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Abstract: Destination Marketing Organizations (DMOs) operate at many levels ranging 

from the national to the municipal and have evolved over the years to respond to the 

geographical and political realities that are associated with tourism supply. Alongside 

providing information to potential visitors, DMOs work to make a destination attractive by 

showcasing its unique aspects and attractions. As the appeal of destinations, cost of doing 

business and the destination brand may be affected by the possible effects of climate 

change, this study aims to identify opportunities and threats to municipal and 

provincial/territorial DMOs and their members as well as identify measures they are 

undertaking to address the potential impacts. A study conducted of Canada‘s provincial 

and municipal large DMOs was conducted in 2009. This research found that awareness of 

climate change in Canada‘s tourism industry is increasing, but more efforts must be 

undertaken to mitigate climate change. To address climate change and tourism, this paper 

suggests doing three things: (a) DMOs need to demonstrate leadership about climate 

change education and mitigation to all their members; (b) government policy and action 

are needed to provide incentives for industry to address climate change; and (c) industry 

members require further education to take the steps necessary mitigate risk and to adapt. 

The internet has changed the DMOs‘ roles and how they provide information to the 

consumer; as such, they have been presented with an opportunity to take on new roles as 

educational and marketing providers. This paper will outline in the current shifts among 

Canadian DMOs and will discuss the key issues that are applicable to DMOs worldwide. 

Keywords: destination marketing organizations; climate change; leadership;  
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1. Introduction  

The global scope of the tourism industry and its reliance on the mobilization of almost one billion 

people each year make the industry an important contributor of greenhouse gases and to climate 

change. The World Economic Forum (WEF) estimates that the tourism sector is responsible for 5% of 

global anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions [1] Due to its size and dependence on its natural 

environment, tourism is particularly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change [2]. This study does 

not seek to detail or provide examples of specific climate scenarios but instead aims to understand 

opportunities and barriers facing tourism destinations with regard to climate change. Destination 

Marketing Organizations were the focus of this study as it is these organizations that represent much of 

a country‘s tourism product. 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) defines climate change as  

―…a change in the state of the climate that can be identified (e.g., using statistical tests) by 

changes in the mean and/or the variability of its properties, and that persists for an 

extended period, typically decades or longer. Climate change may be due to natural 

internal processes or external forcings, or to persistent anthropogenic changes in the 

composition of the atmosphere or in land use‖ [3].  

Although there is a natural cycle of climate changes [4], the extreme changes that are now facing 

the planet are agreed to be directly related to the rapid technological advances and population growth 

in the last century [4]. The UNEP/UNWTO [2] attempts to quantify the links between tourism and 

climate change and concludes that carbon dioxide emissions from tourism activities (transport, 

accommodation, activities) account for an estimated 4–6% of total emissions worldwide. If mitigation 

measures are not implemented, tourism‘s contribution to carbon dioxide emissions could grow  

by 150% in the next 30 years [5]. Arguably, if climate change is not properly addressed through 

adequate adaptive and or mitigation measures, it could lead to a shift in the attractiveness of 

destinations around the world [6-12]. While some locations could experience higher levels of 

attractiveness due to favourable temperatures, other destinations could become less appealing, causing 

a shift in visitation patterns [13]. The impacts of climate change on the tourism industry have been 

categorized into direct climatic impacts (e.g., redistribution of climatic assets among tourism regions), 

indirect environmental change impacts (e.g., water shortages, biodiversity loss), impacts of mitigation 

policies on tourist mobility (e.g., changes in tourism flows due to increased prices), and indirect 

societal changes (e.g., changes in economic growth) [5]. 

Destination Marketing Organizations (DMOs) are tasked with the role of marketing their region to 

travel consumers and travel trade intermediaries [14]. This study identifies the opportunities and 

challenges that climate change poses to Canada‘s tourism products in an urban as well as provincial 

setting. It then determines which DMOs have implemented initiatives to mitigate or adapt to impacts 

of climate change. Lastly, this study identifies barriers and incentives necessary to influence the 

tourism industry in Canada‘s different regions to increase their level of participation in addressing 

effects of climate change. This paper will argue that although some DMOs have undertaken voluntary 

efforts to address climate change, leadership and education is absent and national legislation is needed 

if climate change is to be addressed in the tourism industry.  
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1.1. Climate Change and Tourism—A Canadian Context 

