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1. Abstract 

This paper critically analyses sustainable planning and management practices in coastal 

tourism spaces, focusing on the urgent need to balance economic growth and environmental 

conservation. Coastal ecosystems are under increasing threat from tourism-related activities, 

leading to coral reef degradation, pollution, and biodiversity loss. This study explores key 

environmental risks and evaluates frameworks like Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) and Blue 

Flag certification schemes. By examining real-world models from destinations such as the 

Maldives and Costa Rica, this paper identifies best practices that integrate environmental 

stewardship with economic viability. Using a qualitative methodology supported by 

secondary research, the findings highlight the importance of integrated planning involving 

stakeholders, local communities, and regulatory bodies. The discussion advocates for a multi-

pronged approach combining ecological limits, community engagement, and green 

infrastructure to promote resilience in coastal tourism development. Recommendations 

include adopting adaptive management strategies, strengthening environmental monitoring, 

and incentivising eco-certification programs. The paper concludes that sustainable coastal 

tourism is not only achievable but essential for the long-term viability of both local 

economies and fragile ecosystems. 
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2. Introduction 

2.1. Background and Context 

Tourism has become one of the fastest-growing economic sectors globally, contributing 

significantly to GDP, employment, and infrastructure development in many countries. Coastal 

tourism, in particular, is among the most dynamic segments of the global tourism market, 

attracting millions of visitors each year. With scenic beaches, coral reefs, and rich marine 

biodiversity, coastal zones are natural magnets for recreation and investment. However, this 

growth has come at a substantial ecological cost. Overdevelopment, marine pollution, and 

habitat destruction have placed immense pressure on the very ecosystems that attract tourists 

in the first place. The degradation of coral reefs, loss of biodiversity, pollution from tourism-

related activities, and overexploitation of natural resources are becoming alarmingly common 

in many popular coastal destinations. 

The expansion of coastal tourism often follows a mass tourism model—characterised by high 

visitor volumes, rapid infrastructure development, and weak regulatory oversight—which 

tends to prioritise short-term economic gains over long-term sustainability. This model not 

only leads to the deterioration of the environment but also contributes to cultural 

commodification and uneven economic benefits among local communities. For example, 

popular coastal destinations like Bali, Phuket, and the Caribbean islands have suffered severe 

environmental degradation due to unregulated resort development, poor waste management, 

and overcrowding. 
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2.2. The Challenge of Coastal Tourism 

Coastal ecosystems—such as coral reefs, mangroves, sea grasses, and estuaries—are some of 

the most productive and biologically diverse systems on Earth. They offer vital ecosystem 

services, including shoreline protection, fisheries support, carbon sequestration, and cultural 

and recreational benefits. Yet, these systems are among the most threatened globally due to 

direct and indirect impacts from tourism. Coral reefs, in particular, are highly sensitive to 

stressors such as increased sea temperatures, physical damage from anchors or divers, and 

pollution from sewage and sunscreen. 

The relationship between tourism and coastal environments is inherently paradoxical: while 

tourism depends on the natural beauty and ecological health of coastal areas, its expansion 

often leads to their degradation. Unsustainable tourism development can result in irreversible 

environmental impacts, including the loss of biodiversity, pollution of marine waters, erosion 

of beaches, and damage to coral reefs. In many cases, once these ecosystems are degraded, it 

becomes extremely difficult—if not impossible—to restore them to their original state. 

The impacts are not only ecological but also socio-economic. Local communities often bear 

the brunt of environmental damage while receiving limited benefits from tourism. In some 

cases, traditional livelihoods such as fishing are displaced by tourism activities. This 

disconnection between tourism benefits and local well-being further complicates efforts to 

create inclusive and sustainable tourism models. 
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2.3. Aim and Objectives of the Study 

The primary aim of this paper is to critically analyse the planning and management of 

sustainable tourism spaces in coastal environments, with a specific focus on how to balance 

tourism growth and environmental conservation. The paper investigates both the risks 

associated with coastal tourism and the frameworks that have been developed to mitigate 

these impacts. It also explores real-world examples of successful sustainable tourism models 

and provides strategic recommendations for integrated planning. 

The specific objectives of this study are to: 

1. Assess the environmental risks posed by coastal tourism, particularly the degradation 

of coral reefs and pollution from tourism-related activities. 

2. Critically evaluate existing frameworks and tools—such as Marine Protected Areas 

(MPAs) and Blue Flag certification schemes—that aim to promote sustainable 

practices in coastal tourism. 

3. Examine case studies of successful sustainable tourism models, focusing on the 

Maldives and Costa Rica, to identify key success factors and transferable lessons. 
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3. Literature Review 

3.1. Understanding Sustainable Tourism in Coastal Contexts 

Sustainable tourism, as defined by the United Nations World Tourism Organization 

(UNWTO, 2005), is tourism that “takes full account of its current and future economic, social 

and environmental impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the industry, the environment 

and host communities.” In coastal settings, this definition acquires even more urgency due to 

the high ecological sensitivity of marine and littoral ecosystems. 

