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A STRATEGIC PLANNING METHODOLOGY FOR SUSTAINABILITY
IN ISLANDS
INTRODUCTION
Decision-makers in government and industry, as well as scholars of sustainable
development, are increasingly confronted with environmental, social, and economic
development challenges of a long-term nature. Generally speaking, there has been a
growing number of studies, reports, statements, and agreements emphasizing the
importance of adopting development criteria meeting needs of present generations
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.
Such documents have mainly focused on statements addressing strategies or actions
associated with sustainable development. However, there is a lack of studies and reports
aimed at presenting methodologies for formulating appropriate strategic actions for
sustainable development in a particular area (e.g., Archer, 1996). Moreover, in line with
Wheeler (1992), the potential importance of the notion of sustainable development at the
individual project level is clear, since while economic development at the micro-level can
possibly be planned sensitively, at the macro-level (e.g., islands), bearing in mind the
enormity and complexity of the task, it becomes cumbersome and uncontrollable. For this
reason, the establishment of methodologies to formulate and implement strategies for
sustainability is being increasingly refered to as necessary.
Furthermore, tourism literature suggests that sustainable tourism implies encouraging
tourism in the context of overall sustainable development (Wilkinson, 1989; Butler,
1993; Cooper, 1996), as tourism development influences on and is affected by the
remaining economic sectors, the environment, and the sociocultural aspects.
It was in this context that this study was conducted to develop a strategic planning
methodology to identify major strategic issues for sustainable development in Gran
Canaria, with special consideration of the tourism industry. Particularities of islands for
sustainability were considered in the study, as well as recommendations for sustainable
tourism, which is the mainstay of the Island s economy.
Essentially, the methodology adopted by the authors includes four major steps (see
Figure 1). Sociocultural characteristics of Gran Canaria were first examined, including
demography and human settlement, social values, unemployment, education and training,
and art heritage. As a result, major social problems were identified, along with the
sociocultural features which could provide the Island with a competitive advantage with
regard to economic development.
Figure 1 about here
The second step deals with the analysis of the variables describing the environment of the
Island. Such variables (biodiversity, coastal features, forests, environmentally protected
areas, land erosion, water, and waste) were examined in order to identify potential
competitive advantages, which might involve appropriate economic strategies. Major
impacts of economic activities on the environment, as well as potential threats to the
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environment, were further identified and taken into consideration in selecting the
economic strategies.
The current economic situation was then assessed, meaning that each of the economic
sectors was examined. As well as describing the contribution of each sector (services,
tourism, industry, agriculture, stockbreeding, fishing) to the overall economy of the
Island, major impacts on the environment were identified. Bearing in mind that islands
should move towards a more sustainable tourism, which could be the principal mainstay
of island sustainability (European Island Agenda, 1987), emphasis was placed on the
tourism industry. Specifically, accomodation facilities, food and beverage facilities, other
tourist infrastructures and leisure facilities, tourist demand, and tourist spending, were
included in the analysis. As a result, the strengths and weaknesses of each economic
sector were highlighted, along with their major environmental and sociocultural impacts.
An overview of the results of the sociocultural, environmental, and economic analyses
leads us to a set of strategic issues, which are considered to be crucial for sustainable
development in Gran Canaria. Finally, an assessment will be made of the sustainability
measures which are currently being undertaken.
In the following section, we will review the literature related to sustainable tourism,
which is examined within the broader scope of sustainable development, in order to
provide an overall framework and identify recommendations for sustainable
development, especially in the context of islands. Following this review, the authors will
present the results of the analyses conducted in order to suggest strategic issues for
sustainable development in Gran Canaria.
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT LITERATURE REVIEW
Since early in the 1980s there has been a growing number of studies, international
reports, statements, and agreements concerning with the present and future well-being of
Planet Earth. Notable among these documents is the Brundtland report (World
Commission for the Environment and Development, 1987:8), which recommends to
carrying out human activities in a sustainable manner. Specifically, sustainable
development, defined as development which meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs , is suggested.
Moreover, the Brundtland report conceptualizes sustainable development in terms of four
interrelated strategies: a) managing the impacts of populations on ecosystems, b)
ensuring worldwide food security, c) managing ecosystem resources, and d) creating
sustainable economies.
