
Keys to Sustainable 
Tourism 
©Ed McMahon 

Urban Land Institute
2019



Tourism is Big Business!
• Americans spend more than $850 

billion a year on travel and recreation 
away from home.

• Tourism generated over $60 billion in 
Georgia in 2017.

• Tourism generated $3.1 billion in 
state & local taxes in 2017.

• In Georgia, 450,200 people have 
jobs.

• Tourism is one of 3 largest industries 
in every state.



The Two Faces of Tourism



Tourism : A Double-Edged Sword

Benefits of Tourism 

• New jobs
• Expanded tax base
• Enhanced infrastructure
• Improved facilities
• Market for local products, 

arts, crafts, etc.

Burdens of Tourism

• Traffic congestion
• Crowds and noise
• Crime
• Haphazard development
• Cost of living increases
• Degraded resources



“The impacts of tourism on a 
community can be beneficial if 

planned and managed or extremely 
damaging if left without controls.”

Michael Kelly, AICP
Chairman, Tourism Planning

American Planning Association



How do you keep from harming the 
goose that lays the golden egg?



How do you 
prevent your town 
from becoming 
“Any Town” USA?



Mass Market  vs. Sustainable Tourism

• Artificial
• Homogenized
• Generic
• Formulaic
• It’s about Quantity

• Authentic
• Specialized
• Unique
• Home grown
• It’s about Quality

Mass Market                Sustainable



Mass Market Tourism

Mega- Hotels

Giant Cruise ships

Theme parks

Chain stores



Sustainable Tourism

Locally-owned businessesUnspoiled scenery

Distinctive destinations Historic buildings



Tourism
Mass Market
• High Volume
• High Impact
• Low Yield

Sustainable
• Low volume
• Low impact
• High Yield



All Tourists Are Not Created Equal!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Some tourist stay longer and spend more money without harming the place they come to see.



Ft. Lauderdale – 1980’s



Ft. Lauderdale - Today



Nature Tourism vs. Mass Tourism

• In Dominica, a island in the 
Caribbean, “stay over” tourists 
using small, nature based lodges 
spent 18 times more than cruise 
passengers spend while visiting 
the island.

• 80% of money for all inclusive 
package tours goes to airlines, 
hotel chains & other international 
companies. 

• Eco-lodges hire and purchase 
locally & put a higher percentage 
– sometimes as much as 95% 
back into the local economy.



Keys to Sustainable Tourism
• Tourism is about more than marketing

• Protect the product & the place

• Focus on the authentic

• Ensure that tourism support facilities fit in

• Interpret the resource/Educate the visitor

• Protect community character

• Get tourists out of their cars

• Link sites/enhance the journey as well as the destination

• Manage tourism and recognize limits



Tourism Marketing is Important



Tourism Marketing

• Positions a destination
• Promotes visitation
• Identifies and segments 

potential visitors
• Provides information 

about a place.
• The best marketing is 

word of mouth



The Image



The Reality



The 
Image



The 
Reality!
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Presentation Notes
The brochure is handsome. The city is not.



Lancaster County, PA

Presenter
Presentation Notes
World class marketing.



Lancaster County, PA
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But the reality of the place is at odds with the mental image that people have been sold through marketing and promotion






Keys to Responsible Tourism

Focus on the
Authentic



Regional Food

North Carolina Barbeque                              Low Country Cuisine                            

New Mexico Cuisine                                     French Market Coffee & Beignets



Music

Bluegrass                                                       Jazz

Blues                                                          Country and Western



Art and Crafts



Vernacular Architecture



Landscape and Scenery



Wildlife



Unique Ways of Life

Elkhart County, Indiana                                    Indian Market, Guatemala





Or the Unreal South?



Every Community Has a Story to Tell

• Sustainable tourism begins 
by inventorying assets.

• Some communities have 
more tourism assets than 
others.

• But every community has 
sites to save &  stories to 
tell.