Coastal zones are home to coral reefs, mangroves, lagoons, seagrass beds, and estuaries—

ecosystems that provide essential services such as carbon storage, fish breeding grounds, 

flood protection, and tourism-based recreation (MEA, 2005). However, coastal tourism—

especially in its mass tourism form—tends to undermine these very ecosystems through 

unchecked development, pollution, habitat disruption, and resource overconsumption 

(Gössling, 2003). Hence, the imperative for sustainable planning in coastal tourism is to 

ensure long-term ecological resilience alongside socio-economic viability. 

3.2. Environmental Risks Associated with Coastal Tourism 

3.2.1. Coral Reef Degradation 

Coral reefs are among the most heavily impacted ecosystems in tourist-heavy coastal zones. 

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA, 2020) identifies 

unsustainable tourism as a major contributor to coral reef decline globally. Tourists, boats, 

and divers often physically damage reef structures, while increased coastal construction leads 

to sedimentation and reduced water quality (Burke et al., 2011). 
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Figure 1. The Impact of Reef Tourism on Coral Ecosystems 

(Source: Earth.org) 

Chemical pollution is another driver. Sunscreen chemicals such as oxybenzone and octanoate 

have been shown to contribute to coral bleaching (Downs et al., 2016). In places like Hawaii 

and Palau, such chemicals have been banned due to their detrimental impact on marine 

ecosystems. 

3.2.2. Marine and Land-Based Pollution 

Tourism contributes significantly to both marine and terrestrial pollution. Solid waste 

disposal—especially plastics—often exceeds local management capacities in popular 

destinations (Jang et al., 2021). Cruise tourism compounds this issue, as vessels discharge 

waste directly into the sea in some regions. 
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Figure 2. Plastic waste in the Maldives 

(Source: scmp.com) 

Poorly managed sewage systems are another problem. Many developing countries lack 

adequate treatment infrastructure, resulting in nutrient-rich effluent being released into 

coastal waters. This accelerates eutrophication and algal blooms, leading to dead zones that 

destroy marine habitats (UNEP, 2006). 

3.2.3. Coastal Erosion and Habitat Loss 

The construction of hotels, marinas, and artificial beaches often results in the destruction of 

critical coastal habitats such as mangroves and sand dunes. These habitats are essential for 

storm protection, biodiversity, and sediment control (Alongi, 2002).  
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Figure 3. The sea approaching coastal homes at Collaroy in Sydney, Australia. 

(Source: theguardian.com) 

 

 

Figure 4. Factors That Can Affect Coastal Cliff Erosion 

(Source: usgs.gov) 
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In high-density tourist regions like Cancun and Bali, rapid and unregulated coastal 

development has led to severe shoreline erosion, requiring costly mitigation such as sea walls 

and beach nourishment (Hall, 2001). 

3.2.4. Climate Change Interactions 

Tourism in coastal areas also interacts with climate change. High levels of carbon emissions 

from aviation and resort energy use contribute to global warming, while rising sea levels and 

ocean acidification threaten the viability of coastal tourism infrastructure and ecosystems 

(Scott et al., 2012). 

 

Figure 5. Sea Level Rise and Implications for Low Lying Islands Coasts  

(Source: www.ipcc.ch) 

3.3. Frameworks for Sustainable Tourism Management 

Various international and local frameworks have been developed to manage tourism’s impact 

on coastal environments. These include legal protections, certification schemes, and planning 

models. 
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3.3.1. Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) 

MPAs are spatial tools used to regulate human activities in marine environments. According 

to the IUCN (2020), MPAs can effectively preserve biodiversity and ecological functions 

when well-managed and enforced. For example, the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park in 

Australia employs a zoning system that restricts tourism and fishing in ecologically sensitive 

areas (Day, 2002). 

 

Figure 6. Economics Benefits of MPAs 

(Source: nationalgeographic.org) 

However, MPAs often face enforcement challenges, especially in developing countries. Many 

MPAs exist only on paper and suffer from inadequate staffing, lack of surveillance, and 

insufficient community involvement (Jones et al., 2011). Without stakeholder buy-in, MPAs 

may also be perceived as exclusionary, leading to non-compliance and illegal activities. 
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3.3.2. Blue Flag Certification 

The Blue Flag program is a voluntary eco-label awarded to beaches, marinas, and sustainable 

boating tourism operators that meet strict environmental, educational, safety, and accessibility 

criteria (FEE, 2023). It is widely adopted across Europe and increasingly in parts of Africa 

and the Americas. 

Studies show that Blue Flag status can enhance a destination’s image, attract environmentally 

conscious tourists, and encourage local authorities to improve infrastructure (Lucrezi et al., 

2015).  

3.3.3. Integrated Coastal Zone Management (ICZM) 

ICZM is a holistic approach that integrates environmental, social, and economic 

considerations into the planning and management of coastal areas. It seeks to harmonise 

conflicting interests—such as tourism, conservation, fisheries, and urban development—

within a single framework (Cicin-Sain & Knecht, 1998). 

 

Figure 7. Integrated Coastal Zone Management (ICZM) 

(Source: researchgate.net) 
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While ICZM is conceptually robust, its practical implementation faces obstacles such as 

institutional fragmentation, jurisdictional overlaps, and political resistance. Examples from 

the Mediterranean and Southeast Asia show that ICZM initiatives often stall due to 

insufficient stakeholder engagement and lack of political will (Shipman & Stojanovic, 2007). 