Although the Brundtland report s definition of sustainable development has been widely
accepted and endorsed by goverments and other organizations worldwide, it is just a
normative abstraction, which is problematic for several reasons (Starik and Rands, 1995),
including that it can be perceived as anthropocentric, it is unclear regarding the benefits
and costs of intergenerational sacrifice and transfers, and it does not provide a notion
about how sustainability should be achieved.
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Given the numerous political interests that have used the term sustainability, the ability
of a single definition of the concept to satisfy everyone appears severely limited (El
Serafy, 1992). Furthermore, no shortage of alternative definitions of sustainable
development have been proposed. Yet, as an emerging paradigm, sustainable
development is expected to generate definitional diversity, which should be proactively
embraced for the advance of the literature. According to Gladwin, Kennelly, and Krause
(1995), the debate over the meaning of sustainable development will go on, and should
go on, for a long time, and any chosen conception is but one of many that might be
offered at this time.
An overview of recently published definitions of sustainable development led these
authors to conceptualize it as a process of achieving human development: a) over time
and space, b) embracing ecological, social, and economic interdependence, c) with
intergenerational, intragenerational, and interspecies fairness, d) caring and preventing
technologically, scientifically, and politically, and e) with safety from chronic threats and
protection from harmful disruption.
Furthermore, several scholars dealing with sustainable development have suggested that
the achievement of sustainability requires ecologically sustainable political and economic
systems, organizations, and individuals (e.g., Starik and Rands, 1995; Costanza, Daly,
and Bartholomew, 1992; Gallup International Institute, 1992).
Specifically, Shrivastava (1995) states that governments, consumers, and corporations
contribute and play crucial roles in reaching sustainable development. Firstly,
governments, as well as selectively mitigating many environmental problems by
undertaking appropriate programs, must also establish ecologically sustainable economic
policies. Secondly, consumers must be willing to consume fewer products and use them
more wisely. Thirdly, in order to address industrially induced ecological problems,
corporations should make voluntary efforts, which could also provide them with benefits
such as ecological efficiency cost reductions, capturing emerging green markets,
gaining first-mover advantage in their industries, establishing better community relations,
and improving their image.
Sustainable development in islands
In comparison with continental regions, islands share a number of common features
which limit their economic development. According to Rajotte (1980) and the European
Island Agenda (1997), these features are sociodemographic, resource, and economic
constraints. Rapid population growth, high unemployment, and surplus unskilled
manpower, are suggested in the literature as being major common sociodemographic
factors limiting islands economic development. Resource constraints refer to overexploitation of existing resources (e.g., water, land, minerals, vegetation) and scarce
diversity of resources, which forces islands into excessive economic specialisation and a
very high dependence on overseas trade. Finally, a set of economic constraints, mostly
related to geographical isolation, can impede islands from gaining access to large
markets, as markets are limited to residents and tourists visiting the island; this makes it
difficult to achieve economies of scale and scope and it also involves the prohibitive
costs inherent to importing resources as well as any kind of resources and goods. A
comprehensive examination of the aforementioned constraints suggests the importance of
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service industries, especially tourism, for island development (e.g., Wilkinson, 1989;
World Tourism Organization, 1993; European Island Agenda, 1997; Batisse, 1997).
Given the importance of this area, the authors feel justified in reviewing literature about
sustainable tourism, placing special emphasis on the idiosyncratic features of islands for
tourism development.
Furthermore, generally speaking, island environments are more fragile than continental
ones. Even though islands, especially the smallest, often possess an important biological
diversity with a high proportion of endemic plant species, the ratio of threatened species
is extremely high. Specifically, about one third of all known threatened plants in the
world occur on islands, which are therefore a high priority for the conservation of the
world s flora. Similarly, island ecosystems are characterized by their fragility, which is
partially explained by the low number of individuals integrating them. Finally, island
environments are particularly vulnerable to human activities, including economic
activities and population density. Firstly, the specialisation of the economy is placing
limited resources such as water, land, and marine elements under enormous pressure.
Secondly, growing population density negatively affects resource availability, as it
involves an increase in the demand for land and water, two of the most scarce resources.
Other relevant impacts of human activities on the environment include waste generation
and those impacts related to infrastructure building.