Historic Hotel – Abingdon, VA

Downtown – Covington, GA



Birmingham, Alabama - 1963

US Steel Blast Furnace                        Civil Rights Demonstration 



Birmingham, Alabama - Today

Sloss Furnace National  Landmark Civil Rights Museum & District



Freedom Riders

THEN                                              NOW



Cherry Springs State Park, PA



The Night Sky



America’s No 1 Dark Skies Park



Lemons into Lemonade



Preserve historic buildings,
neighborhoods and

landscapes

Authenticity – A Key to 
Responsible Tourism



Every Community Has Places Worth 
Preserving

Lucy the Elephant, Margate , NJ Wigwam Motel,  Holbrook, AZ



Heritage Tourism
• Heritage tourists stay longer, visit 

more places and spend more per 
day than other tourists.

• 2.6 million more international 
tourists visited a historic place than 
went to an amusement park.

• 4.1 million more international 
tourists visited a historic place than 
went to a beach.

• 4 times as many international 
tourists visited a historic place as 
went to casino.

• 14 international tourists visited a 
historic place for everyone who 
played golf.

Source: Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, 2011



Average Length of Stay

• Cultural & heritage 
visitors – 4.7 days

• Other visitors – 3.3 
days

Source: Travel Industry Association of America



Estimated Tourist Dollars
Spent Per Trip

• Cultural & heritage  
Visitors - $994 per trip 
expenditure

• Other visitors - $611 
per trip expenditure

Source: Mandela Research, LLC.



“Among cities and towns with no 
particular recreational appeal, those that 
preserve their past continue to enjoy 
tourism. Those that haven’t, receive 
almost no tourism at all. Tourists
simply won’t go to a city or town that has lost
its soul.”

- Arthur Frommer



George Washington’s Home



George Washington’s Other Home



Context Matters

Mt. Vernon, Virginia

George Washington Parkway

Mt. Vernon Viewshed



Saving
Landmarks

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In Virginia, we have been saving landmarks,



Losing Landscape

Presenter
Presentation Notes
But losing the landscapes that give those landmarks, their large sense of meaning.



Keys to Responsible Tourism

Ensure that tourism support 
facilities fit in –

(hotels, motels, restaurants, etc.)



Hotels Should Fit-In

Environmentally                         Architecturally







Marriot – Vail, CO



Hyatt Regency –St Louis, MO



Renaissance Hotel – Minneapolis, MN



Adaptive Reuse

Quaker Oats Grain Elevators - Before Quaker Oats Hilton - After



Fairfield Inn & Suites – Keene, NH



Roscoe Village, OH



Roscoe Village Inn



Typical Hampton Inn



Hampton Inn, Lexington, VA



Hampton Inn – Sedona, AZ



Hampton Inn – Jackson, WY



Hampton Inn, Huntsville, AL



Holiday Inn, Leesburg, VA



Former Cannery - Astoria, Oregon



Cannery Pier Hotel, Astoria, OR



• Gen Y is the fastest growing 
customer segment in the travel 
industry.

• For Millennials, “interesting” is 
more important than 
“comfortable” and “authenticity”  
is more important than 
“predictable”.

• 84% of Millennials say consumer 
reviews play an important role in 
their purchasing decisions.



New Construction 
Should Enhance 

Community Character



How do you 
prevent your town 
from becoming 
“Any Town” USA?

























You Have a Choice!

“When a chain store developer come to town they 
generally have three designs (A, B, or C) ranging from 
Anywhere USA to Unique (sensitive to local 
character).”

“Which one gets built depends heavily upon how much 
push back the company gets from local residents and 
officials about design & its importance.”