3.3.4. Carrying Capacity and Limits of Acceptable Change (LAC) 

Carrying capacity refers to the maximum number of visitors that a destination can 

accommodate without causing unacceptable environmental or social degradation. The LAC 

framework builds on this concept by focusing on the acceptable level of change rather than a 

fixed number of tourists (Stankey et al., 1985). These tools help planners establish thresholds 

and trigger points for management intervention. 

 

Figure 8. Carrying Capacity and Limits of Acceptable Change (LAC)  

(Source: researchgate.net) 
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However, calculating carrying capacity is complex and context-dependent, requiring 

extensive data and ongoing monitoring. As such, it is often underutilised or applied 

inconsistently in tourism planning (Saveriades, 2000). 

3.4. Best Practices and Successful Models 

3.4.1. Maldives: High-End Eco-Tourism and Zoning 

The Maldives has established itself as a model for luxury eco-resorts that operate under strict 

environmental standards. The government mandates that each resort occupies its own island, 

thereby minimising cumulative impact. Many resorts invest in solar power, desalination 

plants, coral nurseries, and waste recycling systems (Shakeela & Cooper, 2009). 

 

Figure 9. Maldives Eco-Friendly Resorts 

(Source: redsavannah.com) 
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Zoning regulations and environmental impact assessments are central to the Maldives' 

tourism planning. The country’s Tourism Carrying Capacity framework, although not always 

strictly enforced, guides development density and resource use per resort island (Zubair et al., 

2011). 

3.4.2. Costa Rica: Community-Based Ecotourism 

Costa Rica has gained global recognition for its efforts in ecotourism and sustainable 

development. The country has invested in national parks and conservation areas that make up 

over 25% of its land area. Coastal communities, such as those in the Osa Peninsula, have 

developed small-scale, community-run lodges that offer nature-based experiences (Honey, 

2008). 

The Certification for Sustainable Tourism (CST), a national scheme developed by the Costa 

Rican Tourism Institute, rates tourism businesses based on their environmental and social 

performance. Research shows that CST-certified businesses tend to have better environmental 

practices and higher customer satisfaction (Rivera, 2002). 

3.5. Community Involvement and Stakeholder Participation 

A recurring theme in the literature is the importance of involving local communities in 

tourism planning and decision-making. When communities are excluded, conflicts often 

arise, and the long-term sustainability of tourism is jeopardised (Scheyvens, 1999). 

Participatory planning processes ensure that local knowledge is incorporated, economic 

benefits are fairly distributed, and conservation objectives are better aligned with community 

priorities (Reed, 1997). 

Studies from Southeast Asia and Latin America show that community-managed tourism 

initiatives tend to have stronger environmental outcomes and greater social legitimacy 

(Stronza & Gordillo, 2008). 
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4. Methodology 

4.1. Research Design 

This study employs a qualitative, exploratory research design to critically examine the 

planning and management of sustainable tourism spaces in coastal ecosystems. Qualitative 

research is particularly suitable for exploring complex, context-dependent phenomena such as 

tourism-environment interactions, governance frameworks, and stakeholder dynamics. The 

study is not intended to quantify relationships or test hypotheses statistically, but rather to 

provide an in-depth understanding of existing sustainable tourism models, policy 

frameworks, and environmental challenges through a critical lens. 

4.2. Research Approach and Rationale 

The methodology is desk-based and secondary in nature, relying on existing literature, 

official reports, policy documents, academic articles, and case study evaluations. The 

rationale for this approach is twofold: 

1. Global Relevance: Sustainable tourism is a global issue, and comparative secondary 

data allows for cross-contextual analysis without being restricted to a single location. 

2. Feasibility: Given time and resource constraints, secondary research allows access to 

a broad range of data without the need for costly fieldwork. 

4.3. Data Sources 

To ensure the reliability and depth of analysis, this study draws on a range of credible and 

authoritative sources, including: 

• Academic Journals: Peer-reviewed articles from journals such as Journal of 

Sustainable Tourism, Tourism Management, Marine Policy, and Ocean & Coastal 

Management. 
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• Institutional Reports: Documents and reports from the United Nations World Tourism 

Organization (UNWTO), United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), World 

Wildlife Fund (WWF), International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), and 

the Blue Flag Foundation. 

• Government and NGO Publications: National tourism strategies, environmental 

policies, and sustainability reports from the governments of the Maldives and Costa 

Rica, as well as local NGOs and tourism associations. 

• Media and Grey Literature: Reputable news articles, expert commentaries, and grey 

literature that provide contemporary insights or highlight emerging trends in tourism 

and environmental management. 

4.4. Case Study Selection and Justification 

Two case studies—the Maldives and Costa Rica—were chosen for their global relevance and 

contrasting approaches to sustainable tourism. 

• The Maldives: An island nation heavily dependent on tourism, the Maldives has 

developed a model that combines high-end eco-resorts with government zoning 

policies. It faces acute environmental vulnerabilities due to climate change and coral 

reef degradation. Its approach to resort management and marine conservation 

provides important insights into private-sector-led sustainability in fragile ecosystems. 