Considering islands social, environmental and economic limitations for sustainable
development, Briguglio (1997) suggests that in the case of small islands, sustainable
development takes on a special dimension and an operation definition should take into
account these vulnerabilities. Moreover, the European Island Agenda (1997)
recommends the following four broad areas for action in order to elaborate a sustainable
development strategy: a) qualify and diversify production, by supporting small and
medium sized island enterprises; b) establish integrated planning systems that can foresee
and prevent irreversible events; in doing so, qualified infrastructure should be promoted
and carrying capacity should be respected; c) allow sustainable management of land and
marine resources, with integrated management of coastal areas; and d) move toward a
more sustainable tourism, which could be the principal mainstay of island sustainability.
SUSTAINABLE TOURISM LITERATURE REVIEW
The notion of sustainable tourism follows naturally from the above discussion on
sustainable development. For example, according to Butler (1993:29), sustainable
tourism can be defined as a form of tourism that is able to maintain its viability in an
area for an indefinite period of time. Moreover, tourism literature suggests that tourism
development should be integrated into the broader context of sustainability (e.g.,
Wilkinson, 1989; Butler, 1993; Cooper, 1996). As tourism is one of the major human
economic activities, emphasis should be placed to the concept of sustainable tourism,
which has come about as a result of the fact that areas of intensive tourist visitation over
the 1980s are no longer as attractive as they used to be (Leal Filho, 1996). Most of these
tourist destinations designed and implemented development plans that did not take into
consideration environmental and sociocultural impacts. Furthermore, alternative forms to
mass tourism, including the so-called responsible or alternative tourism such as bird-
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watching and cultural tourism, are not always sustainable economically, environmentally
or socially.
As a general rule, tourism literature assumes that the development of tourism is a source
of new employment, revenues, foreign exchange, and an enhancement to community
infrastructure that will in turn attract other industries (e.g., Davis, Allen, and Cosenza,
1988; Murphy, 1988; Eadington and Redman, 1991). As a result, its development is
usually justified on the basis of economic benefit and challenged on the grounds of
social, cultural, or environmental destruction (Liu, Sheldon, and Var, 1987).
After reviewing the existing literature on economic impacts of tourism in island
economies, Wilkinson (1989) concludes that the multiplier effect on the rest of the
economy is not as high as is often estimated. He further indicates that a large proportion
of tourist revenues are for multinational tourist companies and some are lost through the
purchase of foreign products such as hotel equipment, food, and beverages. In addition,
some authors (e.g., Winpenny, 1982) argue that tourism can have negative impacts on
other sectors through competition for labor and land resources, particularly agriculture.
While tourism is basically considered to be less environmentally destructive than other
forms of development, a number of negative environmental impacts may be related to
tourism development (e.g., Wilkinson, 1989; Buckley and Pannell, 1990; May, 1991;
Inskeep, 1991). Tourism, through both tourist constructions (e.g., hotels, restaurants,
airports) and human settlements (i.e., tourists and tourism workforce), will always have
direct negative impacts on the environment, such as air, water, and noise pollution; litter
and solid waste; water shortage; soil and beach erosion; damage to ecosystems; and loss
of flora and fauna. Indirect impacts result from the impact of tourism on other economic
sectors, including, for example, the abandoning of agricultural land, which in turn
damage to particular ecosystems, and other infrastructure constructions (e.g., roads),
which can contribute to land erosion. According to May (1991), these environmental
impacts are particularly important as much tourism occurs in locations extremely
vulnerable to environmental change (e.g., beaches, mountains, dunes).
Many negative environmental effects of tourism can be minimized, according to Cohen
(1978) and May (1991), by developers adopting a long-term perspective and considering
the intensity of tourist-site use, the resistance of the ecosystem, and the transformational
character of the development. In this context, the concept of carrying capacity is crucial
to sociocultural and environmental protection. This refers to maximizing the use of a
given site without causing negative effects on the natural environment, reducing visitor
satisfaction, or exerting adverse impact upon the society, economy, and culture of the
area (World Tourism Organization, 1993). Thus, in developing sustainable tourism,
identifying sensitive areas where tourism should be more strictly controlled is necessary.
Furthermore, recent trends in the tourism industry indicate that tourists are becoming
more environmentally aware, increasingly demanding clean physical surroundings and
protected environments (World Tourism Organization, 1993, 1994). Therefore,
environment preservation is considered especially important for those communities
whose economy is based on tourism activities (e.g., Green, Hunter, and Moore, 1990).