Source:  Bob Gibbs, Retail Consultant, Birmingham, MI



Taco Bell – Anywhere in the World



Taco Bell - Virginia



Better Building Techniques

• Architectural Design Review
• Corridor Overlays
• Leverage
• Architectural Design Guidelines
• Form Based Codes
• Education & Awards
• Just Ask



Design Review

Alexandria, VA Key West, FL

Palo Alto, CA Asheville, NC







Design Guidelines



Typical  Super 8 Motel



Super 8 Motel – Goshen, IN



CVS Proposed



CVS Built 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Businesses that changed their designs in Carroll County – Wal-Mart, CVS, Walgreens, Tractor supply, Dunkin Donuts, Baskin Robbins



Leverage









A typical small-town service station with oversized signs, a brightly colored canopy and
gas pumps located in front of a nondescript building.



Compare the Shell Station to this Texaco Station in Charleston, South Carolina. 
Note the handsome building, the low monument style sign and the gas pumps 
located behind the building rather than facing the street.



Just Ask





Hardees – Red Wing, MN



Hardees – Asheville, NC











Keys to Responsible Tourism

Interpretation
& Education

Tour guides and Interpreters               Interpretative signage              

Historic Markers



Educate Visitors
• Educate and inform visitors to 

minimize negative impacts.

• Educating visitors about 
cultural heritage and natural 
environment helps promote 
understanding and respect.

• Communicating expected 
codes of conduct can reduce 
conflicts with residents.

• Displays, brochures, signs, 
information centers and  street 
ambassadors can all help.



Tell Your Story

Dolly Parton Statue, Sevierville, TN              Interpretative Markers 



Celebrate Famous Events

Lunch Counter Sit-In, Greensboro, NC



Celebrate Famous People

Babe Ruth                    Eleanor Roosevelt                Buddy Holly 



Celebrate Ordinary People

Waterman – Massachusetts                               Ranchers – Wyoming

Coal Miners – Pennsylvania                                 Unemployed Workers - DC











Louisville 
Slugger
Museum



Big Postcard
Orlando, FL



Integrate Art and Infrastructure



Water Towers – TX/SC/IA











Keys to Responsible Tourism

Protect Community  
Character



Community Character Matters



“We take stock of  a city like we 
take stock of  a man. The clothes 
or appearance are the externals 
by which we judge.”

- Mark Twain











What is the Value of a View?
• “You can put a dollar value on a 

view.”

• “Scenic landscapes have 
economic value, not just because 
you or I think they are nice, but 
because other people are willing 
to pay to see the view and to 
experience the unique character 
of a place.”

• “Housing, hotels, offices with 
scenic views always command 
premium prices, the better the 
view, the higher the price.”

Source: National Association of Real Estate Appraisers



Control Outdoor
Signs

Keys to Responsible Tourism











Oversized



Poorly
Planned



Badly
Located



Too Numerous



Issues to Consider

• Image

• Cost

• Effectiveness



Image



Cost





Effectiveness











Keys to Successful Tourism

Enhance the
Journey



The Journey is as Important as          
the Destination!

“The trail is the thing, 
not the end of the 
trail.  Travel too fast 
and you miss all you 
are traveling for.”

Louis L”Amour



“Thanks to the Interstate Highway 
System, it is now possible to 

travel from coast to coast without 
seeing anything.” – Charles Kuralt



“We all know the difference 
between a road that beckons…



and one that depresses”



Protect Scenic Roads & Byways



Scenic Byways

• Scenic Byways traffic 
increases  3.4 to 20% 
after designation.

• Visitor group spending 
per day, varies from 
$50 to $188 based on 
studies of 5 byways.



Scenic Byways

• “Scenic byways are a foundation for 
leisure travel. Leisure travel accounts for 
nearly one-third of all long-distance trips in 
the United States.”

• Source: Transportation Research Board, 2009



Blue Ridge Parkway

• The Blue Ridge Parkway is 
the most visited unit in the 
National Park System. It 
receives over 18 million 
visitors a year.

• The Parkway has an 
economic impact of over $2 
Billion a year in Virginia 
and North Carolina.