Tourism is one of the leading growth sectors in Canada. Approximately 30 million non-resident 

travellers entered Canada in 2007—as well as approximately 34 million Canadians travelling within 

the country. Business and leisure travellers (both international and domestic) spent a total of $70.6 

billion in Canada in 2007 alone [15]. Foreign travellers account for 23% of total Canadian tourism 

expenditures, making tourism an important export industry [15,16]. The impacts of climate change 

may positively affect Canada‘s key tourism product especially with references to the recreational and 

nature-based tourism industry in Canada [17]. Warm weather outdoor recreational activities such as 

summer festivals, campgrounds, golfing, and public beach access could experience benefits from the 

longer operating seasons [12,18,19]. Conversely, winter recreation activities may be negatively 

affected, which may result in a decline or elimination of sports such as skiing, snowmobiling, or 

tourism related events such as winter festivals [17,18]. For example, the Canadian Rocky Mountains 

experienced a 25% decrease in glacier coverage in the 20th century [17].  

―Many of the species that Canada features in its tourism marketing (whales, otters, caribou, 

polar bears) are already endangered, and rapid changes in their habitat increase the risk of 

their extinction. Habitat changes such as the warming of Canada‘s boreal forest is encouraging 

the spread of new pests and diseases such as the pine beetle which reduce valuable timber 

inventories and blight the landscape and aesthetics sought by visitors‖ ([9], p. 41). 

As increasing studies about tourism and climate change outline [7,8,20-23], tourism will be affected 

and efforts are increasingly needed to curtail negative impacts. There are two measures within tourism 

that are used to address climate change: mitigation and adaptation. Mitigation usually refers to 

reducing greenhouse gas emissions so as to lessen the impact of tourism on climate change whereas 

adaptation refers to adapting or modifying actions or activities to adjust to a changing climate. Within 

a destination context, many tourism operations and organizations rely on marketing their offerings 

through a DMO, whether they are urban or rural based. Understanding what DMOs perceive climate 

change issues to be and the efforts they are taking to address such issues may provide some insight 

into climate change mitigation and adaption.  

1.2. Destination Marketing Organizations 

DMOs promote their regions with the intent of increasing tourism to the destination or improving 

its public image [24]. Most DMOs in Canada are private, not-for-profit industry associations with an 

independent board of directors. DMOs bridge various sectors within the tourism industry including: 

hotels, B&Bs, airlines and ground transit, attractions, tour operators, travel agents, convention 

facilitators, retail operators and restaurants. Funding for DMOs come from a combination of public 

funding and revenues generated through membership and service charges. Many Canadian 

municipalities have sought to increase their tourism revenue by establishing DMOs to market their 

region to travellers and travel trade intermediates (e.g., travel agencies). In some municipalities, hotels 

can voluntarily charge a Destination Marketing Fee on hotel rooms, which is then channelled back to 

the DMO. Traditionally services provided by DMOs include promotional and advertising campaigns, 

publishing and distributing visitors‘ guides, online marketing, training, research and product 

http://www.hometravelagency.com/dictionary/tourism.html
http://www.hometravelagency.com/dictionary/destination.html
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development. One crucial market communication channel for DMOs has been the Internet, as 

information technology (IT) has transformed the tourism industry into a digital economy [25]. 

Although the integration of IT into the fabric of a DMOs overall marketing strategy is considered as an 

important key to success [26], the exponential explosion of information online has presented the 

DMOs with increasing challenges as well as opportunities in the information era. DMOs are 

challenged because of threats in their external environments such as the increased use of technology, 

changes in the industry‘s structure and market changes [26]. Additionally, many potential customers 

use alternative internet sources to find information about the destination, thereby challenging DMOs to 

provide relevant, added-value information which differentiates them from these alternative sources. 

As there is little action on climate change within Canada by the government to mitigate or adapt at 

this time, DMOs could be uniquely situated to address the issues of climate change in the tourism 

industry. DMOs link the interests of the tourism industry to government policy-makers and consumer 

demand. DMOs are also equipped to identify shifts in the marketplace such as increased demand for 

climate-friendly tourism options, and provide guidance and education for industry to meet the demands 

of new climate change legislation. Due to this context, this research sought to identify the current level 

of awareness, and efforts to address climate change by DMOs and/or their members. A number of 

Canadian DMOs are located in urban centres as it is these regions that serve as transportation hubs for 

travellers en route to other parts of the surrounding area, including rural and protected areas. In Canada 

there are 10 provinces and 3 territories and the country offers a wide diversity of products ranging 

from ocean activities (whale watching, boating, surfing) on the east and west coasts to urban and 

natural attractions (wildlife viewing, provincial and national park activities, outdoor experiences, 

urban attractions) in the interior and arctic areas. Although there are other smaller DMOs that provide 

information about rural areas, the larger municipal DMOs offer the widest range of products that 

include activities beyond the urban experience. For example, Tourism Calgary located in western 