Thus tourism can also be a significant factor in environmental conservation, given that
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the diversity and uniqueness of the countryside, flora, and fauna, together with the purity
of the air and water, represent many of the resources attracting tourists (World Tourism
Organization, 1993, 1994).
With respect to the socio-cultural impact of tourism, Wilkinson (1989) distinguishes
between short-term benefits, frequently associated with economic growth (e.g.,
employment, improved standards of living and health, and educational opportunities),
and potential long-term negative sociocultural impacts on the local population, which
usually occur where there is tourism development on a large scale accompanied by a low
level of local involvement in the sector. Residents values, expressed in their modes of
behaviour and other artefacts, may be fundamentally altered by tourist behaviour when
guests values impinge upon those of hosts. Furthermore, tourism development may
imply a spectacular change in the economic structure, thereby modifying modes of
behaviour amongst the residents, who will abandon less profitable economic activities
(e.g., Winpenny, 1982).
Essentially, for reaching a sustainable tourism development, the World Tourism
Organization (1993, 1994) suggests interaction and cooperation among community
residents, tourism industry operators, and environmental protectors. This approach is
similar to Murphy s (1988) notion of community tourism product. The promotion of
sustainable behaviour amongst residents (especially the tourism workforce), companies,
and tourists would seem particularly important (e.g., Leal Filho, 1996; D Amore, 1992).
Thus traditions, customs, organizations, and laws may all contribute to sustainable
tourism development.
Sustainable tourism in islands
Generally speaking, many islands have little economic choice but to accept tourism
development. For example, tourism is one of the mainstays of the economies of 70% of
European islands; to be more precise, in a third of these it accounts for more than 50% of
the Gross Domestic Product. Islands are often regarded as magical tourist destinations
due to a great range of factors, most of them related to environmental features and
cultural heritage (Briguglio and Briguglio, 1996). As a consequence, tourism provides
islands with some benefits, mostly related to economic development, including direct and
indirect employment and national income. There are also a number of non-economic
advantages such as a renewed interest in local environment, cultural heritage, arts, and
crafts, together with improved leisure and communication facilities.
However, due to their small size and fragility, many islands, and especially in coastal
areas, face major sociocultural and environmental dangers associated with tourism
development, including the following (Briguglio and Briguglio, 1996; European
Commission, 1993; Morey, 1991): a) large amount of waste generated by tourists and
tourism-related actvities give rise to large waste dumps; b) tourism is generally of a
coastal nature, which results in the transformation of charming fishing villages into
tourist playgrounds, as well as to coastal environment damage; islands also face
environmental and sociocultural inland threats associated with rural tourism; c) other
economic sectors competing with tourism for scarce island resources (e.g., water and
land) are usually negatively affected by tourism development; for example, many islands
experience a fast depletion of agricultural land; this is a particularly significant factor if
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we consider the important role of agriculture in maintaining traditional values,
landscapes, and ecosystems; and d) degradation of cultural heritage, archaeological
deposits, and cultural identity. Such benefits and threats are not present in equal measures
in all islands, but vary according to individual characteristics. Furthermore, the tourism
impact depends on the type of tourism, tourist behavior, and tourist service quality.
However, it is believed that mass tourism in coasts and mountains, which is expected to
grow enormously over the forthcoming years, is the most harmful to the environment.
Therefore, a lack of integration on the part of tourist industry within the overall
economic, environmental, and sociocultural framework can easily upset the fragile
balance that characterises island tourist resorts, making them economically, socially, and
ecologically vulnerable (e.g., European Island Agenda, 1997). In particular, mass tourism
development in islands involves a number of problems linked to implementing the
concept of sustainable development, among which is a basic incompatibility between
large-scale consumption of tourist products and both local culture conservation and the
fragile, small-scale, and relatively closed insular environmental systems (e.g., Butler,
1996). In line with this, Wilkinson (1989), after reviewing existing literature, suggests
that tourism development in islands must be carefully planned and integrated into the
local economy and society. First of all, governments should integrate tourism into
development planning and be involved on a regulatory basis in order to ensure a
sustainable tourism sector. Secondly, for islands with a large-scale tourist development,
consequences can be foreseen and therefore mitigated by appropriate planning; for
example, enclave resorts, either physically concentrated or priced so that they are largely
used by foreign tourists, can be created. Thirdly, more sustainable forms of tourism
should be considered, including a tourism sensitive to the uniqueness of heritage and
environment. Finally, it seems to be particularly important to involve the local population
in the tourism development to ensure that traditional lifestyles are respected.