• Costa Rica: Known as a pioneer of ecotourism, Costa Rica integrates biodiversity 

conservation with tourism through national parks, community-based tourism 

initiatives, and a strong regulatory framework. The country’s Certification for 

Sustainable Tourism (CST) program and its participatory approach make it an ideal 

case for evaluating state-led and community-inclusive tourism planning. 
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4.5. Analytical Framework 

A thematic analysis was conducted by categorising the collected data under key themes: 

• Environmental risks (coral reef degradation, pollution, overdevelopment) 

• Governance and planning frameworks (MPAs, Blue Flag, ICZM) 

• Stakeholder involvement (government, local communities, private sector) 

• Best practices and outcomes (infrastructure, education, regulation) 

• Barriers to implementation (enforcement, funding, political will) 

4.6. Limitations of the Methodology 

While this research provides valuable insights, several limitations must be acknowledged: 

• Lack of Primary Data: No interviews, surveys, or field observations were conducted 

due to time and resource constraints. The findings rely entirely on existing literature 

and reported data. 

• Case-Specific Nature: Although the case studies are illustrative, their specific socio-

political and ecological contexts may limit the generalisability of results. 

• Potential Bias in Sources: Some NGO and government publications may present 

overly optimistic views of their initiatives. Academic articles were prioritised for 

neutrality, but secondary data always carries potential for bias. 

• Dynamic Nature of Tourism: As tourism is highly sensitive to economic, political, and 

environmental change, the data reviewed may quickly become outdated, particularly 

in the context of post-pandemic recovery or climate events. 
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5. Findings 

This section presents the findings from the literature, case study analysis, and secondary 

data concerning the planning and management of sustainable coastal tourism. It focuses 

on five key thematic areas: environmental impacts, socio-economic effects, the role of 

governance frameworks, and the real-world application of sustainable models in the 

Maldives and Costa Rica. 

5.1. Environmental Impacts of Coastal Tourism 

5.1.1. Coral Reef Degradation 

Coral reef degradation emerged as one of the most severe environmental consequences of 

coastal tourism. Tourist activities such as snorkelling, scuba diving, boating, and 

anchoring damage coral directly. In destinations like the Maldives, where coral reefs are a 

primary attraction, overuse has led to broken reef structures, reduced biodiversity, and 

bleaching (UNEP, 2019). 

According to the Global Coral Reef Monitoring Network (2020), coral cover in some 

parts of the Maldives and Caribbean has declined by over 50% in the past two decades, 

much of it linked to tourism and climate stressors. The use of sunscreens with toxic 

chemicals like oxybenzone contributes further to reef mortality. 

5.1.2. Pollution from Tourism Activities 

Both direct and indirect pollution was identified across multiple destinations. In the 

Maldives, despite zoning policies, resort islands generate substantial wastewater and solid 

waste. Although some high-end resorts use sewage treatment and waste-to-energy 

technologies, others still discharge untreated waste into lagoons, contributing to nutrient 

loading and algal blooms. 
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In Costa Rica, stricter environmental regulation and stronger enforcement have helped 

reduce pollution from tourism operators. Nevertheless, during peak seasons, the load on 

waste treatment facilities increases substantially. Beaches near urbanized or heavily 

visited areas have periodically failed to meet Blue Flag water quality standards (Blue Flag 

Costa Rica, 2022). 

Plastic waste from single-use items—water bottles, straws, food packaging—is also a 

persistent problem in tourist zones. Studies have shown that the volume of plastic waste 

generated in coastal tourist towns can be double that of similar-sized non-tourism towns 

(Jang et al., 2021). 

5.1.3. Coastal Erosion and Infrastructure Pressure 

Unregulated or poorly planned infrastructure development was found to contribute to 

coastal erosion, habitat destruction, and hydrological disruption. In the Maldives, land 

reclamation for resort development has altered tidal patterns and increased coastal 

vulnerability. Similarly, in Bali and other Southeast Asian destinations (referenced for 

comparative context), overbuilding near beaches has caused significant erosion and 

reduced beach width, directly affecting tourism quality. 

In Costa Rica, more careful regulation of construction in sensitive areas—especially in 

national parks and protected coastal zones—has reduced these impacts, although illegal 

construction and enforcement gaps remain challenges. 

5.2. Socio-Economic Impacts of Tourism Development 

5.2.1. Economic Benefits and Leakages 

Tourism is the largest economic sector in the Maldives, contributing over 28% of GDP 

and employing nearly 60,000 people directly and indirectly (Ministry of Tourism, 2023). 
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Resorts generate foreign exchange and fund infrastructure development. However, 

economic leakage is high, as many resorts are foreign-owned and import goods and 

labour from abroad. Local communities have limited participation in the high-end resort 

economy, though this is gradually changing through training programs and small business 

support. 

In contrast, Costa Rica has a more diversified tourism economy, including eco-lodges, 

community-run guesthouses, and nature tours. This has allowed broader distribution of 

income and better integration of local communities into the tourism value chain. 

Community-based tourism (CBT) in the Osa Peninsula and Nicoya region has become a 

model of economic empowerment tied to conservation. 

5.2.2. Job Creation and Labour Conditions 

Tourism has created significant employment opportunities, especially for youth and 

women. In the Maldives, most service-level jobs in resorts are held by Maldivians, 

although many managerial positions are still dominated by expatriates. Seasonal labour 

patterns, long working hours, and limited upward mobility remain concerns. 

