Destination Management: Maldives
 
Written by: Julia Maria Glaeseke
Student Number: 2005057
Module Title: Sustainable Hospitality & Tourism Management
Module Code: BMIH5006
Lecturer: Dr. Huw Thomas

[bookmark: _gjdgxs]Executive Summary 

The purpose of this report is to critically evaluate to what extent the principles of sustainable tourism are present in the Maldivian Government’s five-year “Strategic Action Plan” (SAP). The SAP is divided into five sectors, one of which is the ‘Blue Economy’, and all policies, strategies and targets regarding sustainable tourism are discussed in this sector. The first two tourism policies in the SAP aim to boost economic growth by increasing tourism. The third and fourth policy aim to improve the lives of local communities, by strengthening partnerships between resorts and local councils and increasing the number of locals employed in resorts. The fifth and sixth policy help to regulate tourism growth and ensure that the Maldives do not exceed the tourism carrying capacity. Moreover, the guesthouse sector will expand as a sustainable solution for tourism growth, because of their limited impact on the environment compared to resorts. Lastly, according to Butler’s Life Cycle Model, the Maldives may currently be in the ‘consolidation stage’, and, according to Doxey’s Irridex Model, the locals may be in the ‘irritation’ stage of the model.

The report has two points of recommendation: first, the Maldivian Government should use their additional tourism revenue and reinvest the money back into the country. Second, the government should establish a plan to continue their sustainability efforts after the SAP ends in 2023. 
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[bookmark: _30j0zll]Introduction

The Maldives, officially named `Republic of Maldives´, is a small archipelagic country in the Indian Ocean that lies South-West of India and Sri Lanka (BBC, 2018). The country consists of over a thousand coral islands, many of which are uninhabited and lie just above the sea-level (Britannica, 2021). One uninhabited island, called “Thilafushi”, is used to store the tourism waste (Evans, 2015). Furthermore, around 45% of the inhabited islands are tourist resorts (Dani, 2021), and this number is expected to increase each year (Maldives Magazine, 2021). The country's unique geography and natural beauty attracts luxury tourism. This includes mainly families and newlyweds. Tourists land in the capital Malé and are then transferred to their hotel, either by seaplane or boat (Lux Resorts, 2021). In 2021, the Maldives expects to host 1.5 million tourists (UNWTO, 2021).

This report will critically evaluate to what extent the principles of sustainable tourism are present in the Maldivian Government´s ‘Strategic Action Plan’ (SAP) for 2019 - 2023, applying the three pillars of sustainability. The SAP’s purpose is to “restore central planning function within the Government” (Government of Maldives, 2019) and to demonstrate to the public that the new government has a long-term, sustainable vision (Ibrahim, 2019). Lastly, Butler's Life Cycle Model and Doxey's Irridex Model will determine the stages of tourism development in the Maldives.

[bookmark: _1fob9te]Maldivian Government: Strategic Action Plan (SAP) 2019 - 2023

In 2019, the Maldivian President, Imbrahim Mohamed Solih, announced the government’s five-year ‘Strategic Action Plan’ (SAP), a “central policy framework and planning document” (Government of Maldives, 2019) with the aim to guide the overall development direction of the Maldives. Particular focus is placed on how economic, environmental and social issues in the country can be improved in a sustainable manner. The SAP is divided into five main sectors, one of which is ‘Blue Economy’ (The World Bank, 2017):

“The economy and well-being of the Maldives is tied to the health and wealth of the natural environment, primarily the ocean. The largest contributors to the economy, tourism and fisheries sectors are highly dependent on the wellbeing of the ocean, coral reefs, beaches and marine life” (Government of Maldives, 2019).

All actions, targets and strategies regarding sustainable tourism are discussed under the ‘Blue Economy’ sector. There is a strict time-line for completion and a ‘lead implementing agency’ is appointed to each action and strategy. It is the responsibility of the Ministry of Tourism to implement the action plan and contribute towards achieving the government’s new vision of sustainable development. The SAP has been ongoing even amid the Covid-19 pandemic. In fact, 63% of the actions planned for 2020 have been commenced and 24% of the tasks have been completed (Corporate Maldives, 2020).