THE CASE OF GRAN CANARIA
Setting
Gran Canaria is one of the seven islands which make up the Spanish archipelago of the
Canary Islands, which is situated off the west coast of North Africa, in the Atlantic
Ocean, between latitudes 27 37'-29 23'N and longitudes 13 20'-18 16'W. The
easternmost point of the islands is some 100 Km to the west of the African coast, while
the Spanish mainland is about 1,500 Km from the Canaries. The total area of Gran
Canaria is 1,560.1 Km2. The countryside of the Island is characterized by its variety as
well as by the uniqueness of some of its features, such as the Maspalomas dunes, which
are located in San Bartolomé de Tirajana, one of the most important coastal tourist
settlements in Spain.
The climate is semi-tropical and varies greatly from place to place, which explains the
diversity of flora and vegetation types. Another important feature of the climate is its
evenness, the average monthly temperature in the shade varying between 18.6 degrees
centigrades in March and 24.6 in October and November. This avoids one of the major
problems of the tourism industry in coastal areas, seasonal swings.
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Sociocultural background
Demography and human settlement. In 1996 Gran Canaria s population was 714,130,
which, compared with 666,150 in 1991 (Instituto Canario de Estadística -ISTAC-,
1996a), represents an increase of 7.2% over the last five-year period. These data make
Gran Canaria the place in Spain with the highest population growth. Furthermore,
population density is about 458.7 per Km2, which is approximately six times the average
density in Spain -82 people per Km2- (La Caixa, 1997).
The population is mainly located along the coast and, in particular, in the north of the
Island, where the Capital -Las Palmas de Gran Canaria- has a population density of 3.786
people per Km2. The reasons for this concentration are as follows: a) the Island s
irregular topography, b) sun and beach tourism development, and c) the coastal location
of intensive agriculture, which is replacing traditional inland agriculture.
Gran Canaria is frequently called the little continent , not only for its landscape
diversity, but also because of the cosmopolitan nature of the Island s racial make-up.
Inmigration, foreign trade, and tourism are the three major factors explaining the
multicultural feature of the Island.
Poverty: unemployment and inappropriate education and training. Several circumstances
are contributing to the high level of poverty in Gran Canaria, among which
unemployment is considered the most alarming. Approximately 19 per cent of inhabitants
are unemployed, which is only a little bit higher than the average percentage of
unemployment in Spain. However, there is a consensus about the importance of black
economy activities, which give employment to many inhabitants of the Island. The
second major factor contributing to poverty concerns inappropriate education and
professional training.
Art heritage. Creativity and imagination have traditionally characterised the inhabitants
of Gran Canaria, so that a rich and interesting island art heritage has been developed,
including painting, sculpture, archaeology, craft, and folklore. Particularly important is
the legacy of indigenous people, which provides Gran Canaria with approximately 19
archaeological sites. Furthermore, 20 museums of history, archaeology, painting, and
craft, among others, currently display the Island s artistic heritage to residents and
visitors. However, Gran Canaria s art heritage suffers from poor conservation, which is a
consequence of both the scarce resources available for art heritage and the lack of
effective planning. Despite being a potential major tourist attraction for visitors, private
investments in art heritage are scarce as well.
Environmental issues
Biodiversity. The ocean nature of the Island, along with its climate and topography,
provides Gran Canaria with an important biodiversity. With regard to plants, it is worth
mentioning the 1,316 species of vascular flora existing in Gran Canaria, among which
321 are endemic plant species (Gómez Campo and collaborators, 1987; Espacios
Naturales, 1995a).
The diverse flora and fauna of the Island, as well as its ecosystems, are, however,
seriously threatened, particularly the endemic species. On the one hand, there are 65 plant
species under threat of extinction (Gómez Campo and collaborators, 1996, 1987). On the
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other hand, about 19 vertebrate species are threatened, 5 of which have a high probability
of becoming extinct (Martín Hidalgo and collaborators, 1987).
