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Tourism in the Global Economy 

If a picture is worth a thousand words, how many words can be represented in a video? 

Can any amount of words capture an experience? Many think not; therefore, tourism, for both 

leisure and academic pursuits, has become more popular with increasing expendable income.  

Over the past few years, there has been a specifically sharp increase in contributions of 

tourism to the international economy. Figure 1 displays the increase of world international 

tourism receipt value. Since 2003, they have doubled, accumulating up to $1.392 trillion USD in 

2016 (“International tourism, receipts (current US$),” n.d.). Tourism plays an integral role in the 

global economy. Some countries accumulate more for their tourism industries, as Figure 2 

illustrates. Connecting cultures while stimulating growth, expenditures by international visitors 

have facilitated success in a variety of related industries, such as hospitality and ecotourism. 

Ecotourism is directed toward visiting and observing wildlife which is typically unique or 

preserved. Whether the species is exotic or often threatened, people travel from various distances 

to view natural biodiversity.  

 

Fig 1. Increasing expenditures in tourism industry (“International tourism, receipts (current 

US$),” n.d.).  
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Fig 2. Ecuador’s international tourism, receipts (“International tourism, receipts (current US$),” 

n.d.). 

Ecuador is considered a biodiversity hotspot and is a prime destination for variety as it 

contains the Andes mountains, Amazon rainforest, and the Galapagos Islands. Ecuador gathered 

$1.449 billion from the entire tourism industry in 2016 (Figure 2). Ecotourism is specifically 

popular in Ecuador due to its unique geological and biological composition. The islands, home to 

Darwin’s discoveries of Natural Selection, as well as hundreds of endemic species, is among the 

most popular of these. From around the world or an hour and a half from the mainland, people 

flock to see the Galapagos, one of the most renowned ecotourism destinations in the world. 

Home to intense diversity in landscapes, geology, plantlife, and animals, the Galapagos is largely 

sustained by the revenue of its ecotourism industry. This situation has both positive and negative 

connotations, and ultimately, ecotourists are the primary facilitator of the industry and these 

impacts. 
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Benefits of Ecotourism: Economically 

In the Galapagos, ecotourism is a major component of their economy. As shown in 

Figure 3, Epler measured that of the $185.8 million dollars between June 2005 to May 2006, the 

Galapagos Islands’ economy was comprised of 53% from tourism. This field additionally 

employs roughly 40% of local residents (Epler, 2007). The success of this industry has a direct 

impact on the quality of life experienced by the locals who maintain it. Its restaurants, hotels, 

local experts and guides, transportation operators, etc., are supported by the money of the 

international community. This offers an opportunity of individuals around the world to protect 

what should be recognized as a global treasure. Rafael Correa became the president of Ecuador 

when Epler published his findings in 2007. Correa had a vision of shared responsibility 

regarding the conservation of Ecuador’s resources. Arguing that the species are not merely 

valuable to the country, but to the world, he urged others to alleviate national debt so the country 

would not be forced to generate revenue by environmentally-irresponsible means. Ecotourism is 

a mutually beneficial exchange in which international groups or people may contribute a range of 

funds to support the people of Ecuador, while supporting the sensitive ecosystems around them. 

 

 

Fig. 3. (Epler, 2007) 
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Educationally 

Typically, revenue from ecotourism is reallocated to support conservation efforts. The 

money which is collected by tours and museums provides a cohesive opportunity for exchange in 

which travelers, scientists, or students can learn and experience history and science. People of all 

ages should be exposed to nature and its variety. Ecotourism certainly serves a strong social 

purpose in educating and nurturing curiosity and adventure. In order for future individuals to 

visit these areas, they must be treated correctly. Irresponsible disposal of waste, overuse of trails, 

mistreatment of animals and plants can cause endangerment or extinction. The negative impacts 

create a need for quality management of ecotourism. There is a high awareness of this by the 

people on the islands and there are many efforts to be sustainable being pursued.  