In Costa Rica, ecotourism has facilitated the development of small and medium 

enterprises (SMEs), particularly in rural coastal communities. However, studies highlight 

wage disparities and a lack of long-term job security in the informal tourism sector. 

 

5.2.3. Cultural and Social Impacts 

Tourism can have both positive and negative cultural impacts. In Costa Rica, tourism has 

revitalised traditional crafts, food, and festivals, often linked to eco-tourism experiences. 

Yet there are concerns over cultural commodification in high-traffic areas. 
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In the Maldives, due to religious and cultural sensitivities, most resorts are located on 

separate islands away from residential areas. While this model protects traditional 

lifestyles, it also isolates local people from the tourism economy. Cultural exchange 

between tourists and residents is minimal, although "guesthouse tourism" on local islands 

is increasing and helping bridge this gap. 

5.3. Frameworks in Practice: Marine Protected Areas and Blue Flag Certification 

5.3.1. Effectiveness of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) 

Both Costa Rica and the Maldives use MPAs as part of their sustainable tourism 

strategies. In Costa Rica, MPAs such as Marino Ballena National Park offer controlled 

access, environmental education, and zoning of activities (e.g., snorkelling, whale-

watching, diving). Enforcement is relatively strong due to NGO support and community 

monitoring. 

In the Maldives, the MPA system is less robust. While some areas are designated as 

protected, enforcement is weak, and boundaries are often unclear. A 2021 audit by IUCN 

Maldives found that over 70% of designated marine areas lacked active management or 

patrolling. However, some private resorts maintain informal MPAs or reef restoration 

projects, demonstrating a growing role for the private sector in conservation. 

5.3.2. Blue Flag Certification Uptake and Outcomes 

In Costa Rica, the Ecological Blue Flag Program (Bandera Azul Ecológica) is a unique 

adaptation of the international Blue Flag model. It involves municipalities, schools, and 

communities and evaluates performance across environmental, social, and infrastructural 

indicators. As of 2022, over 130 beaches were certified, and the program has improved 

local environmental awareness, waste management, and water quality. 
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The Maldives does not currently participate in the global Blue Flag program but is 

exploring eco-certification schemes specific to its national context. The lack of a national 

certification program has created inconsistency in environmental standards across resorts, 

although some have voluntarily adopted best practices based on ISO 14001 or Global 

Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) standards. 

5.4. Case Study: The Maldives 

5.4.1. Government-Led Zoning and Resort Regulation 

The Maldives applies a "one island, one resort" model, which has helped contain the 

physical footprint of tourism development and prevent overcrowding. The Tourism 

Ministry requires developers to submit Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) and 

abide by zoning laws that limit overwater villas and reclamation. 

Despite these measures, monitoring and enforcement vary. Several resorts have been 

fined for illegal dumping, coral damage, or unauthorized expansion. The government is 

increasing penalties and developing marine spatial planning strategies, but capacity 

constraints persist. 

5.4.2. Private Sector Innovation 

Some resorts have become leaders in sustainability. For example: 

• Soneva Fushi: Pioneered zero-waste and closed-loop systems for water, energy, and 

food. 

• Six Senses Laamu: Operates coral restoration programs and community education 

projects. 

• Baros Maldives: Invests in reef rehabilitation and marine species monitoring. 
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These efforts are often driven by branding and high-end customer expectations rather than 

regulatory pressure. 

5.5. Case Study: Costa Rica 

5.5.1. Ecotourism as a National Strategy 

Costa Rica has long positioned itself as a global leader in ecotourism. Government policy 

prioritizes conservation, and tourism development is closely tied to environmental goals. 

Over 25% of the country is under protected status, and tourism revenue is reinvested into 

conservation. 

Coastal parks like Tortuguero, Corcovado, and Manuel Antonio offer nature-based 

experiences while enforcing visitor caps, trail zoning, and wildlife protection. Revenue-

sharing schemes allow local communities to benefit financially from conservation efforts. 

5.5.2. Community-Based Tourism (CBT) 

Costa Rica's CBT model allows rural coastal communities to run guesthouses, tour 

operations, and craft cooperatives. Supported by NGOs and the government, these 

initiatives build capacity and create jobs. Research shows that CBT projects have higher 

local retention of tourism income and stronger incentives for environmental protection 

(Meyer, 2007). 

Challenges include limited marketing reach, competition from larger operators, and 

vulnerability to external shocks (e.g., COVID-19, hurricanes). Nonetheless, CBT remains 

a cornerstone of Costa Rica’s sustainable tourism identity. 
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6. Discussion 

The findings of this study reveal the complex interplay between tourism development and 

environmental conservation in coastal ecosystems. While coastal tourism is a major economic 

driver, it frequently leads to the degradation of natural habitats and marine resources if not 

carefully managed. The case studies of the Maldives and Costa Rica illustrate that sustainable 

coastal tourism is possible, but requires a strong regulatory framework, inclusive planning, 

stakeholder collaboration, and long-term vision. 

This discussion critically reflects on four major areas: 

1. The paradox of tourism-driven environmental degradation, 

2. The effectiveness of current governance and planning frameworks, 

3. The role of stakeholder engagement and local empowerment, and 

4. The path forward—integrated, adaptive, and inclusive tourism planning. 

6.1. Tourism’s Environmental Paradox in Coastal Areas 

Tourism in coastal regions thrives on pristine beaches, coral reefs, and biodiversity. 