Canada offers information on activities and attractions in both the Banff and Jasper parks as well as 

tour experiences in the prairie areas. Tourism Halifax, located on the east coast, has members from 

many different areas of the Province of Nova Scotia including rafting companies and hiking tours that 

are located outside Halifax‘s urban area. The provinces also have DMOs which market the entire 

province or territory. Provinces and large municipalities were contacted for this study to gauge the 

widest area for study. 

2. Methodology 

This research sought to explore the current issues and opportunities for climate change and tourism 

from large municipalities and provincial/territorial DMOs perspectives. As DMOs often play an 

educational role as well as providing access to markets for its members, this research sought to 

understand the differing views across a country which has a large geographical area and is facing many 

different issues that are the result of climate change. Qualitative research was used in this study as it is 

based on the premise that social actors create emergent social processes and power structures which 

may refer to common patterns in social interactions [27]. This research is qualitative in nature, as there 

is no ―formal‖ hypothesis to be tested [28]. This research is also inductive and interpretive, and in 

order to determine patterns, the following general questions were assessed including: 
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 challenges DMOs were facing as a result of climate change; 

 mitigation / adaptation strategies; 

 barriers or issues hindering the implementation of mitigation strategies; 

 perceptions of demand by travellers for more sustainable forms of tourism; and 

 tools and incentives needed to address climate change. 

A full list of questions is outlined at the end of this paper.  

This research compares the opinions of large municipal DMOs across Canada as well as territory 

and provincial DMOs. Although there are many levels of DMOs, large municipal DMOs were chosen 

in order to ensure that Canada‘s largest areas of Canada‘s tourism product were represented. Large 

municipal DMOs were also chosen for this study because much of Canada‘s tourism product is 

accessible through these municipal gateways including hotels, tour operators, attractions and events. 

As most visitors access Canada through municipal gateways, these DMOs often represent products that 

are located in national parks and other fragile areas as these members gain increased market access. 

Table 1 outlines the municipalities represented. A 70% response rate was obtained (19 of 27 DMOs 

who were contacted for this survey responded). Equal representation from across Canada was gained. 

Table 1. Municipal DMOs Interviews and geographic location. 

DMOs 

West Coast: Vancouver 

Prairies: Saskatoon, Winnipeg 

Rockies: Calgary, Edmonton 

Central: Montreal, Toronto, Ottawa, Quebec City 

Eastern: Halifax 

Northern/Arctic: Whitehorse 

Provinces/Territories: 

Northwest Territories, Nunavut, Ontario, 

Manitoba, British Columbia, Nova Scotia, 

Prince Edward Island 

 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. The measure was reliable as all 

interviewees were asked the same 17 questions with questions provided in advance to help avoid 

interviewer bias and interviews were conducted with CEO‘s to ensure data reliability. Informed and 

written consent was obtained from each respondent. Data collection took place in 2009. Due to the 

large geographic area, telephone interviews were conducted and were between one to two hours in 

length. Responses were then coded using ‗latent coding‘ [29] and responses grouped together to form 

themes. It should be noted that there are some discrepancies between what is said by the interviewees 

and scientific facts, as respondents were not climate change experts, however their viewpoints are 

representative of industry and provide key insights into issues pertaining to mitigation and policy 

development in this area. 
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3. Results  

3.1. Impacts and Challenges of Climate Change 

Respondents were first asked to rate the importance of climate change on the future viability of the 

tourism industry on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 indicating extreme importance. This question was asked 

on a global context to gain an understanding of the interviewees‘ overall concern. Most respondents 

agreed that climate change was a very important factor in tourism‘s future viability (mean response: 7.8). 

Respondents were then prompted to discuss specific issues in relation to their geographical area. 

