ABSTRACT

Policy Agenda for Climate Change Mitigation through Sustainable Tourism Development in the Outer Banks, North Carolina

The continued growth of international tourism over the last 60 years and increased dependence of national economies on tourism-generated revenues, elevate the relevance – across all sectors of governance – of concerted policy analysis of tourism’s complex interdependence with global climate change. With timely intervention, it is increasingly understood that sustainable tourism development can have an important role in the mitigation of climate change. Annually one billion people travel internationally. Travel thrives on favorable conditions including health, safety, security…and weather. This research analyzes the impact of climate change on the high-density tourism on the coastal area of the Outer Banks, North Carolina and promotes discussion of policy issues at the core of climate change and the role of sustainable tourism development.

This paper examines the dynamic chain of barrier islands known as the Outer Banks of North Carolina as a prime example of measurable impacts of changing climate. The Outer Banks is a tourism-based economy, hosting over five million visitors a year and reporting over US$ 1 billion in direct tourism revenues – the leading sector in employment generation. In the last decade this chain of barrier islands has seen hundreds of ocean front rental and second homes, hospitality, and tourism facilities fall victim to the sea; “nor’easters,” hurricanes, and sea-level rise combined with an economic boom in the late 1990s contributed to a significant number of losses. In south Nags Head, North Carolina alone, today 59 vacation beach homes sit in peril of increasingly intense storms and rising sea levels, and, as a result, are condemned for habitation and removed from revenue generating tax levies.

Recommendations in this paper address challenges facing the shores of North Carolina and support the effort to engage policy makers in recognition and discussion of sustainable forms of tourism development in the mitigation of climate change in the United States.
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