Ironically, its success often accelerates the destruction of the very ecosystems it depends on. 

This paradox, first identified in early tourism impact studies (Butler, 1980), continues to 

define the challenge of sustainable tourism planning. 

The Maldives, for example, generates substantial revenue from coral reef-based tourism, yet 

its reefs are under acute threat due to anchor damage, overuse, land reclamation, and coral 

bleaching. The case of Costa Rica, while more community-oriented, also illustrates the limits 

of eco-tourism when demand surpasses environmental carrying capacities. 
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Unchecked expansion, “greenwashed” marketing, and weak enforcement can turn even well-

intentioned tourism models into drivers of degradation. As Gössling et al. (2005) argue, 

without limits and strong governance, ecotourism can quickly morph into another form of 

mass tourism—just with better branding. 

Hence, tourism planners must continually address the central contradiction between 

economic expansion and ecological resilience. This requires a fundamental shift from 

reactive mitigation to proactive ecosystem-based management. 

 

6.2. Evaluating Governance Frameworks: MPAs, Blue Flag, and ICZM 

6.2.1. Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) 

MPAs are among the most widely used tools for marine conservation in tourism zones. In 

theory, MPAs offer a spatially defined approach to protect sensitive ecosystems from 

overexploitation. However, their success is often undermined by insufficient resources, 

community opposition, and unclear zoning regulations (Jones et al., 2011). 

In the Maldives, many MPAs exist only on paper. Without effective enforcement, reef 

damage and illegal activities continue even within protected zones. In contrast, Costa Rica’s 

MPAs, such as Marino Ballena National Park, benefit from NGO partnerships and 

community involvement, resulting in better outcomes. 

This highlights a critical point: MPAs are only as effective as their governance structures, 

enforcement mechanisms, and community support. Mere designation is not enough. Without 

adequate funding, training, and local buy-in, MPAs risk becoming symbolic rather than 

functional. 

6.2.2. Blue Flag Certification 
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Blue Flag certification plays an important role in promoting sustainable beach management 

and tourism infrastructure standards. In Costa Rica, the national adaptation of Blue Flag 

(Bandera Azul Ecológica) goes beyond aesthetic cleanliness to include environmental 

education, community involvement, and even public health. 

This has made the program more culturally embedded and impactful. However, in countries 

like the Maldives, the absence of such a certification scheme results in a lack of 

standardisation. Environmental performance varies widely from one resort to another, with no 

common baseline for waste, water, or energy management. 

While Blue Flag and other eco-certification programs (e.g., Green Globe, EarthCheck) 

provide useful incentives for improvement, they must be backed by independent audits and 

ongoing monitoring. Otherwise, certifications risk becoming marketing tools rather than 

drivers of genuine sustainability. 

6.2.3. Integrated Coastal Zone Management (ICZM) 

ICZM offers a holistic planning model that integrates environmental, economic, and social 

concerns into coastal governance. However, successful implementation is rare. In many 

countries, ICZM fails due to fragmented institutional mandates, unclear jurisdictions, and 

lack of political coordination (Shipman & Stojanovic, 2007). 

In both the Maldives and Costa Rica, some principles of ICZM are present—such as zoning, 

stakeholder inclusion, and EIA requirements—but there is still a need for full integration 

across sectors (tourism, fisheries, environment, local government). Especially in the 

Maldives, coordination between tourism authorities and environmental ministries remains 

limited. 

Thus, while ICZM holds great potential, it must evolve from a theoretical framework into a 

binding policy instrument with clear responsibilities and enforcement. 
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6.3. Stakeholder Engagement and Community Empowerment 

A major difference between the case studies is the degree of community involvement in 

tourism planning and benefits distribution. 

6.3.1. The Top-Down Model in the Maldives 

The Maldives follows a largely top-down tourism model, with high-end, foreign-owned 

resorts dominating the sector. While this model ensures high per capita earnings and limited 

overcrowding, it also limits opportunities for local communities to benefit. Guesthouse 

tourism is growing on local islands, offering more inclusive alternatives, but these remain 

marginal compared to the resort economy. 

This separation between residents and tourists reduces cultural exchange and limits 

environmental awareness among local populations. In addition, it creates a scenario where 

conservation becomes the sole responsibility of resort operators, not communities or 

governments. 

6.3.2. The Bottom-Up Model in Costa Rica 

In contrast, Costa Rica embraces a bottom-up model, with strong emphasis on community-

based tourism, local enterprise development, and participatory governance. The result is not 

only broader economic distribution but also greater environmental stewardship. Locals who 

directly benefit from ecotourism have higher incentives to protect biodiversity and enforce 

sustainable practices. 

This aligns with Scheyvens’ (1999) empowerment framework, which argues that tourism is 

only truly sustainable when it empowers local people economically, socially, psychologically, 

and politically. 



Page 32 of 42 
 

Therefore, sustainable tourism planning must do more than protect ecosystems; it must also 

empower host communities as stewards of those ecosystems. 

 

6.4. Innovation and the Role of the Private Sector 

An important finding is the role of the private sector, especially in the Maldives, where 

luxury resorts are often more advanced in sustainability practices than government mandates 

require. 

