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In recent years, sustainable tourism and sustainable development have become key priorities across the global tourism industry. This assignment will be to present an overview of the progress of sustainable tourism, focusing on developments in Asia and the role of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in shaping ethical and environmentally conscious tourism practices. This essay will critically review how sustainability has been integrated into tourism policies and strategies across various Asian destinations and assess the effectiveness of these approaches in promoting responsible development and community wellbeing.

Sustainable tourism has become a global priority as destinations relies on the environmental, social and economic pressures of rapid tourism growth. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, international tourism reached a record 1.5 billion arrivals (UNWTO, 2020) and contributed approximately 10.3% of global GDP (WTTC, 2019). Although numbers declined sharply during the pandemic, by 2023 the tourism sector had recovered to 88% of pre-pandemic levels, reaffirming its critical economic significance (UNWTO, 2023). 
Travel and tourism also support more than 330 million jobs worldwide, making the industry vital for poverty reduction, community development and global economic stability (WTTC, 2022). As tourism continues to grow, sustainability has become essential to ensure that social, environmental and cultural assets are preserved for future generations.
Sustainable tourism is defined by the UNWTO (2022) as an approach that “fully considers its current and future economic, social and environmental impacts,” balancing the needs of visitors, host communities and the environment. The Global Sustainable Tourism Council (2022) similarly emphasises the need to recognise and manage tourism’s positive and negative effects. As global environmental challenges increase such as climate change, biodiversity loss and resource depletion. 
The public awareness of sustainability has grown significantly. Surveys from Booking.com (2023) show that 76% of travellers now want to travel more sustainably, compared to 58% in 2015, showing a major shift in consumer expectation. This rise in environmentally conscious travel illustrates why destinations and tourism businesses increasingly use sustainability frameworks and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) as strategic tools to remain competitive and socially responsible.
This project focuses on Asia as the chosen region for comparison due to its diverse and rapidly expanding tourism landscape. Asia contains some of the world’s fastest growing destinations, including highly developed urban centres such as Tokyo, Singapore, and Seoul, alongside culturally rich emerging destinations such as Vietnam, Thailand, and Indonesia. This variation makes Asia an ideal region for examining differences in tourism practices, sustainability strategies, and policy implementation (UNWTO, 2023).
The rationale for selecting Asia is based on these key factors:
1. High Tourism Growth:
Asia consistently records some of the strongest tourism growth rates globally, driven by rising middle-class mobility, investment, and destination competitiveness (OECD, 2022). This makes the region particularly relevant for analysing current tourism trends.
2. Contrasting Development Levels:
The region offers significant contrasts between advanced economies and developing destinations. These differences allow for meaningful comparisons of sustainability approaches, tourism infrastructure, and policy challenges (Hall & Page, 2019).
3. Leadership in Sustainable Innovation:
Several Asian countries have introduced innovative sustainability strategies in transport, hospitality, and community-based tourism—for example, Japan’s low-carbon mobility systems and Thailand’s community-based ecotourism programmes (Gössling & Scott, 2021). These examples make Asia a valuable region for evaluating sustainable tourism development.
By comparing countries across Asia, the research can explore how cultural, economic, and policy variations influence tourism development and sustainability outcomes within the region (Cohen & Cohen, 2015).
Community-based tourism (CBT) has become an essential element of sustainable tourism development in rural areas across Asia. Destinations such as northern Thailand, Vietnam, and Indonesia increasingly adopt CBT to empower local communities, diversify rural incomes, and support cultural preservation (Kontogeorgopoulos, 2017). These initiatives enable residents to participate in tourism planning and receive direct economic benefits, strengthening long-term social sustainability. In contrast, mass-tourism hotspots such as Bali and Phuket face significant challenges related to overtourism, environmental pressure, and resource overuse (Dodds & Butler, 2019). Managing sustainability in these destinations requires stronger governance, improved visitor management, and policies addressing waste, water consumption, and ecosystem protection (Cole, 2012).
Resort management also plays a critical role, as hotels often have substantial environmental footprints. Integrating energy-efficient systems, responsible waste practices, and community partnerships can reduce negative impacts while enhancing local livelihoods (Bohdanowicz, 2006). Furthermore, cultural sensitivity and meaningful local engagement are essential to ensure that tourism development respects local identities and gains community support (Salazar, 2012). By combining CBT in rural areas with more sustainable management in high-pressure destinations, Asian countries can move towards more balanced, inclusive, and resilient tourism development.