Most of the respondents (located on the west and east coast and northern geographical areas) 

believed that climate change was extremely important (9 or 10/10) to the future viability of the tourism 

industry. Conversely, two respondents (located in the central Prairies) believed that climate change 

was of low importance (mean 5/10). These results may suggest a geographic divide in attitudes 

regarding climate change especially since, currently, most climate change impacts have been felt  

in coastal and arctic areas. Generally, respondents who identified climate change as extremely  

important also showed a heightened awareness of the impacts of climate change and identified  

environmental-sensitivity in their regions such as habitat and biodiversity loss 

Respondents who did not consider climate change an important factor in the future viability of 

tourism believed existing research on climate change was not conclusive enough to change tourists‘ 

habits. One respondent expressed scepticism about existing science, ―it‘s too early to tell the true 

effects of climate change on weather patterns and environment.‖ Another respondent believed that 

climate change will not have a ―dramatic impact on people visiting different parts of Canada and 

beyond‖ because people are ―reluctant to give up leisure travel opportunities.‖ This respondent 

represented a geographical area which has not felt many impacts from climatic change.  

Respondents also identified a variety threats posed by climate change to the tourism industry. 

Responses were consistent with previous studies outlining impacts [13,30] such as unpredictable 

weather patterns and the impact on seasonal tourism, in particular on winter tourism. Changing 

weather patterns also posed a threat to infrastructure. One respondent noted that their municipality 

could not support an increase in summer tourism large enough to offset losses to winter tourism. 

Disease epidemics were a cited as a potential threat by one respondent (such as the impact of the 

SARS outbreak on Toronto‘s tourism industry in 2002). In some instances, respondents identified 

specific tourist attractions that were threatened by climate change. Arctic regions claimed that there are 

more overcast days which threaten tourism driven by the Aurora Borealis. Eastern Canadian areas saw 

increasing ice rain as a threat to winter festivals, and East Coast areas expressed concern about rising 

sea levels in coastal communities.  

Several respondents felt the challenge posed by climate change on the tourism industry was a lack 

of awareness and action both within the industry and government and among consumers. Concerns 

included that there was still a lack of clarity on the issue of climate change, funding was not available 

to make necessary changes and there was a lack of knowledge of best practices to mitigate or adapt to 

impacts. One respondent felt that greatest threat was to ignore climate change until the impacts become 

unmanageable. In some cases, efforts to mitigate or adapt to climate change were seen as a threat to the 

industry. One municipality was concerned that businesses would cut travel to reduce their carbon 
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footprint which could disrupt the convention and festivals/events sector. Respondents also identified 

potential regulation of the airline industry and the costs that would be incurred to meet those 

regulations as a major threat. At the time of the survey, a recession and economic crisis was weighing 

heavily upon the tourism industry. Several respondents saw the economic crisis as a major threat 

because businesses were struggling to make profits and therefore were less inclined to adopt mitigation 

strategies that might require an investment of capital. 

3.2. Opportunities for Canadian Tourism Industry 

Respondents were then asked to identify potential opportunities for the Canadian tourism industry 

with regard to climate change. The two most commonly cited opportunities were the potential 

advantages of warmer weather (as Canada has historically been a colder weather climate) and the 

potential for Canada to leverage itself as an environment-friendly tourism destination. Respondents felt 

that Canada‘s tourism industry was less susceptible to climate change than other nations, and Canada 

could become a more appealing destination as such. As temperatures become warmer, potential for 

new tourism opportunities could develop. Some felt that the northern region would benefit 

economically from the opening of the Northwest Passage. One respondent noted: ―Many times we see 

people from the United States come… because there is sometimes no longer snow in the Northeast part 

of the United States.‖ There were several other opportunities identified by respondents. One DMO 

suggested that Canada has a strong climate research infrastructure in place, and Canadian tourism 

could benefit from being on the forefront of scientific research. Another saw the issue of climate 

change as an opportunity to educate and motivate consumers and business to adopt more sustainable 

habits and practices. Interestingly DMOs did not discuss their role in helping their members.  

3.3. Respondents’ Perception of Consumer Attitudes 

All respondents agreed that consumers are more aware of the impact of climate change than in the 

past. Increasingly, travellers are inquiring about environmental practices. However, most respondents 

felt consumers are not changing their behaviours as quickly their perceptions, and that consumers are 

not well-informed enough to make the right behavioural changes. This is consistent with other  

studies [20,31,32]. 

Respondents expressed concern about travellers‘ willingness to pay a premium for  

environmentally-friendly practices. One DMO noted a 2007 Lonely Planet study that concluded 93 

percent of tourists would prefer to travel to destinations with environmentally friendly practices, 

however, another suggested there is still reluctance to assume the additional expense. Most 

respondents believe there is a market for environmentally-friendly tourism although it is still seen as a 

niche market that is susceptible to economic factors. The industry wants to see returns on their 

investment in green initiatives, but there is scepticism about the level of consumer demand. At the 

present, DMOs see the business incentive for green initiatives as a ‗tie-breaker‘ that could provide 

competitive advantage when travellers must choose between destinations. Respondents did, however, 

note that the product which many visitors come to see are their members and therefore research is 

needed about consumer demand. 



