and later to make the 

crossing with the tourist activities according to the classifier of corresponding economic 

activities. 

                                                           
1 See the 29 chapter from 2008 SNA. “Satellite accounts and other extensions”. 
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At the same time, it is clear that the MST's measurement is not about reinventing the accounting 

of tourism activity, but about generating data that help identify tourism as a service activity that 

generates welfare, data that accompany the GDP of the sector when it is used to the 

measurement and evaluation of the goals and objectives set by the countries, data for the 

design and implementation of public policies. 

Emphasis is placed on the word data, but this is intentional because it is important to move in 

the area of numbers, which must have sufficient quality to guide our users, and particularly 

those interested in tourism statistics, such like the public decision-makers. 

Considering that goal 8.9 from Sustainable Development Objectives (SDGs) has such like the 

following up indicator the variable associated with the number of jobs in tourism, data such as 

production, consumption and employment (which are largely jobs environmental, and many of 

them green jobs) in protected natural areas, archaeological sites, national parks, etc., to 

characterize more widely the policies aimed at promoting sustainable tourism that encourages 

the creation of jobs and promotes culture and products local. 

Object of measurement of Green Tourism and the formation of the MST 

In previous pages it was concluded that the measurement of sustainable tourism considers the 

activities related to the consumption of visitors and sites of nature whose environmental impact 

is null, responsible and non-consumptive. 

In order to establish a delimitation, let us try to imagine tourism activity as the universe of 

possibilities within which the MST process is found. In fact, we can roughly understand that 

tourism has at least two start-up components. In the first hand we have that tourism leaves 

a negative impact on environment, which does not consider the need to maintain a constant 

flow of services over time, which we will names like “Gray Tourism.” The second, which we can 

names “Green Tourism”, because it leaves a minor, null or positive footprint on environmental 

assets, so that at the outset it guarantees a flow of goods and services from natural capital over 

a longer period, or Permanently, or a quantitatively greater flow in an indeterminate period. 

In order to observe a given process such as MST, it is important to consider the tourism sector 

as the universe (A) where measurements have to be made, defining activities with smaller, null 

and positive footprints as the subsets of this large component.  
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Some pilot results 

The general scheme for obtaining results in the Mexico pilot study can be summarized as 
follows: 
 
- Information Shapes of Protected Natural Areas of Mexico, obtained through institutional 
arrangements with the National Commission on Natural Protected Areas (CONANP by its 
acronym in Spanish) 
 
-  Use of the national geostatistical framework, in our case counting as source the INEGI itself. 
 
- The information of the Economic Census of Mexico. 
 
- Use of free software like Digital Map of Mexico (MDM by its acronym in Spanish) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Today, there are not enough reasons to 
think that tourism itself is going to solve 
the environmental problems which 
generates. In addition to the goodwill and 
effectiveness of the policies that it 
implements, serious information is 
required in order to assume the 
commitments that correspond to it. But 
information must be quality, pertinent, 
truthful and timely, considering that at 
least it has to contribute to describe two 
processes: Negative externalities and 

positive externalities to the environment.    
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The free software allows to combine the layers of information and establish the area of 
influence, as well as locate the economic establishments that are there and thus download the 
census information such as income, inputs, taxes, salaries and wages, employed persons, etc., 
thus elaborating a production account to obtain variables such as Gross Production Value, 
Intermediate Consumption, Gross Value Added or Employment, in the protected natural area. 
 

Map 1 

 

NPA 

GEBA t 
GEBA t : Tourism Geoestadístic Basic Area 

NPA: Natural Protected Area 
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Map 2 

 

 
 
Additionally it is highlighted that we are working on the process of calculating the gross value 
added of economic establishments located in archaeological zones the country using the same 
scheme of work.  
 
Of course, it is clear that these pilots we are carrying out are fast instruments to generate 
immediate data for the monitoring of goal 8.9 but that they must be perfected and supplemented 
with other developments in order to arrive at the design of a more elaborate framework, always 
With the idea of strengthening the international project of the MST. 
 

