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Sustainable tourism 101
What it is and why it matters?
Sustainable tourism (often referred to as eco-tourism or green tourism) is a form of travel that aims to 

minimize the negative impacts of tourism on the environment, communities, and cultures. It seeks to 

balance the needs of tourists, industry, the environment, and local communities to ensure that future 

generations can enjoy and benefit from these resources. The principle behind sustainable tourism is to 

promote responsible travel practices that contribute positively to popular destinations.

The importance of sustainable tourism cannot be overstated in today's world. As tourism grows globally,

its impact on natural resources, wildlife habitats, and cultural heritage has become significant. Sustainable 

tourism addresses these concerns by promoting environmental stewardship, cultural preservation, and 

economic resilience. It ensures that tourism benefits not only visitors but also the host communities by 

enhancing their livelihoods and preserving their cultural and natural heritage.

The importance of data-driven approaches in promoting sustainable tourism ensures that travel can be 

enjoyable and environmentally responsible.

Facts, articles, and trends point to significant changes in the travelling mindsets:

• 69% of travelers actively seek sustainable travel options, showcasing a significant shift towards 

eco-conscious travel [1].

• ~ 60% of travelers are willing to pay extra to offset their carbon footprint, reflecting a growing 

trend towards responsible travel behaviors [1].

These trends have led to some analytical facts.

• Societal norms and perceived behavioral control are significant predictors of actual engagement in 

sustainable tourism activities.

• Big data analytics that is properly implemented can optimize resource allocation, leading to more 

efficient and less impactful tourism practices.

Eco-travel by the numbers

1.

2.
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Green hospitality revolution
How is travel becoming eco-friendly? 
The hospitality and travel industry is pivotal in the transition towards sustainable tourism. Several initiatives 

and practices exemplify how these sectors are contributing to sustainability.

Here are some examples of initiatives and practices:

Eco-friendly accommodations1.

Many hotels and resorts are adopting sustainable practices by minimizing energy consumption, 

managing waste efficiently, and using eco-friendly materials. For instance, eco-accommodations often 

use renewable energy sources, sustainable architecture, and water conservation techniques.

Sustainable transportation2.

The travel industry is promoting the use of electric and hybrid vehicles and encouraging the use of 

public transport, bicycles, and scooters. Some destinations are even investing in electric shuttles to 

reduce the carbon footprint associated with tourism.

Local and organic food3.

Restaurants and hotels are increasingly sourcing food locally and using organic ingredients to

reduce the environmental impact of food production and transportation, benefiting local food 

production communities.

Community engagement4.

Many tourism operators collaborate with local communities to create authentic cultural experiences. 

These initiatives help preserve cultural heritage and provide economic benefits to the locals.

Waste management programs5.

Implementing recycling programs and reducing single-use plastics in hospitality establishments are 

essential steps towards sustainability.
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Preference shift

Over 30% of Gen Z 
travelers choose 
eco-friendly 
accommodation 
and activities [2].

Digital integration

They prefer destinations 
with strong internet 
connectivity to stay 
connected and work 
remotely.

Eco-conscious decisions

They are more likely to 
support businesses that 
prioritize sustainability 
and local community 
welfare.

Several well-known companies in the hospitality and travel industry are leveraging AI to enhance their 

eco-tourism initiatives:

Case studies of big players in eco-tourism

Marriott International1.

Uses AI to optimize energy consumption in its hotels, reducing the carbon footprint and

operational costs.

Hilton Hotels & Resorts2.

Implements AI-driven systems to manage energy and water usage, contributing to its goal of halving 

its environmental footprint by 2030.

Booking.com3.

Employs data analytics to provide sustainability ratings for accommodation, helping users make 

eco-friendly choices.

Airbnb4.

Features eco-conscious amenities like solar panels and recycling programs, and uses data to highlight 

properties with sustainable practices.

Eco-tourism trends shaped by Gen Z
Gen Z travelers are setting new trends in eco-tourism by prioritizing sustainability and digital engagement. 
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Startups are often at the forefront of innovative solutions for sustainable tourism. Here are some 

trailblazers making waves.

Innovative startups leading the way

Too Good To Go1.

Reduces wastage by connecting users with surplus food from local restaurants and cafes.