Apart from the fragility of island ecosystems and habitats, major threats facing flora and
fauna inhabiting Gran Canaria include the following (Gómez Campo and collaborators,
1996; Davis, Heywood, and Hamilton, 1994): a) coastal tourism development in the
south of the Island, with the negative environmental impacts of tourist constructions and
other infrastructures and the communication facilities associated with urban
development; such impact usually originates from land ocupation, contamination, and
waste generation; b) coastal land ocupation for intensive agriculture practices, which is
replacing subsistence agriculture, traditionally occupying inland areas; as a result, inland
farms are being abandoned, which is also altering some ecosystems and accelerating land
erosion; moreover, intensive practices close to the coast are also contributing to land
erosion, as they consume subterranean drinkable water, which is then replaced by
seawater; c) highland progressive deforestation, which is altering ecosystems,
particularly those made up of endemic flora and fauna species; and d) agressive
shepherding, which is also negatively affecting some ecosystems.
Coastal features. As mentioned above, the coast has been the zone most affected by
urban and tourism development. As regards tourism development, available data indicate
that almost all of tourist accomodation facilities are located in municipalities located in
the northeast (about 10%) and, more especially, in the southeastern part of the Island
(about 90%). Urbanisation and tourism impacts on the Island s coasts are both direct,
including the building of residences, accomodation facilities, leisure facilities, roads,
ports, airport, and so on; and indirect; i.e. residents and tourists activities impacting on
the environment (e.g., waste generation and residual water dumping). According to the
Canary Islands Government (1994b), other activities impacting on coastal environment
include numerous beach conditioning and cleaning activities (e.g., construction of docks),
and ships cleaning operations in international waters nearby, which nevertheless damage
island coasts.
Forests and environmentally protected areas. According to the Second National Forest
Inventory, in Gran Canaria there are about 17,204 tree-covered hectares, which represent
only 11% of the total island area.
Land erosion, sparse land ownership, land
speculation for urban development, together with the relatively low profitability of
agricultural activities, which has motivated a progressive abandonment of rural areas, are
the major factors explaining this low forest density. 32 protected areas have been
designated, within Gran Canaria covering 42.7% of the Island, which is eight times the
average percentage of protected area in mainland Spain -5.13%- and worldwide -5.2%-.
Land erosion. As a scarce and non-renewable natural resource, land, together with water,
is the most valuable resource for any island, and this is true of Gran Canaria, in
particular, due to its crucial role for ecosystem functioning and urbanisation. The erosion
processes currently damaging Gran Canaria land, make productive land even more
valuable. To be more precise, about 50.6% of island land is affected by a high erosion
level, which, compared with 18% for the rest of Spain, makes land erosion a major
environmental problem (Cabildo Insular de Gran Canaria, 1995a; Spanish Economic and
Social Council, 1996).
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Several natural circunstances are contributing to erosion of the Island, among which the
dryness of the climate is the most important, as this complicates the development of
vegetation to protect land from rain and wind. The scarse organic material existing in the
Island generates an unestable land structure which also explains the high erosion level.
The remaining major factors determining land erosion are associated with human
activities, including the following (e.g., Canary Island Government, 1994a): a) use of
fertilizers for intensive agricultural practices; b) use of low-quality water in irrigation
agriculture, which is situated along the coast; c) abandonment of inland farms; d)
urbanisation and construction of infrastructures; and e) other factors such as excessive
shepherding and fires.
Water availability and demand. According to the Gran Canaria Island Water Board,
83.9% of the water comes from rain. The rest of the water -16.1%- is produced by
desalination processes, converting seawater into drinking water. Subterranean water
sources are normally overexploited, as the quantity of water extracted from wells and
galleries is higher than that of infiltrated water (Canary Island Government, 1994b).
Whenever coastal wells are not full of water, seawater penetrates into them and, as a
result, the water loses quality and salts contribute to land erosion. An analysis of water
consumption indicates that most of the water is consumed by agricultural activities (about
58%). Urban usage, with 29%, and tourism, with 11%, represent the other two major
water consumers. The remaining 2% of the water goes into industrial comsumption.
Waste generation. With respect to urban waste, every resident in Gran Canaria generates
about .69 metric tons of waste per year (Espacios Naturales, 1995b), which is twice the
average metric tonnage generated by a mainland Spanish citizen (.36) (Ministerio de
Obras Públicas, Transportes y Medio Ambiente, 1995). One factor explaining this
situation could be the relatively high volume of waste produced by the approximately 2.7
million tourists visiting the Island every year. Specifically, it is estimated that a tourist
generates, on average, 1.25 times the waste generated by a resident. Other major sources
of waste include industrial and sanitary activities, some of which are seriously damaging
to the environment.