Sustainability 2010, 2              

 

 

3456 

3.4. Initiatives Undertaken by DMOs 

The interviews then investigated ways DMOs had taken action to mitigate or adapt to impacts on 

climate change. This question was phrased as both internal measures and also as actions taken to reach 

out to members. Most respondents had not taken any concrete actions as they noted that their role was 

to market a destination, not be a climate change expert. A few (three) respondents had taken no actions 

to reduce their impact while some respondents have instituted measures such as carbon offsetting for 

travel and member education programs (those located in the arctic or coastal areas).  

Internally, activities that DMOs were introducing included setting up green teams and 

environmental policies to reduce impacts, however this was not necessarily in response to climate 

change pressures or impacts specifically. DMOs have also produced and distributed literature to 

members detailing best practices for reducing environmental impacts. When asked if the respondent 

organizations were sufficiently well briefed on the topic of climate change to develop internal policies 

and action, half of the respondents felt they were not sufficiently informed. Three respondents felt that 

it was not the priority of a DMO to develop environmental policies and that the task should be left to 

government regulatory agencies.  

There were a few specific actions that were taking place. One DMO is currently undergoing an 

audit of members‘ practices to determine their next course of action and to assess who is doing what 

sustainably. Another DMO undertook a survey of members to determine which had instituted their 

own environmental policy—however, again this was not directly related to climate change. Roughly 

half had a written policy in place for sustainability or environmental management but none were 

specifically climate change policies. DMOs representing Canada‘s three largest municipalities 

(Toronto, Vancouver, and Montreal) have introduced carbon offsetting for employee travel. Several 

other respondents are currently investigating carbon offsetting as a future option. Only one respondent 

rejected carbon offsetting as an option: ―I don‘t think we really believe in it. My personal belief is that 

it stops countries from cleaning up their act.‖ Some DMOs have initiated research on the impacts 

caused by members and interviewees did outline efforts done by some of their members on mitigation 

and adaption, however, it was limited.  

Some DMOs outlined member practices such as hotels or attractions obtaining LEED certification 

and energy reduction measures by accommodations and transport providers. These were few in nature. 

3.5. Barriers to Implementing Initiatives 

Respondents were then asked to identify barriers to implementing initiatives. The most commonly 

identified barriers were economics and a lack of policy or incentives for the DMOs to make efforts 

(half of respondents). Education and economics were seen as interrelated, and a combination of both 

was needed to overcome technical barriers. Half of respondents identified economic challenges as the 

dominant a barrier to implementing initiatives both internally and for their members. At the time of the 

survey the global financial crisis and recession were greatly impacting the tourism industry. Several 

respondents noted that the economic crisis could hamper progress toward achieving environmental 

goals. With money in short supply, businesses were focusing their resources on the best  

returns-on-investment. Several DMOs viewed green tourism as a niche market, and a less immediate 
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concern. One respondent noted: ―…climate change is what I term a ‗luxury issue‘. When we have 

time, we‘ll move forward and deal with it. ‖ 

One third of respondents also identified lack of education as a major barrier to implementing 

initiatives. Ways in which respondents defined education varied. Some respondents felt that there 

needed to be more education to the public, while others felt that industry needed more educational 

resources on the issue of climate change. Respondents wanted information on best practices from 

reliable sources such as government organizations or scientific bodies and all DMOs noted that they 

felt that there was a lack of action due to non-existent policies or leadership from government. They 

also wanted to know about effective strategies that have been implemented by other businesses and 

industries. Respondents wanted specific return on investment information for climate friendly practices 

and information on the business incentive for implementing initiatives. Specifically, they wanted to 

know what the market for green tourism is, and how to communicate effectively with them. 

The technical barrier often cited was the lack of professional expertise on the issue among DMO 

personnel. DMOs are chiefly marketing organizations, and they often lack the skills set or resources to 

dedicate to environmental initiatives. This technical barrier could be overcome by an investment in 

personnel or through educational programs. Investing in personnel has its own difficulties. As 

membership organizations, DMOs are accountable to the demands of their members. One DMO noted 

―I can go to people in our office and say you should focus more on selling (us) as a green destination, 

but they are driven by what the clients are asking for. And, if the client is not asking for it, then they‘re 

not going to provide it.‖ As with previous responses, many respondents discussed general issues of 

environmental management interchangeably with mitigation efforts while there was no real discussion 

of adaptation. 