[bookmark: _3znysh7]Evaluation of the Principles of Sustainable Tourism 

[bookmark: _2et92p0]Definition of Sustainable Tourism

As the tourism industry continues to grow and reach more sensitive and vulnerable places around the globe, sustainable tourism has become increasingly important to elevate the pressures placed on those destinations (Cooper, 2021). Sustainable tourism therefore, refers to a form of tourism that is economically viable, and that addresses the current and future needs of tourists, the industry and host communities, and at the same time, protects the natural environment (UNWTO, 2005).
[bookmark: _tyjcwt]Principles of Sustainable Tourism 
Sustainable tourism is based on three pillars: economic, socio-cultural and environmental sustainability (Cooper, 2021). True sustainability can only be achieved when these three pillars are equally balanced (Circular Ecology, 2021).
[bookmark: _3dy6vkm]Economic Sustainability
The Maldives economy is heavily reliant on the tourism industry, as it accounts for 59% of the country's GDP.  Self-evidently, the SAP’s first policy is to “maintain Maldives position in world markets” (Government of Maldives, 2019) and one strategy is to “deploy more innovative approaches in marketing and promotion” (Government of Maldives, 2019). This can be achieved by, for instance, hosting events for travel writers and bloggers.
The SAP’s second policy is to “diversify the tourism products offered in the Maldives” (Government of Maldives, 2019), which is necessary to attract luxury tourism, as the island only offers limited activities. One strategy is to “develop yacht and cruise tourism infrastructure” (Government of Maldives, 2019), thereby entering a new niche market. The target for 2023, is for three marinas and one cruise ship terminal to be fully operational. This target has been partially achieved, as a new yacht marina was built in 2020 as part of ‘Crossroads’ - “a multi-island entertainment development and leisure destination” (The Triton, 2020). This strategy directly relates to economic sustainability; it enhances socio-economic growth, as it creates more employment opportunities for the Maldivians, and at the same time, may reduce poverty. Further, the new yacht and cruise tourism will likely attract more affluent tourists, which could increase the Maldivian tourism revenue and, in turn, have a positive impact on GDP growth. It is important to consider that although there are many benefits to this strategy, cruise ships especially are at risk for oil-spills, which could lead to detrimental environmental consequences (Singh et al., 2015). 
Further, the Maldives will expand their supply of bed capacities under the aforementioned policy. A minimum of 35,000 new tourist beds will be introduced over the five-year period, which will be split between resorts and guesthouses. This will allow the ‘guesthouse sector’ to expand, thus increasing the Maldives global market share. However, the bed capacities need to be fairly distributed among resorts and guesthouses. If the majority of bed capacities were to go to high-end resorts on private islands, then this would take away business opportunities for local Maldivians to enter the growing and profitable guesthouse sector (Maldives Independent, 2018).
[bookmark: _1t3h5sf]Socio-cultural Sustainability
The SAP’s third tourism policy intends to “increase benefits of tourism to local communities” (Government of Maldives, 2019). One strategy is to enable market access for resorts to purchase “locally made arts, crafts and cuisines, over imports”, which improves the partnership between resorts and local communities. Further, to strengthen relations between local councils and resort management, biannual meetings will take place. This partnership has already shown to have a positive impact on local communities, when recently in 2021 polling stations were established directly at the resorts allowing Maldivian staff to vote in ‘Local Councils Election’ (Ministry of Tourism, 2021). By providing access to the elections, social equality is improved for all Maldivian resort workers, as they now have equal opportunities to vote.
Tourist resorts tend to recruit from abroad, rather than to recruit local Maldivians. The SAP has therefore outlined a fourth policy to “increase the representation of Maldivians employed in the tourism sector” (Government of Maldives, 2019) by, for instance, formulating and implementing a minimum hiring requirement of locals, which resorts need to meet. In the case that resorts fail to meet the requirement, mandatory contributions to the ‘Travel and Tourism Fair’ (TTF) must be made. The TTF is one of the largest tourist events in India, that aims to promote the Maldives as a tourist destination (Karas, 2021). Further, to “increase awareness of career development opportunities within the tourism sector” (Government of Maldives, 2019), ‘resort visit programmes’ will take place for high school senior students. Moreover, annual tourism industry job fairs will be conducted to attract locals to available senior positions in the resorts. Lastly, to provide a conducive environment for local resort employees, the Maldivian government ensures that regular and reliable transportation will be made available for locals to commute between the nearby islands and the resorts. These strategies and actions directly relate to social sustainability, as they help to provide equal and fair job opportunities for the locals. In the long-term, this may improve social wellbeing.
[bookmark: _4d34og8]Environmental Sustainability 
The Maldivian Government's objective, as stated in the first policy, is to drive economic growth by increasing tourism. Economic growth is always at the expense of the environment - “air, water, soil and habitat” (Folk, 2021). But it is precisely the untouched nature, white sand, blue sky and the postcard idyll that tourists expect when they vacation in the Maldives. The government's challenge is to carefully maintain the fine line between economic growth and natural beauty. To regulate the Tourism growth and developments, the government has introduced a fifth SAP policy, which aims to “strengthen monitoring capacity and the regulatory framework governing the tourism industry” (Government of Maldives, 2019).
However, economic growth is limited by the number of islands and hence, there will be a maximum number of tourists that may visit the Maldives without causing any destruction to the local community and natural environment, which is called ‘Tourism Carrying Capacity’ (UNWTO, 1981). Exceeding the carrying capacity may lead to serious environmental consequences for the Maldivians and their natural resources (Hasmita et al., 2020). Thus, a number of regulations have been implemented. For instance: resorts can only build on 20% of the island’s land area and they can only be a maximum of two storeys high (BBC Bitesize, 2021). Further, since the Maldives have a “one-island-one-resort concept” (Latte Luxury News, 2020), one island must be left as a reserve for each new resort that is built.
Inevitably, the hotel tourism growth in the Maldives is limited by the numbers of inhabitable islands. The sixth policy of the SAP to “achieve sustainable growth in the guesthouse tourism sector” (Government of Maldives, 2019) addresses this issue and regards guesthouses as an alternative to international hotel chains. A guesthouse refers to a form of lodging similar to a Bed & Breakfast, that has already been built and is privately owned by Maldivians (Evertsdal, 2021). The advantages of guesthouse tourism are evident: guesthouses already exist and are built on a much smaller scale with limited impact on the environment and support the Maldivians with another source of income. Hence, guesthouses can increase tourism in a sustainable manner. The ‘Ministry of Tourism’ (MoT) and ‘Guesthouse Association of Maldives' (GAM) are responsible for formulating standards and guidelines for the guesthouse sector and by 2023, “at least 60% of guesthouse facilities are inspected” (Government of Maldives, 2019).