Socially 

The Galapagos Conservancy employs many techniques in order to prevent damage to its 

islands both socially and environmentally. They focus on efficiency in water, energy, recycling, 

processing waste, sourcing locally, and hiring/fairly paying local employees (Sustainable 

Tourism in Galapagos, n.d.). Upon entry to the Galapagos, a $100 dollar fee is paid: 40% goes to 

the Galapagos National Park, 25% to the Galapagos Municipalities, 20% to the Galapagos 

Government Counsel, 5% to the Galapagos Marine Reserve, 5% to the SICGAL, and 5%: to the 

Ecuador Navy (Haines, 2012). Ecotourism has a direct relationship with the community funding 

of these islands. Those employed in the industry, for example as tour providers, are immensely 

knowledgeable about the wildlife and their education of their islands begins at a very young age. 

On the island Isabela, when children turn five years old, they begin dedicating half of their 

summer vacation to studying with the national parks. The guests of the park are required to meet 
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a variety of standards, such as employing these valuable local guides in the national parks who 

can ensure the safety of both the islands and the tourists (Galapagos National Park Rules, n.d). 

Trash, photography, camping, regulations are clearly communicated on the flight for all 

incoming passengers and in literature on signs on all of the islands. These social contributions 

are complementary to some environmental goals, such as raising awareness and generating 

revenue for research; however, there are more direct negative impacts to the environment from 

ecotourism. 

Negative Impacts of Ecotourism 

Unfortunately, there are many negative impacts of ecotourism socially and, 

predominantly, environmentally. Socially, the people on the island are limited to entering fewer 

job industries if they wish to remain living in the Galapagos. This ultimately restricts social 

mobility. Environmental damages are abundant among repercussions for ecotourism both 

unfortunately and ironically. The Galapagos Conservancy states that ecotourism is a “critical 

part” of sustainable development, due to its monetary facilitation of goals (Principles of 

Ecotourism, n.d.). This part seems far from critical because its continuation is slowly lowering 

biodiversity and ecological value. 

Environmentally, there has already been instances of ecotourism ruining the ecosystems 

which are being admired and funded. “Loving wildlife to death” has been written about around 

the world about fauna and flora alike. The Zoological Society of London is currently asking if 

our affection for travel and empirical relationships with nature are actually killing the nature we 

want to love (“Are we loving wildlife to death?,” 2016). The Convention on International Trade 

in Endangered Species of Wild Flora and Fauna has adopted an awareness campaign to inform 
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individuals about the prolific animals such as pandas and elephants, which are currently 

threatened. Across the atlantic, the New York Times  is asking the same question about the U.S. 

National Parks to become victim with increasing visitors (Duncan, 2016). From dumping soap in 

geysers to rampant poaching, Yellowstone is just one of thousands of examples of natural space 

being damaged by irresponsible human activity. The islands are too valuable to be treated poorly.  

Pollution 

Pollution is an unforture environmental side effect of ecotourism which cannot be 

unnoticed. The Galapagos has been menaced by tourists in past years, causing a variety of 

pollution. Noise pollution drowns out the calls of birds, such as the mangrove finch which is 

down to its last 100 birds. Nearby, “slick of oil shines on the surface of the water where hundreds 

of boats wait to receive the next intake of tourists” (Cadwalladr, 2012). Travel is perhaps the 

most obvious and most damaging element of ecotourism. When individuals use transportation, 

they are contribution to some of the worst causes of Greenhouse Gases (GHGs) in the world. 

Planes, cruise ships/boats, cars, all rely on fossil fuels. The oil drilled in Ecuador wreaks havoc 

on the ecosystem and the ecotourism is partially sustained by the very industry which damages 

one of the most biodiverse countries on the planet.  

Marine life is terribly disturbed by boats, losing coastal nesting grounds to humans 

settlements and exposure to trash and pollution. Pollution from the airplanes greatly threatens the 

quality of the environment. Flights are growing increasingly economically costly: “since 1990, 

CO2 emissions from international aviation have increased 83 per cent” (“Air travel and climate 

change,” 2017).  These emissions are even more damaging due to the nature of high-altitude 

emissions. Triggering a series of chemical reactions and atmospheric effects which have a net 
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warming effect, “the total global warming impact of each flight is thought to be around twice as 

high as the CO2 emissions alone” (Clark, 2010). Transportation in the air, water, or on the 

ground with clean energy would greatly reduce the environmental impact of ecotourism.  