Angkor Wat represents one of Asia’s most prominent examples of overtourism. Attracting over 2.6 million tourists annually, the site has experienced extensive physical degradation, soil erosion, temple erosion and groundwater depletion (UNESCO, 2025). Increased tourism has heightened water consumption by hotels and restaurants, lowering groundwater levels and threatening the temple’s structural integrity. Cultural impacts have also emerged, as overcrowding has diminished the site’s spiritual atmosphere and introduced inappropriate tourist behaviours (Alamineh et al., 2023).

[bookmark: _Int_Yi3kpaVN]To address these challenges, the Cambodian government introduced the Tourism Development Strategic Plan 2012–2020, incorporating conservation-focused interventions such as visitor caps, raised entry fees to fund preservation projects, designated pathways to protect fragile floors and walls, and educational initiatives promoting respectful behaviour (Ministry of Tourism Cambodia, 2020). While these actions align with international sustainability frameworks, enforcement remains inconsistent due to limited financial resources and dependence on tourism revenue (Gössling & Scott, 2021). Consequently, the site continues to face tensions between economic benefit and long-term cultural preservation.
Thailand’s elephant tourism industry exemplifies the ethical dilemmas within wildlife tourism. Traditional attractions such as elephant riding, performances and photo opportunities remain widespread despite clear evidence of animal harm (Schmidt-Burbach, 2017). Training methods such as the “crushing” phase are used to subdue elephants, demonstrating the conflict between economic profit and animal welfare (Chatkupt et al., 1999; Kontogeorgopoulos, 2009). These practices have drawn global criticism, prompting significant scrutiny of tourism businesses and their CSR commitments.

In response, Thailand has seen the rise of ethical, CSR-driven sanctuaries such as Khao Sok Elephant Sanctuary, which prioritise rehabilitation, enrichment and observation-based tourism (Khao Sok Elephant Sanctuary, n.d.). These models align with SDGs 12 and 15, shifting focus towards conservation, education and welfare (Cater, 2023). While the growth of ethical sanctuaries demonstrates progress, harmful practices persist due to weak regulation, limited enforcement capacity and high tourist demand (SeeTheWild, 2025). This indicates that CSR-driven reforms must be supported by national legislation to ensure industry-wide standards.
The Phi Phi Islands, severe environmental consequences of marine and adventure tourism. This includes overcrowding, coral damage, marine pollution and waste mismanagement. The Thai authorities were pressured to close Maya Bay in 2018 (Department of National Parks Thailand, 2019). During the closure, they created large-scale reef restoration projects were implemented, and strict visitor regulations were introduced upon reopening, including limits on daily tourist numbers, boat restrictions and they improved waste management systems.

Due to the unfortunate consequences of overtourism it has demonstrated the effectiveness of strict government intervention and the potential for ecological recovery. However, regional consistency remains a challenge as many smaller islands lack enforcement capacity, illustrating the uneven application of sustainability policies across Southeast Asia (Gössling et al., 2020).
Cultural Sensitivity is defined as 
     “Cultural sensitivity is the ability to recognize, understand, and react appropriately to beliefs, values, norms, and behaviours of persons who belong to a cultural or ethnic group that differs substantially from one's own, without assigning a particular value (positive or negative) to those differences” mentioned by National Library of Medicine.
Cultural sensitivity is essential to sustainable tourism, particularly in regions where cultural heritage forms a primary tourism attraction. In Asia, cultural identity is deeply embedded in religious values, community traditions and indigenous practices. Tourism can support cultural preservation, yet without careful management, it can lead to stereotyping, commodification and cultural erosion.
At Angkor, for example, local communities report concerns about cultural dilution and loss of authenticity as traditional practices are adapted to suit tourist expectations (UNESCO, 2025). The expansion of tourism-related businesses has also led to displacement of local residents from their historic communities (Alamineh et al., 2023).
In elephant tourism, cultural heritage is similarly complex. Elephants have deep spiritual significance in Thai culture, historically representing strength, wisdom and religious symbolism (Cohen & Cohen, 2015). However, the rise of commercial tourism has altered this relationship. Elephants became commodities for entertainment, undermining traditional cultural values and reflecting broader tensions between cultural heritage and profitability.
Culturally sensitive tourism requires meaningful community participation, respectful visitor behaviour and policies that protect intangible heritage alongside physical assets. These principles align with UNWTO (2022) guidelines, which emphasise the importance of safeguarding cultural identity as a foundation of sustainability.
The SDGs provide a comprehensive global framework for sustainability. In tourism, goals such as SDG 8 (decent work), SDG 11 (sustainable communities), SDG 12 (responsible consumption), SDG 14 (life below water) and SDG 15 (life on land) are especially relevant. Cambodia's visitor management at Angkor aligns with SDGs 11 and 12 by emphasising responsible behaviour and heritage conservation (UN, 2025). In Thailand, welfare-focused elephant sanctuaries contribute to SDG 15 through biodiversity protection and ethical treatment of wildlife (Cater, 2023).