Examples like Soneva Fushi and Six Senses Laamu show how high-end tourism, when 

guided by strong internal policies, can become a laboratory for environmental innovation—

investing in solar energy, zero-waste operations, coral nurseries, and reef monitoring. 

However, such progress is often confined to luxury markets. Mid-range and budget tourism 

options rarely meet similar standards. Thus, scaling sustainability across the entire tourism 

spectrum remains a challenge. Public-private partnerships, subsidies for green investment, 

and mandatory standards could help bridge this gap. 

 

6.5. The Challenge of Climate Change 

Both case studies also demonstrate how climate change is an existential challenge for coastal 

tourism. Rising sea levels, coral bleaching, stronger storms, and ocean acidification threaten 

the viability of tourism infrastructure and natural attractions. 

The Maldives is particularly vulnerable, with over 80% of its land area lying less than one 

metre above sea level. While some resorts are investing in adaptation strategies (e.g., 

elevating buildings, restoring reefs), the national tourism policy does not yet fully integrate 

climate resilience as a central pillar. 
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In Costa Rica, climate adaptation is somewhat more advanced due to the country’s broader 

environmental ethos. Still, coastal areas face increasing risks from erosion, sea-level rise, and 

extreme weather events, which are rarely reflected in tourism marketing or planning 

strategies. 

As Scott et al. (2012) argue, sustainable tourism must evolve to become climate-smart 

tourism, integrating resilience and adaptation into every aspect of destination planning. 

 

6.7. Reflection on COVID-19 and Recovery Opportunities 

The COVID-19 pandemic had a severe impact on coastal tourism globally, but it also offered 

a window of reflection and reset. Destinations like the Maldives and Costa Rica saw a drastic 

decline in international arrivals, revealing the risks of over-reliance on global tourism 

markets. 

However, some destinations used this period to invest in sustainability. In Costa Rica, there 

was a push to strengthen domestic tourism and eco-certification. In the Maldives, several 

resorts upgraded sustainability infrastructure during the closure. 

As tourism recovers, there is an opportunity to build back better—prioritising quality over 

quantity, enforcing limits on overdevelopment, and using stimulus funds to support green 

investment. 

7. Conclusion 

The rapid expansion of coastal tourism has brought significant economic opportunities to 

nations around the world—particularly small island states and biodiversity-rich coastal 

countries. However, this growth has not come without environmental and social costs. This 

study has critically analysed how sustainable tourism planning can mitigate the negative 
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impacts of tourism while supporting long-term ecosystem health, local livelihoods, and 

economic stability. 

Drawing from two detailed case studies—the Maldives and Costa Rica—along with 

relevant theoretical frameworks and global sustainability tools, this paper has revealed key 

insights into what effective sustainable coastal tourism planning looks like, and where 

current approaches fall short. It has also offered a series of recommendations for 

integrating tourism growth with environmental conservation in fragile marine and coastal 

ecosystems. 

 

7.1. Summary of Key Findings 

The findings of this study can be summarised into several core themes: 

• Environmental Vulnerabilities: Coastal ecosystems, especially coral reefs and 

mangroves, are highly sensitive to tourism pressures, including pollution, overuse, 

and unregulated infrastructure development. Coral bleaching, water contamination, 

and habitat fragmentation are common consequences in high-tourism regions. 

• Economic and Social Dualities: While tourism generates income, jobs, and foreign 

exchange, its benefits are often unevenly distributed. In the Maldives, the "one island, 

one resort" model creates economic enclaves that largely exclude local communities. 

In contrast, Costa Rica's more inclusive and community-driven tourism model shows 

how equitable participation can support both livelihoods and conservation. 

• Governance and Policy Gaps: Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) and certification 

schemes such as Blue Flag are valuable tools, but their effectiveness is contingent on 

enforcement, funding, and stakeholder engagement. In the Maldives, MPAs are often 
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poorly enforced. Costa Rica, with its strong community involvement and 

environmental policies, shows greater success but still faces challenges from 

overtourism in popular parks. 

• Private Sector Potential and Limits: In the absence of strong regulatory 

frameworks, some private tourism operators—particularly luxury resorts in the 

Maldives—have taken sustainability into their own hands, investing in zero-waste 

systems, reef restoration, and renewable energy. However, such innovation is not 

widespread and often excludes smaller operators. 

• Need for Integrated Planning: Sustainable tourism planning cannot function in silos. 

Effective approaches must integrate land use planning, marine conservation, tourism 

development, and climate adaptation. Frameworks like Integrated Coastal Zone 

Management (ICZM) and ecosystem-based tourism planning offer promising 

pathways but require coordination across government, private, and civil sectors. 

7.2. Lessons from the Case Studies 

The Maldives and Costa Rica offer important but distinct lessons: 

• Maldives: Demonstrates how a focused tourism strategy can generate high revenues 

with a relatively small footprint. However, the exclusion of local communities and 

overreliance on luxury tourism creates vulnerability—socially, economically, and 

environmentally. Climate change adds another layer of risk, with rising sea levels 

threatening both tourism infrastructure and community habitability. 

• Costa Rica: Shows how tourism can be a tool for conservation and community 

development when aligned with national environmental goals. The integration of 

tourism into conservation policy, local economies, and education systems has helped 
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Costa Rica become a global leader in ecotourism. Still, pressure from increasing 

tourist volumes and climate threats requires ongoing innovation and vigilance. 