EcoSwell2.

Promotes sustainable development in coastal communities through ecotourism.

LokaTrip3.

Provides eco-friendly travel packages and experiences focused on sustainability and local culture.
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Disruptions due to sustainable tourism
Sustainable tourism has created significant shifts in both societal norms and economic structures. While 

these disruptions are largely positive, as they promote environmental stewardship and long-term economic 

stability, they have their own set of challenges that need to be addressed.

Societal disruptions

Behavioral changes

• Tourists are becoming more environmentally conscious, seeking out eco-friendly accommodation 

and activities. This shift is influencing how destinations market themselves and the services

they offer.

• There is a growing emphasis on responsible travel behaviors, such as reducing waste, respecting 

local cultures, and supporting local economies.

1.

Community involvement

• Local communities are more engaged in tourism planning and management, ensuring that the 

benefits of tourism are equitably distributed.

• Increased tourism can lead to a higher cost of living in popular destinations, impacting locals who 

may not benefit directly from earnings.

2.

Cultural preservation

Sustainable tourism promotes the preservation and celebration of local cultures, arts, and traditions. 

However, if not managed carefully, cultural commodification can occur.

3.

Economic disruptions

Business model transformation

Traditional tourism models are being replaced by sustainable and eco-friendly business practices. This 

includes investments in renewable energy, waste management, and local sourcing. The shift towards 

sustainable tourism can initially be costly for businesses, requiring upfront investments in greener 

infrastructure and practices.

1.
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Job creation and economic diversification

Sustainable tourism creates new job opportunities, sustainable hospitality, and conservation projects.

It encourages economic diversification, reducing dependency on tourism alone by promoting sectors 

like agriculture, crafts, and local arts.

2.

Market adaptation

The travel and hospitality market is adapting to meet the demands of eco-conscious travelers.

This includes offering more sustainable travel packages and implementing green certifications

for businesses.

3.

Are cities and tourist locations ready for
sustainable and eco-friendly tourism?
The readiness of cities and tourist locations for sustainable and eco-friendly tourism varies widely and is 

dependent on several factors, including government policies, infrastructure, community engagement, and 

economic resources.

Factors affecting readiness

Government policies and regulations

Cities and countries that have implemented 
strong environmental policies such as 
incentives for green businesses, strict 
environmental regulations, and support for 
conservation projects, are better positioned 
to support sustainable tourism. 

Infrastructure

Infrastructure that supports sustainability, such as 
efficient public transportation, renewable energy 
sources, waste recycling facilities, and eco-friendly 
accommodations is key. Developing countries or 
regions may face challenges due to limited 
resources to invest in such infrastructure.
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Community and stakeholder 
engagement

Successful sustainable tourism relies heavily 
on the involvement and support of local 
communities and stakeholders. Programs
that educate and involve locals in sustainable 
tourism practices are vital. Tourist 
organizations must collaborate with local 
governments, Non-government 
Organizations (NGO), and businesses to 
ensure a cohesive approach to sustainability.

• Costa Rica is often cited as a leading example of sustainable tourism. The country has invested heavily 
in conservation, protecting about 25% of its land area, and promoting eco-tourism through numerous 
initiatives and policies [3].

• Barcelona has implemented a comprehensive sustainable tourism strategy that includes managing 
tourist flows, promoting off-season travel, and investing in green infrastructure.

• Iceland promotes sustainable travel by encouraging renewable energy, implementing strict 
environmental regulations, and promoting eco-friendly tours that educate visitors about conservation.

• Amsterdam has introduced various measures to promote green tourism, such as encouraging the use 
of bicycles, reducing car traffic in the city center, and implementing green certifications for hotels. 

• Barbados: Dr. Kevin Greenidge, Governor, Central Bank of Barbados, emphasized the need for 
investing in eco-tourism and sustainable business practices. The data revealed a shift in demographics, 
with younger, environmentally conscious tourists seeking authentic, eco-friendly experiences

Public awareness and demand

Two essential factors must be balanced to improve 
sustainable ecotourism:

• Grow tourists' awareness of the importance
of sustainability, which will, in turn, drive 
destinations to adopt more eco-friendly 
practices. 