Link Sites Together



VA Heritage Music Trail



US Civil Rights Trail



Trail Categories
• Scenic – Blue Ridge Parkway, Natchez Trace
• Culinary – BBQ, Home Cooking, Diners
• Recreational – Rail Trails, River Walks
• Architectural/Historic – Civil War Trail
• Cultural – Blues Highway, Selma-Montgomery
• Wildlife – Coastal Birding Trail, Elk Scenic Drive
• Craft – Western NC Craft Trail, TN Quilt Trail
• Literary – Mississippi Literary Heritage Trail
• Water Trails – John Smith Trail



Provide Walking Paths,
Bike Trails and Alternative

Transportation Options

Get Tourists Out of Their Cars –
A Key to Sustainable Tourism



Get Tourists Out of Their Cars

• Walking is America’s most 
popular form of outdoor 
recreation.

• Today there are over 2000 
open rail trails in the USA 
totaling over 22,000 miles.

• Bicycling is America’s 
fastest growing form of 
transportation. 



Community Amenities
Sought by Homebuyers

 Walking trails/bike paths               - 36%
 Parks/natural areas - 26%
 Playgrounds                                  - 21%
 Daycare                                         - 14%
 Soccer Fields                                - 9%
 Golf Course                                   - 6%

- April 2004
National Association of Realtors
National Assn. of Homebuilders



Bicycling & Tourism

• Bicycle facilities encourage 
tourism & boost the 
economy.

• Bicycle facilities extend 
vacations and encourage 
return visits.

• The economic impact of 
bicycle facilities outweighs 
their costs

Source: Institute for Transportation Research & Education, NC State University, 2012

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Bicycle tourism has become big business.



Trail-Based Tourism

“ Studies show that the 
longer a trail is, the further 
people will travel to visit it, 
the longer they will stay and 
the more money they will 
spend.”

Source: Florida Dept. of Environmental Protection, 2015



Bike-Friendly Vacation Destinations 

• Cape Cod/Martha’s Vineyard
• Rehoboth Beach, DE
• Hilton Head, SC
• Virginia Beach, VA
• Outer Banks, NC
• St. Simon’s Island, GA
• Sanibel, FL
• Vail, CO
• Santa Barbara, CA
• Jackson, WY



Jackson Hole Bikeway System



Map of Off Road Bike Paths – Hilton Head, SC

Bike Path System – Hilton Head, SC                             Typical Bike Path – Hilton Head, SC





Bicycle Infrastructure Provides 
More Bang for the Buck

• Bicycle infrastructure is relatively 
inexpensive.

• Portland, OR has developed a 300 mile 
network of bike trails, bike lanes and 
bike boulevards for about the same 
cost as 1 mile of urban freeway).

• Investments in bicycle infrastructure 
have high levels of return on 
investment.

• Dare County, NC (i.e. the Outer Banks) 
says that a one-time investment of $6.7 
million on bike infrastructure has 
resulted in a 9-to-1 annual return.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There are three types of bike lanes.
Class 1 – Separated from traffic by a barrier
Class 2 – Provides a striped lane for one way bike travel
Class 3 – Provides for shared use with motor vehicle traffic



Keys to Sustainable Tourism

Recognize Limits
&

Tourism
Management



How many tourists are too many 
tourists?



How much congestion is too much?



How many RV’s are too many?



How many tour buses are too many?



How many fisherman are too many?



Over Tourism Can Breed Resentment



Tourism Must Be Managed

• Communities should always 
evaluate how many tourists are 
too many tourists? 

• Communities that don’t manage 
tourism run the risk of harming 
the place and breeding backlash 
and resentment.

• The goal should be to maximize 
the benefits of tourism while 
minimizing the burdens.



“Tourism can help the economy and 
preserve the environment, but only when 
local governments control development. 
Otherwise poorly planned development 

can harm the area, leading to 
environmental damage, low paying 

service jobs and chains of hotels and fast 
food joints wiping out local business.”

Source: Ecotourism in Appalachia: Marketing the Mountains, 2004 



Thank You!
©Ed McMahon

Urban Land Institute
emcmahon@uli.org
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