These case studies underscore that there is no one-size-fits-all solution. Success 

depends on tailoring sustainable tourism approaches to the specific ecological, 

cultural, and economic context of each coastal destination. 

7.3. Policy and Planning Implications 

To move toward genuinely sustainable tourism in coastal spaces, planners, policymakers, and 

industry leaders must: 

1. Develop Binding Legal Frameworks: Voluntary initiatives are insufficient. 

Governments should establish binding regulations on zoning, waste management, and 

ecosystem protection, backed by monitoring and enforcement. 

2. Engage Local Communities: Empowering local stakeholders through community-

based tourism (CBT), education, and shared decision-making is essential for equitable 

growth and long-term sustainability. 

3. Standardise and Scale Sustainability: Certification programs like Blue Flag should 

be adapted and scaled to fit national contexts, with third-party verification to avoid 

greenwashing. 

4. Promote Ecosystem-Based Management: Tourism must be integrated into wider 

coastal zone management, recognising interconnections between land, sea, 

biodiversity, and human activity. 

5. Invest in Climate Adaptation: Tourism infrastructure, particularly in vulnerable 

coastal and island areas, must be climate-resilient. Governments should integrate 

tourism into national adaptation plans and encourage operators to do the same. 
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6. Leverage Public–Private Partnerships: Sustainable tourism requires collaboration. 

Public-private partnerships can drive innovation, finance conservation, and bridge 

policy gaps. 

7.4. Limitations of the Study 

While this study has provided a critical and comprehensive analysis of sustainable tourism 

planning in coastal ecosystems, it has several limitations: 

• Secondary Data Dependence: The study relied solely on existing literature and data, 

without primary research such as interviews or field surveys. 

• Case Study Scope: The Maldives and Costa Rica offer valuable insights, but 

generalisations to other regions should be made cautiously. Cultural, political, and 

geographic factors vary significantly. 

• Dynamic Context: The tourism sector is highly dynamic and sensitive to external 

shocks (e.g. pandemics, natural disasters). Findings may evolve over time. 

7.5. Final Thoughts: Toward a Regenerative Model of Tourism 

The future of coastal tourism lies not merely in being less damaging, but in becoming 

regenerative—actively restoring ecosystems, revitalising local economies, and redefining the 

relationship between visitors and destinations. 

Sustainability must move beyond mitigation into transformation. This means rethinking 

growth, revaluing nature, and placing environmental limits and social equity at the heart of 

tourism planning. 
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Sustainable spatial planning within the coastal tourism sector transcends mere damage 

mitigation; it constitutes a proactive and strategic imperative designed to maximize the long-

term economic value and ecological resilience of coastal destinations. This critical analysis 

has substantiated the conclusion that the unchecked pursuit of accelerated economic viability 

through rapid tourism expansion presents significant and potentially irreversible 

environmental hazards, notably to fragile coral reef ecosystems and critical coastal habitats 

via chronic pollution and physical destruction. 

Frameworks such as Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) and Blue Flag certification are 

acknowledged as indispensable management instruments, yet they have been shown to 

represent only partial, and often isolated, solutions. MPAs furnish essential hard spatial 

zoning for ecological recovery, while Blue Flag offers a powerful, market-driven mechanism 

for quality assurance and continuous operational improvement. The critical lesson derived 

from the successful models of the Maldives and Costa Rica is that effective sustainability 

necessitates a fundamental, integrated policy commitment: the environmental health of the 

destination must be unequivocally positioned as the core, non-negotiable economic asset. 

The Maldives achieved controlled development through radical spatial separation and self-

sufficiency, whereas Costa Rica secured widespread, resilient conservation through national 

economic incentives (PES) and a holistic, integrated certification scheme (CST). 

The report’s principal recommendation is the mandated, systemic adoption of a 

comprehensive Integrated Coastal Management (ICM) paradigm. This approach 

necessitates transitioning beyond project-level impact assessments to regional Marine 

Spatial Planning (MSP), which strategically zones areas for both conservation and 

controlled, low-impact tourism. Furthermore, ICM must be decisively underpinned by 

stringent, non-negotiable regulatory instruments, including mandatory tertiary sewage 

treatment standards (zero-discharge policies), legally enforced coastal setbacks to protect 



Page 39 of 42 
 

littoral buffer zones, and dedicated eco-taxes with legally earmarked revenue designated 

exclusively to fund conservation and monitoring activities. Crucially, the institutional 

structure must achieve robust horizontal and vertical integration, dissolving extant sectoral 

silos and empowering local communities through mandatory co-management to ensure that 

the economic benefits derived from ecological protection are both equitable and sustainable. 

Ultimately, the long-term viability of the coastal tourism industry is contingent upon 

embracing the principle that ecological integrity constitutes the most critical form of 

operational infrastructure. By systematically implementing a fully integrated, adaptive, and 

legally mandatory planning system based upon ICM principles, coastal destinations can 

transition from a self-destructive cycle of degradation and recovery to a model of synergistic 

growth, thereby ensuring that the unique aesthetic and biological vitality of coastal 

ecosystems remain intact for the enduring benefit of both the global traveller and the resident 

population. 
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