NPA Cozumel 

Reefs 

GEBAt 

NAP: Natural Protected Area 

GEBAt: Tourism Geoestadístic Basic Area 

5 km from 

NPA buffer 
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Being 𝐴 to a tourist industry and 𝐵 other type of industry, the following sentences can be 

presented: 

- The emissions to the environment (𝐴𝑒𝑎) are lower than emissions from any other 

industry (𝐵𝑒𝑎), it is to say: 

𝐴𝑒𝑎 < 𝐵𝑒𝑎 

 

- The tendency of the emissions generated by the tourist industry, is to generate the less 

possible emissions as time passes 𝑡: 

lim
𝑡→∞

𝐴𝑒𝑎 = 0 

 

- The tourism industry does not generate emissions: 

𝐴𝑒𝑎 = 0 

- The tourism industry has positive effects on the environment (𝐴𝑝𝑎), that is to say its 

impact is always positive in the balance: 

𝐴𝑝𝑎 > 𝐴𝑒𝑎 

≅ 

𝐴𝑝𝑎 − 𝐴𝑒𝑎 > 0 

 

- The effect of 𝐴 Is positive in the environment with ratings all positive and zero negative: 

𝐴𝑝𝑎 > 0  𝑦  𝐴𝑒𝑎 = 0 

 

Considering that what is intended is to measure any of the aforementioned possibilities, a 

combination of them, or the total set, limiting them with the established conditions, which would 

also allow to establish classification criteria, that is, characteristics (of specialized and non-

specialized establishments) And related sustainable tourism. The complexity or simplicity of 

their quantification will allow the derivation of indicators with different levels of compliance and 

confidence. 

 
 
A economic brief history of the tourist activity 
 
It is important to note some considerations before commenting on some proposals for 
calculating the above conditions for (A). The first is that tourism has long been considered as 
an activity that has little environmental impact, ie its activities usually do not have the mark or 
do not generate the damage that can be caused, for example, the cement industry, Steel 
production, among others.  
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Secondly, as already pointed out, activities such as nature tourism, to put it in some way, are 
considered as environmentally friendly, where the use of their resources and services are 
usually non-consumptive, for example the Hiking trips, visits to theme parks, contemplation of 
nature, whose actions do not leave any kind of impact because they use the services of nature 
but do not appropriate them. When an individual goes to a national park, breathing pure air 
does not generate any consumptive use. The fact of standing in front of a great lake or big 
canyon and observing for hours astonished by the tranquility of its waters or by the landscape 
does not generate a consumptive use either.  
 
But if this sort of parks also have rules in which the least possible waste is generated, we 
consume as little water as possible, among others, we are talking about very clear cases of 
how tourism can represent in large part a defense ecological tourism.  
 
Then, taking up our economic analysis, we can say that the intermediate consumption of 
tourism industries such as nature is really very low, basically the added value they generate is 
much higher with few inputs, and on the other hand, the cost allocation For environmental 
degradation in these tourist industries also tends to zero. Then, there should be a trend in 
investment and entrepreneurship towards these activities.  
 
It is very important to names it such like the impact derived from tourism activity on the 
environmental frontier, particularly when it comes to a negative externality, is a second 
complement to the sustainable tourism measurement framework, precisely because the 
environmental impact generated by the Tourism activity is derived in what is not sustainable 
tourism, that is, we should start by classifying the options that have (A) tourist. 
  
For its part, the emissions generated or the footprint left by tourism, we would have to call it 
exactly as an impact of tourism on the environment, which is different from what is determined 
in this document as sustainable tourism. They are issues that are at different poles, so we are 
obliged to specify these differences in the same framework. 
 
To have measurements in the short term of sustainable tourism is equivalent to having 
information to accompany the SDGs 8.9 indicator, related to the number of jobs, to support in 
monitoring the target on the promotion of regional cultures, Natural resources, management, 
sustainable development and employment. 
  
A measurement in the long term will provide us with elements to think of an integrated 
framework where we can work perfectly with standards to measure the environmental impact 
of the tourist activity, as well as establish an adequate boundary between both measurement 
processes. 
 
Precisely how Canada is working with an integrated framework to measure the MST would be 
the answer to how to ensure homogeneity and comparability between countries for measuring 
the impact of tourism on the environmental frontier. The advances made by Mexico are 
considered as examples of emerging measures that give a regional or subnational panorama 
of the economic contribution of nature tourism. We have already approached both countries 
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with the intention of seeing how we can complement each other to support the construction of 
the MST with colleagues from the UNWTO expert group. 
 
Interinstitutional work 

For the development of ecosystem accounts, a fundamental factor is that of institutional 

arrangements, that is, in principle, an open, transparent and highly detailed dialogue is required 

with both user and beneficiary institutions of products from the measurement of sustainable 

tourism, it is possible to take advantage of the results and experience that we are developing 

within the framework of Mexico's pilot study on ecosystem accounts to achieve results on 

specific aspects and areas, such as the natural protected areas or archaeological zones of the 

country, which are eminently touristy but also contained in the country's environmental agenda. 

During the exchange of experiences and work with the National Commission of Natural 

Protected Areas of Mexico, when questioning about the process of financing for biodiversity, 

we worked on the issue of spending on environmental protection, which, when using a classifier 

such as the Central SEEA Framework allows to integrate in detail the expenditure for 9 large 

sections2, in which they emphasize protection to the air-environment climate, water and soil, 

spending on biodiversity, research and development, administrative expenses, among a set of 

slopes. 