3.6. Strategies and Solutions for Adaptation and Mitigation of Climate Change Effects 

DMOs were asked what actions would be most helpful to support tourism suppliers in Canada with 

respect to climate change. Again, coastal, mountain and northern DMOs were the most forthcoming 

with solutions as it is these regions of the country which have to date, experienced the greatest 

negative impacts. Regulatory incentives such as tax rebates for operations that achieve benchmarks, or 

penalties for organizations that fail to comply with standards were the most popular response. 

Education, communication, access to research and information sharing once again factored into 

responses, as did the need to establish a standardized certification body to set industry benchmarks. 

Most DMOs, regardless of location, said that industry is looking to the government for guidance on 

climate change initiatives. Respondents commonly expressed a desire for accurate information and 

standardization from the government. The respondents believed business will act more quickly where 

there is a financial or legal motivation. Respondents suggested most commonly that regulatory 

incentives should be introduced to the industry.  

―Whether it is a positive tax treatment, or investment capital, or whatever the case may be, 

that gets business to change their practices. The other approach is penalize them, 

individuals or business for bad practices, but either way it comes down to monetary 

decisions. ―Ultimately, you need regulation on [tourism suppliers]. You need people to be 

forced into doing it.‖ 
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Respondents also wanted a standardized certifying body to police the industry and provide 

consumers with accurate information. Respondents point to several green certifications that are of 

varying quality and questionable value and currently none relates to Canada specifically. It was 

thought that an industry standard could more effectively hold businesses accountable for their claims 

and provide an effective marketing tool.  

4. Discussion 

Although this study was on Canada, DMOs from around the world should take heed. As  

public-private partnerships, DMOs represent the varied interests of many tourist sectors within their 

geographic region, and therefore they are keenly aware of the impacts wrought by changes in the 

regional marketplace, and by policy changes on their client organizations. DMOs are also positioned 

well to assess the threats posed by climate change on their region as they represent a large number of 

varied tourism attractions and offerings to a diverse audience. This research found, however, that 

DMOs are not taking a leadership role in addressing impacts, or educating its members about climate 

change as they primarily see themselves as a marketing agency and are focusing on short term 

promotional issues rather than long term competitiveness. 

This research supports previous research [31,33,34] in that there is a lack of knowledge by the 

consumer and industry. DMOs noted that although they see an increased interest by consumers in 

environmental travel, most respondents felt consumers are not changing their behaviours as quickly as 

their perceptions, and that consumers are not well-informed enough to demand more sustainable 

options. Most respondents see the link between their behaviour and climate change and some efforts 

have been made to limit environmental impacts although these are preliminary and not necessarily 

specifically focused on climate change. As DMOs‘ primary focus is on marketing and value for their 

membership fees, a short term return on investment was seen to be a key issue. Although much 

research [7,19,20] has demonstrated the longer term impacts of climate change (especially to 

mountain, arctic and coastal regions), DMOs and many of their members are not considering the 

longer term impacts. Clearly there is a need for more education for both the industry and the consumer. 

If both consumers and industry are informed on the issues of climate change, consumer demand for 

green initiatives will likely increase and the industry will be prepared with the necessary tools and 

knowledge to meet that demand. Furthermore, as regulation is instituted, industry will need to know 

how to meet regulatory requirements in a cost effective way. Despite this need, there has been little 

pressure placed on the industry by the government to implement climate change initiatives. The result, 

therefore, is a piecemeal approach to climate change mitigation and adaption. From this research, it 

was clear that it should be the role of federal government to lead the movement toward climate change 

action by developing a comprehensive climate change strategy related to tourism and assisting the 

industry in developing and implementing adaptation and mitigation strategies.  

DMOs in different parts of Canada have different thoughts towards the severity of climate change. 

This is not surprising due to the vast geographical area and the many different climatic regions that the 

country encompasses. This research found that, although there are some opportunities for the Canadian 

industry to take advantage of the positive impending climate changes (increased seasonality, new areas 

opening up for nature based tourism and the consumers demand for destinations and companies which 



Sustainability 2010, 2              

 

 

3459 

are seen to be taken a positive stance), most initiatives to counter or adapt to the negative aspects 

(movement to alternative forms of energy, education, planning, etc.) are voluntary and few in number. 