UNWTO promotes sustainable destination management through carrying capacity limits, community participation, transparent governance and destination certification schemes (UNWTO, 2022). Asian destinations increasingly recognise these principles, but implementation varies widely. Cambodia and Thailand have introduced policies consistent with UNWTO guidance, yet irregular enforcement and economic dependence on tourism hinder long-term effectiveness.
Cambodia's Tourism Strategic Plan supports heritage conservation through zoning, monitoring, educational campaigns and reinvestment of tourism revenues. Thailand’s environmental policies include marine conservation laws and wildlife protection regulations—demonstrate proactive measures, although their impact is limited by inconsistent enforcement (Department of National Parks Thailand, 2019). Across Asia, sustainability practices often remain guidelines rather than legally binding obligations.
East Asia often adopts technology-driven sustainability measures, including low-carbon transport, smart energy systems, and strict environmental regulation in destinations such as Japan, South Korea and Singapore (Gössling & Scott, 2021). In contrast, Southeast Asia emphasises community-based tourism, cultural preservation and nature-focused initiatives, as seen in Thailand, Vietnam and Indonesia, where local participation and rural development are central (Kontogeorgopoulos, 2017; Salazar, 2012). These differences reflect varying economic capacities, governance structures and tourism development stages across the region
The Welsh Future Generations Act (2015) provides a strong legal model for sustainability by embedding long-term thinking, prevention and collaboration into national policy. Although Asia does not have a comparable legislative framework, the Act illustrates how legally enforced sustainability can strengthen governance and policy consistency. The comparison highlights a structural weakness in Asian tourism governance where sustainability relies on political will rather than legal obligation.
Sustainable tourism in Asia demonstrates significant progress but also major barriers to effective implementation. Cambodia’s approach at Angkor has improved heritage preservation and raised awareness of responsible visitor behaviour. However, resource limitations and high economic dependency restrict the ability to enact more substantial reforms (Gössling & Scott, 2021). Thailand’s growth in ethical elephant sanctuaries reflects increasing CSR commitment, yet harmful practices remain common due to limited regulatory enforcement and profitability of exploitative attractions (Schmidt-Burbach, 2017).
Environmental sustainability remains a significant challenge across Asia. Rapid development, mass tourism and inadequate regulation contribute to habitat loss, pollution and biodiversity decline. Social sustainability is mixed: some destinations successfully implement community-based tourism and cultural preservation, while others struggle with local displacement and cultural commodification (Alamineh et al., 2023).
CSR plays an increasingly significant role in driving positive change. Ethical wildlife tourism, eco-certified accommodation, and community-based models show how private-sector leadership can contribute to sustainability goals. However, greenwashing remains a concern due to inconsistent evaluation standards and the absence of formal accountability frameworks (Gössling et al., 2020). Stronger verification systems, clearer guidelines, and transparent reporting are needed to strengthen CSR’s impact.
The comparative evaluation reveals that sustainable tourism in Asia has made meaningful progress but remains constrained by governance gaps, enforcement limitations, and economic pressures. Cambodia’s heritage management and Thailand’s ethical sanctuaries illustrate promising developments, yet inconsistent implementation and limited oversight continue to undermine long-term sustainability. Compared with Europe’s more legal frameworks and coordinated policies, Asia’s sustainability efforts often lack institutional support and rely heavily on voluntary compliance. Nonetheless, Asia shows strong potential through community-led initiatives, conservation-focused tourism models and growing public demand for responsible travel.
To support regional improvement, sustainable tourism in Asia must move beyond fragmented policy implementation and toward integrated, long-term strategic planning. Stronger legal frameworks are needed to ensure consistent enforcement of conservation rules, wildlife protection laws and cultural preservation policies. Corporate Social Responsibility must become more transparent and accountable, with national certification systems to prevent greenwashing and ensure that businesses meet clearly defined sustainability standards. Additionally, community participation should be central to tourism planning, ensuring that local people retain
cultural ownership while receiving equitable economic benefits. Technological solutions such as timed entry systems, digital visitor monitoring and data-driven carrying capacity assessments can reduce overcrowding and protect fragile environments. Finally, ongoing public education campaigns focusing on cultural respect, environmental responsibility and sustainable travel choices can reinforce behavioural change. When these approaches work together, they provide a foundation for long-term resilience and enable Asia to advance as a model of sustainable tourism practice.
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