The coincidence of the works allows areas such as statistical offices and those of environmental 

protection to have an exchange of information that allows novel measurements for economic 

and environmental sectors. In this sense, with the forms of information on natural protected 

areas it is possible to georeference them and to link them to economic schemes through 

directories of establishments and the use of economic censuses. This is achieved not only the 

geographical location of the same, but also the activities that are offered to visitors, income 

received, expenses, taxes, and so on. 

The link of processes and statistical offices of different sectors creates more strengths than 

doubts. For example, linking the basic geostatistical areas of tourism with information on natural 

protected areas and census economic information allows us to broaden our gaze and begin to 

interweave important conclusions. If there is also a simple technical scheme (such a mapping 

and statistics software) where the geographic framework is loaded, the other is to begin to cross 

variables and data to obtain phenomena as important as the economy of the NPAs, and If linked 

to measurements of ecosystem services, the value of nature can be conceptually broadened 

with the intention of finding explanations to support public policies in the sense of demonstrating 

that a protected area can cost less than the economic value enerated by the same in terms of 

economy, disaster prevention, nutrient supply, employment or inputs to production, such like 

pollination, or the provision of water and wood. 

                                                           
2 Classification of environmental activities. Anex 1 SEEA Central Framework. 
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It is worth highlighting the need to have additional information to characterize the study area, 

considering that the economic establishments subject to measurement or ecosystem services 

reach areas of influence of different dimensions for each Natural Protected Area. The 

recommendation is to have an approach with the stakeholders of the environmental sector to 

have data on territorial extension, characteristics of the site, sort of services offered, activities, 

sort of soil and vegetation, etc., so that a thematic monograph is prepared from which to 

establish criteria to mark an influence buffer and with that to delimit the study area. A greater 

delicacy would be to have information and maps on elevation and contour lines, as well as the 

use of natural land area (forests and jungles, human settlements, water bodies, etc.). 

As it is observed, it is of great importance to devote time to the integration of an inter-institutional 

and multidisciplinary work team, as well as institutional arrangements, considering a strategy 

and a roadmap to ensure an approach with the necessary institutions for the projects. Say both 

with those who generate the information and with the users of the same. 

The integration process and the exchange of inputs and ideas generate pleasant responses by 

different sectors and institutions, as they know other ways of working that are not accustomed, 

allowing to appreciate the valuable information that comes from this type of measurements and 

results Timeliness to derive indicators from tourism and environmental policy monitors. 

For the first pilot studies it was agreed to establish an area of influence of 5 kilometers, which 

covers almost all economic activities such as lodging, transportation, restaurants, etc., which 

already characterized can define if its reason of being obeys to the presence of Protected 

natural area, and therefore an object of measurement of tourist activity. 

Considerations of integral work: Sustainable Tourism 

As is mentioned earlier, Mexico, like Canada, has begun to make measurements in the 
Sustainable Tourism  topic. This measurement focuses on two stages: the first one will address 
in the short term the economic contribution of the Protected Natural Areas to Sustainable 
Tourism and will consist of an economic valuation of the establishments that are around the 
Natural Protected Areas (ANP), Through the use of georeferenced information of the same and 
of Geostatistics Basic Area (AGEB) with economic activities related to tourism. 
 
In the second part, a task that is long term, will analyze the topics as Expenditures on 
Environmental Protection and investment in tourism activities as well as the linkage of the 
Tourism Satellite Account of Mexico (CSTM by its acronym in Spanish) and the Economic and 
Ecological Accounts of Mexico (SCEEM by its acronym in Spanish), in order to create a 
methodological proposal to know the impact of tourism activities on the environment in physical 
units, as well as environmental protection spending and investment. 
 
It is considered important that these timely information schemes be used to generate proposals 
for indicators for the monitoring of sustainable tourism. This in principle generates certainty in 
the possibilities of measuring the tourism-environment economic link. In a second moment it 
generates technical capacities in the countries. In a third moment it generates socialization of 
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knowledge at the international level. Of course, in the final analysis, there is certainty in the 
production of information that surrounds the generated indicator, but in a short period of time 
the tendency is to be comparable by incorporating the best international practices in national 
accounting. 
 
 
Final comments 
 
Among the first conclusions that we can share with our colleagues from other institutions, it is 
important to recognize that measurements that offer quick and accurate results are not always 
accompanied by complex schemes or formats for their development. It is admitted that the tools 
can be complex, but not the approach and the results. In our case, we prefer to leave the 
complex to be resolved by specialists, and we make the approach and generate results. 