Although climate change is becoming an increasingly important issue to the majority of DMOs 

interviewed, there is little climate change action and interviewees in all geographic regions are looking 

to government for guidance. Some authors state that regulation [20,34] and policy initiatives are the 

answer to regulating emissions and adapting to climate change impacts and this research agrees with 

such findings. As per responses from DMOs, unless Canada accepts politically its responsibility for 

reaching Kyoto, regulation in the tourism sector is highly unlikely as tourism is intrinsically linked to 

other economic sectors. There is a need for partnerships between government and industry to foster 

knowledge sharing, however, government must take a leadership role to ensure regulations are set and 

the tourism industry reaches its needed targets for GHG reduction [9].  

5. Conclusions  

Changing weather patterns make seasons less predictable, threatening the sustainability and 

viability of tourism sectors across the nation. Tourism also contributes to climate change and 

environmental degradation, effectively undermining the environments that are its most vital resource. 

Consumer awareness on the issue of climate change has had a limited impact on the tourism industry, 

but is likely to increase even more as education continues to be a key focus of climate change 

mitigation practices. It is essential that the very body that attracts the consumer and promotes the 

product—the DMO-stays on top of the challenges which affect it. This research looked at DMOs 

views and actions about climate change as DMOs market and represent much Canada‘s tourism 

product. Because of this role, it was thought that they could be uniquely situated to act as educators to 

their client-members on the issue of climate change, and as information providers to planners for 

future threats to the industry. This was not the case. In Canada, although climate change is becoming 

an increasingly important issue to many DMOs and their members, there is little action for climate 

change mitigation or adaptation.  

As DMOs situate themselves between public and the private interests, having both concern for the 

prosperity and sustainability of their industry and the region as a whole, it was thought that they could 

be instrumental in communicating the need to mitigate and adapt the effects of climate change to a 

broad group of stakeholders. The respondents, however, felt they did not have the resources to provide 

adequate training and planning for climate change mitigation. A critical issue for mitigating the effects 

of climate change is that a holistic and communicative approach that balances tourism development 

with other activities is necessary as it is difficult to regulate climate change and tourism as a separate 

function from other issues. This research concludes that the following action be undertaken to further 

this agenda: 

o Improve DMO education and awareness of climate change and provide them with the tools 

and best practices needed to measure impacts 

o Establish incentives for the industry to achieve environmental benchmarks and to adopt 

sustainability measures  

o Enforce accountable industry-wide standards to reduce environmental impacts caused  

by industry  
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o Educate consumers of the impacts of their travels on their host destinations to  

foster demand 

o Devise regional plans for the adaptation of the tourism industry to climate change impacts 

The responses provided by the DMOs for this research illustrate a clear need for more 

communicative and policy-based action with regard to mitigating the effects of climate change. The 

DMOs from this study note that they and the industry are looking to the government for guidance. 

Currently in Canada, policy does not seem to be forthcoming. If industry is going to shift, there must 

be more regulatory benchmarks to get the industry to understand their current situation and to respond. 

Voluntary benchmarks have been set by some industry leaders, but economic factors and the 

competitive marketplace constrain wider action. For actions to occur, an overarching jurisdictional 

body that enforces adherence to benchmarks industry-wide is preferable to voluntary benchmarks. At 

the time of writing, a nationwide certification scheme was being proposed and piloted in Canada, 

however, voluntary, often market-driven, benchmarks may appeal to the eco-conscious traveler, but 

there is concern about the long-term viability of this market.  

DMOs are recognizing an increase in consumer demand for operators who offer environmentally-

friendly practices, but these consumers are still considered a niche market, being too small a 

proportion of the overall marketplace to provide a sustainable industry. As environmental education 

increases, more consumers are likely to demand that tourism operators adopt responsible methods 

which may have a positive effect on mitigating climate change. DMOs see the potential for  

eco-friendly travel as a short term opportunity for market differentiation and this may offer  

some incentive. 

DMOs could function as long-term planning entities within regions. Businesses within the tourism 

industry are seen as being oriented toward short-term sustainability and this may have been further 

exacerbated by the recent global financial crisis. Though DMOs are chiefly marketing organizations, 

they have the potential to recognize and respond to the impacts of climate change in their regions.  

In some regions, the effects of climate change have already been experienced. In other regions, the 

effects are eminent. DMOs face increasing competition from other community-based or industry 

organizations that provide marketing services. For example, global events, individual websites or 

social media venues are often perceived as more relevant to inform the individual or organization 

about tourism options in a destination. As more people ‗experience’ a place, more focus will be put 

upon the attractiveness of a destination. As DMOs are feeling the squeeze from other forms of 

technology being used as a promotional tool and other impacts, education and leadership regarding 

climate change could become an added value proposition that they could offer their members. The 

DMO must be aware of how these issues affect their region, and prepare their members to adapt.  