• Destinations promoting their sustainability 
efforts attract eco-conscious travelers.

Destinations leading the way

Case Study 

Costa Rica's ‘Pura Vida’ initiative is a prime example of how data science and AI can be integrated into 
sustainability strategies. Remote sensors collect data on weather, visitor numbers, and wildlife movement, 
helping park rangers make informed decisions to protect sensitive ecosystems. By incorporating AI agents 
and agentic AI, Costa Rica can further enhance its efforts in sustainable tourism. For instance, AI agents 
can monitor and manage tourist activities in real-time, while agentic AI can proactively address 
environmental threats and engage tourists in eco-friendly practices.

Here are a few more destinations that are at the forefront of sustainability. 

Costa Rica's ‘Pura Vida’ Initiative
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Tech to the rescue
How Data Science and AI are champions
of sustainable tourism

Data-driven decision-making

Data science, analytics, AI, and Agentic AI are transformative technologies promoting sustainable tourism. 

They provide valuable insights that help tourism operators make informed decisions to minimize 

environmental impact and enhance visitor experiences. Several industry players have successfully

integrated data science and AI into their sustainability strategies. 

Here are some ways these technologies are being used:

Data Collection1.

The right kind of data pertaining to sustainable tourism and ecological KPIs should be identified, 

collected, and integrated into data warehouses so that downstream analytics and AI interventions can 

be performed effectively.

Predictive analytics2.

By analyzing historical data, tourism businesses can forecast visitor numbers, identify peak

seasons, and allocate resources efficiently. This helps manage tourist flow and reduce stress on

the environment.

Smart resource management3.

Sensors and IoT devices can monitor energy and water usage in real-time, allowing for optimized 

resource management. This reduces waste and ensures the sustainable operation of facilities.

Personalized travel experiences4.

AI algorithms can analyze visitor preferences and behavior to recommend eco-friendly travel options, 

such as sustainable accommodations, low-carbon transportation, and responsible tours.
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Agentic AI, referring to AI systems that possess a degree of autonomy can act on behalf of humans to 

achieve specific goals. In sustainable tourism, agentic AI can be leveraged in the following ways:

Proactive Environmental Protection1.

Agentic AI can be programmed to proactively protect natural resources and ecosystems. For

instance, it can detect and respond to environmental threats such as illegal logging, poaching,

or pollution in real-time. By taking immediate action, agentic AI helps preserve biodiversity and 

maintain ecological balance.

Enhanced Visitor Experience2.

Agentic AI can enhance the visitor experience by providing real-time information and assistance. For 

example, it can guide tourists through national parks, offering insights about the flora and fauna, and 

suggesting eco-friendly activities. This not only enriches the visitor experience but also promotes 

responsible tourism practices.

Collaborative Ecosystem Management3.

Agentic AI can facilitate collaboration between various stakeholders in the tourism industry, including 

government agencies, local communities, and private enterprises. By sharing data and insights, 

agentic AI can help coordinate efforts to achieve common sustainability goals, such as reducing 

carbon emissions, conserving water, and protecting cultural heritage.

Overcoming challenges with Big Data

Despite the benefits, implementing data-driven sustainability practices can be challenging. Issues such as 

data privacy, security, and accessibility can limit adoption, especially in less-developed regions. However, 

the prospects are promising, with advancements in AI and machine learning improving the accuracy and 

efficiency of data analysis. 
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Green horizons ahead
AI’s bright future in transforming tourism
While the shift towards sustainable tourism has notable disruptions in society and the economy, the overall 

impact is largely beneficial. While cities and tourist locations are at varying stages of readiness, with the 

right policies, infrastructure, and community engagement, many destinations are well on their way to 

successfully embracing sustainable tourism practices. This transition helps protect the environment and 

ensures that tourism remains a viable and enriching activity for future generations.

In conclusion, analytics, data science, and AI are pivotal in advancing sustainable tourism. They provide the 

tools to understand, predict, and manage the impact of tourism, ensuring that it remains a positive force 

for visitors and host communities. 

As the tourism industry evolves, AI and analytics will become even more critical. By embracing these 

technologies, the industry can ensure a sustainable future, preserving the beauty and cultural heritage of 

destinations for generations to come.
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