[bookmark: _2s8eyo1]Appraisal of Maldivian Tourism 
[bookmark: _17dp8vu]Butler’s Life Cycle Model (1980)
Butler’s `Tourist Area Life Cycle´ model (Cooper, 2021) suggests that all tourist destinations pass through six stages of development, when the number of tourists and time increase (Hwang, 2017). These six stages are: exploration, involvement, development, consolidation, stagnation, rejuvenation or decline (Sahli, 2020).
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(BBC Bitesize, 2021)

It may be argued that the Maldives are in the `consolidation´ stage:

Firstly, the number of tourists is exceedingly higher than the number of permanent residents (Rahman, 2021). In 2021, 1.5 million tourists are expected to visit the Maldives, but the population is only at around 550,000 residents (Worldometer, 2021).
Secondly, the Maldivian economy is heavily reliant on tourism with around a third of Maldivians employed in the tourism sector (Knoema, 2019). 
Thirdly, the tourism sector is still growing, with 14 new resorts being built in 2021, two of which are being built by the largest global hospitality chains `Marriott´ and `Hilton´ (Rozenn, 2021).
Lastly, tensions have begun to develop between the locals and the tourist resorts, as foreign employees are being preferred over Maldivians (Travel Trade Maldives, 2021).
[bookmark: _3rdcrjn]Doxey's Irridex Model (1975)
This model suggests that, as the number of tourists increases, the host community's attitude towards tourism changes (Wang, Pfister and Morais, 2007). These attitudes can be classified into four stages, ranging from positive to negative: euphoria, apathy, irritation and antagonism (Cooper, 2021).
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(Scholtz, 2014)

It may be argued that the Maldivians are in the `irritation´ stage of the model. Tourists have taken over the islands, thus, locals have less land accessible for growing crops and farming (The Maldives Expert, 2019). Further, overfishing to supply international hotel chains (Waheed, 2020) means that locals may not harvest sufficient fish to sustain themselves and their families. One limitation to this model is “the assumption that homogeneity characterises a community” (LSBU, 2014).
[bookmark: _26in1rg]Conclusion
To conclude, each of the six tourism policies outlined in the SAP directly relate to at least one of the three pillars of sustainability. It appears that the government has placed primary focus on economic sustainability, rather than socio-cultural or environmental. This may be acceptable because without tourism driving the Maldives economic growth, the local communities and the country as a whole would be unable to survive in the long-term. Further, the SAP directly addresses the socio-cultural challenges caused by tourism in the Maldives, and provides effective solutions with hiring regulations, partnerships and job fairs. Lastly, the SAP has introduced policies to regulate the environmental consequences that result from economic growth.
[bookmark: _lnxbz9]Recommendations
There are two main points of recommendation: 
· The Maldivian Government could use the additional tourism revenue generated from the yachts and cruises, and invest it back into the country, to support local communities and environmental initiatives.
· Butler´s and Doxey´s models both demonstrate the slow-down of economic growth caused by the depletion of natural resources, hence the Maldivian Government should establish a plan to continue their environmental, social and economic efforts even after the SAP ends in 2023, to achieve long-term sustainability.
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