While this case study was Canadian, implications for DMOs in other regions can be applied. It is 

clear that DMOs in northern regions will feel different affects from those in the South, and that 

destinations in the deserts and prairies will have different impacts from those on the coasts, arctic areas 

and in mountainous regions. For DMOs to serve as effective educators, they need access to adaptation 

and mitigation strategies and incentives that are considerate of their regions, while also having 

awareness about climate change on a global perspective. This research found that DMOs as marketing 

and educational bodies do little to work with their client members about climate change impacts.  
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It is important to note that the very nature of climate change is linked to a bigger issue—the 

dependency of tourism on a declining supply of natural resources. Without longer term strategic 

planning, the tourism industry in Canada and destinations globally, will not be equipped to deal with a 

changing future. The long-term, global threat of climate change affects all industries including tourism 

but until its effects are directly felt in terms of human life or prosperity, little will likely be done. 

Perhaps only when higher operating costs due to the cost of carbon, adapting to negative consequences 

such as snow making or flood defence systems or rising sea levels will changes be made. When 

destinations see reduced consumer demand as behaviour shifts towards sustainable tourism options, 

and brand images are negatively affected when evaluated on their sustainability credentials, will 

destinations react. Unfortunately, the tourism industry‘s lack of proactive measures may result in all 

the above—and these consequences will be hard to reverse. As public-private partnerships, DMOs 

could be uniquely positioned to undertake a role as educators, unfortunately they claim they are not 

equipped with the technology, finances or the knowledge to address these issues at the present time. If 

tourism is to move forward in this changing environment, something must be adjusted. Tourism is 

faced with two options. First, more effort is needed to provide industry with the necessary tools to 

transform their product into climate-friendly attractions—perhaps through auditing and/or improving 

environmental practices. Second, DMOs themselves need to realize that their very competitive 

position depends on adapting and changing for the future or they may soon become obsolete.  

This study looked specifically at the Canadian industry but the issue of climate change is global in 

nature. Further research to assess the ways other municipal marketing organizations have responded to 

the issue of climate change could provide insight into effective methods employed elsewhere and spur 

further awareness of the issue to the wider field of marketing organizations.  
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Appendix—Interview Questions for DMOs 

1. On a scale of 1–10, how important do you consider climate change to be in determining the future 

viability of Canada‘s tourism industry? (with 10 indicating ―of extreme importance‖) and why? 

2. What are the major threats and challenges associated with climate change and tourism? 

3. Where do you see opportunities for Canada‘s tourism industry with regard to climate change? 

4. What action is your organization taking to address this issue? If so, please explain in detail  

(e.g., developing policies, introducing education programs, certification, carbon calculators and 

offsets etc.). If none, Q 5. 

5. What action are you considering? 

6. Is your organization is sufficiently well briefed on the topic to develop an internal policy and or 

action program? If not, what information would be most useful to you? 

7. What other factors currently limit or prevent your organisation from taking action in response to 

climate change? (policy/technical/economic/other barriers) 

8. What do you consider should be the role of the federal government in general and provinces in 

particular with respect to climate change? 

9. What would most encourage your organization to develop policy/action for climate change in 

relation to tourism? What support, guidance, tools, skills and incentives would be most helpful to 

your organisation? 

10. In your opinion, what actions would be most helpful to support tourism suppliers in Canada with 

respect to climate change? 

11. Do you think consumer perceptions and behaviours are changing in regards to climate change and 

tourism in Canada? 
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12. Do you have an internal carbon neutral procurement policy or initiative? If not, are you 

considering one for your organization? 

13. Have you endeavoured to estimate the proportion of greenhouse gases contributed by tourism in 

your (province, city, sector) to Canada‘s overall emissions? Are you aware of any research that 

would provide a basis for such an estimate? 

14. What other tourism destinations are doing a better job in response to climate change and, if you 

are aware of any, what action impresses you? 

15. Are there positive examples and role models in other sectors (both Canadian and international) 

that you think could be useful exemplars for the Canadian tourism industry? 

16. Do you know of any reports or studies about the future impact of climate change on the tourism 

industry in Canada in terms of product, operations, consumer behaviour and perceptions? 

17. Do you have any further thoughts, suggestions to add to this issue that you would like to convey? 
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