Introduced Species 

Human involvement in sensitive ecosystems can lead to many unintended consequences. 

For example, the gradual wear down and erosion of trails and paths. Feeding wildlife can 

additionally confuse migration patterns, make animals ill, or accidentally introduce a new 

species. When individuals go through the paths, wildlife in those areas are being regularly 

disturbed. This puts the many species at risk for the introduction of life from nearby islands, or 

from outside of the country. The risk of invasive species throughout traveling is a major threat to 

the Galapagos. The scalesica forests of Santa Cruz, Isabella, Floreana, and San Cristóbal deal 

with the dominance of blackberries as one of the approximated 700 invasive species found in the 

Galapagos (Invasive Species & Biosecurity, n.d). In order to control the 550 species of 

introduced insects and thirteen introduced mammal species, massive attention and money is 

spent. These funds are directed at repairing the mistakes of previous visitors and mitigating 

damage, as opposed to improving and nurturing the valuable species. 

 Alternatives to Ecotourism 

Those who truly care for the environment and understand the fragility of these systems 

should not be ecotourists due to the damages caused from the flights to the hikes. On World 

Environment Day, LG released a video, showcasing “most famous landmarks in all its iconic, 

culturally rich glory” in which its 360-degree video is used to simulate the experience (Sin, 

2016). Many technological companies are attracted to this advancement and are pushing to 
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expand the applications to the virtual tourism industry which could better supplement the words 

and frozen pictures which lack interaction. The technology can be used to help the virtual 

tourism by allowing individuals to make more confident decisions in their destinations, or it can 

remove the travel entirely as it “enables us to convey the intensity and emotion of the travel 

experience” (Graham, 2016). Allowing people to briefly experience the environments does not 

necessarily always satisfy. Travel companies have been using virtual reality to advertise 

locations and in one study saw a “190 percent uplift in New York excursions revenue” (Graham, 

2016). The virtual experience may not be a completely seamless replacement, though more 

socially aware people may opt to reduce their carbon footprint in the future as the environment 

continues to face challenges from rising carbon emissions. Documentaries and new ways to 

experience information are possible substitutes for partaking in ecotourism. 

Are the Alternatives Adequate? 

The value of experience is unparalleled in learning; however, those most educated in the 

environment and the damages of ecotourism are often the participants. Those doing 

environmental research must travel in order to experience and observe. It is both ironic and 

unfortunate that the same activities facilitate both appreciation and destruction. These 

alternatives may not satisfy but should be applied wherever possible in order to reduce the global 

carbon emissions. There is a certain social responsibility to be upheld by those studying the 

sciences by which the material being studied should also be protected. Exploring the world 

virtually is a much less damaging method of gaining a comparable experience which can add 

some kind of depth to the material. The ecotourism industry does support the local economy, and 

 



 
ECOTOURISM AND SUSTAINABILITY IN THE GALAPAGOS 9 
 

without tourists there would be less funding to reinvest into the islands. The environment is 

better off left alone, but the economy necessitates movement, purchasing, and traveling.  

Conclusion 

Ultimately, while there are many benefits to traveling and experiencing ecotourism 

destinations, the environmental repercussions rival the benefits. Socially conscious and 

responsible traveling should be exercised, such as respecting the local environmental regulations 

and using precautions to leave the destination as it was found. Globally, transitions to more green 

technologies will support a more sustainable ecotourism industry. Transportation in the air, 

water, or on the ground with clean energy would greatly reduce the environmental impact of 

ecotourism. Alternatives should be applied as often as possible and while there is no true 

substitute for experience, it is impossible for every single person to see every destination on the 

planet. Investments in virtual technology which can provide more alternative ways to gain 

exposure can still help teach important lessons about science and history while raising awareness 

of biodiversity. When ecotourism sees the necessary investments and developments, perhaps it 

can become as sustainable as it should be.  
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