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[bookmark: _GoBack]The World Tourism Organization, now known as UN Tourism, is the leading international body responsible for tourism-related issues around the world. Established in 1975, it has consistently worked to make tourism more sustainable, inclusive, and beneficial for both travellers and host communities. To really understand how UN Tourism functions, it’s important to look at who can join the organization and what each type of membership involves. With that in mind, let’s break down the different membership categories and explain how a country can become a Full Member.
UN Tourism divides its membership into three main groups: Full Members, Associate Members, and Affiliate Members. Each category represents a different part of the global tourism landscape.
Full Members are sovereign countries—independent states that manage their own domestic and international affairs. At present, there are 160 Full Members. These countries hold the most influence within the organization: they have voting rights, participate in major decision-making, and help shape UN Tourism’s policies and direction. In many ways, they are the backbone of the organization.
Next are Associate Members. These are territories that are not fully independent and do not control their own foreign relations, which are handled by another country. Examples include Puerto Rico, Hong Kong, and Aruba. There are currently six Associate Members. While they take part in meetings and UN Tourism activities, they do not have the same voting power as Full Members. Their role is more limited, but still important.
The largest group is made up of Affiliate Members, which number over 500. This category includes private tourism companies, universities, tourism authorities, research institutions, and other organizations from both the public and private sectors. Affiliate Members play a key role by bringing real-world experience, industry knowledge, and innovation into the organization’s work, helping to bridge the gap between policy and practice.
So, how does a country become a Full Member? The process is straightforward but strict. According to Article 5 of UN Tourism’s statutes, any sovereign state may apply for membership. Sovereignty is crucial here—it means the country must be fully independent and responsible for its own international relations.
There’s also some historical context. When UN Tourism was created as the successor to the International Union of Official Travel Organizations (IUOTO), countries that were already members could join automatically by accepting the new statutes—no vote was required. However, for countries applying after that period, the process became more formal. Today, a country must submit an application to the General Assembly, UN Tourism’s highest decision-making body. The application is then put to a vote, and approval requires a two-thirds majority of existing Full Members. This high threshold is intentional, ensuring that new members are genuinely committed to the organization’s goals.
These requirements help protect the integrity of UN Tourism. They ensure that member states are serious about developing tourism in ways that support economic growth, encourage international cooperation, and contribute to global peace and prosperity.
Conclusion
UN Tourism’s membership structure is carefully designed. Full Members—sovereign states—make the key decisions. Associate Members—non-sovereign territories—participate and share their perspectives, while Affiliate Members—including businesses, universities, and organizations—contribute expertise and practical insight. By setting clear and rigorous standards for Full Membership, UN Tourism ensures that everyone involved is truly committed to improving global tourism for the benefit of all.
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