Economic structure
Services and tourism. In 1991, Gran Canaria had an Added Domestic Value (ADV) per
head of approximately 1.33 millions pesetas, which is about the avarage for Spain as a
whole. A sectorial analysis indicates that the service sector is the main engine of the
Island s economy, about 70% of the ADV and employment being generated by services
activities (ISTAC, 1995a). Among such services, trade and repair work is the major
contributor to the economy, providing 18% of job positions and ADV; followed by
hospitality, including tourist accommodation and food and beverage services, which
generates approximately 11% of employment and ADV. However, direct and indirect
impacts of tourism activities suggest that tourism s contribution to the economy could be
between 23% and 28%.
Industry. Industry and construction is the next major economic sector after services,
generating about 10% of the ADV and employment (ISTAC, 1995a). This sector consists
of several industries, among which the most important for the economy of Gran Canaria
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are food, beverage, and tobacco, and water and energy. Each of them provides
approximately 3% of the ADV and employment. Other major industries include mining
and chemicals, and metal products and machinery.
Agriculture and stockbreeding. Agriculture represents the third most important economic
sector, contributing 7% of the employment and 3% of the ADV. Only 6% of the Island s
land is covered by crops, which is furthermore progressively decreasing. This is due to a
number of factors including the irregular topography, the small size of farms, and the
scarcity of water. Moreover, farmers compete with other more profitable activities,
especially tourism, for resources such as land and water. As a result, farming land
abandonment is a major threat to the environment, as it facilitates erosion, modifies
traditional rural landscapes, and alters certain ecosystems. In spite of the decrease in farm
land, production is increasing more and more due to intensification processes, which
involve the use of irrigation systems and fertilizers. These intensive practices are carryied
out close to the southern coast, with a progressive abandonment of inland farms, where
traditional methods are still used. As a result, coastal land is undergoing a serious erosion
process.
With respect to stockbreeding, intensive practices are being adopted with pigs and hens,
which are experiencing an important industrial development, basically by satisfying
residents needs for fresh milk and meat. The main stockbreeding contribution to
environment conservation is related to biological agriculture, as excrementy is used as
fertilizers for agricultural practices. However, the intensification process of both
agriculture and stockbreeding, is impeding the development of biological agriculture.
Fishing. The contribution of fishing to the economy is estimated at only 1% of the total
employment and ADV. Two types of fishing activities are carried out close to Gran
Canaria: shallow-water fishing and deep-sea fishing. The first is influenced by the
geographic characteristics of the Island and its relatively short coastal platform, which
makes water around Gran Canaria rich in specific biodiversity, but poor in terms of
biomass. Deep-sea fishing takes place in the Canary-Sahara Bank, which is only a few
miles away.
The tourism industry
Background. The increase of real estate speculation initiated during the boom periods of
the 60's and 70's, which was accompanied by rapid construction of tourist facilities and
infrastructures, seems to have been the major cause of the tourism overflow. Gran
Canaria, like other Spanish coastal areas, suffered from inappropriate tourism
development planning. As a result, the remaining economic sectors and the culture of the
Island have experienced relevant changes, and the environment has been degradated.
However, as we will describe later, most of the tourist facilities and infrastructures are
physically concentrated in the southern coast of the Island; which, according to
Wilkinson (1989), mitigates negative effects of large-scale tourist development. This is a
consequence of both the Island s irregular topography and the kind of tourism product
developed in the Island, which is based on sun and sand tourism.
Lodging facilities. The number of tourist beds in 1996 was 126,179, of which 26% were
in 168 hotels and the remaining 74% in 716 apartments and bungalows. According to
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Monfort Mir (1995) the only mass sun-and-sand tourist destination in Spain with highquality accommodation facilities is the Canary Islands. In Gran Canaria, three and fourstar hotels account for 73% of the total hotel beds, and five-star hotels represent 6.5% of
the overall offer. However, about 90% of the apartments and bungalows are low-middle
quality establishments.
Leisure facilities and other tourist infrastructure. The large amount of beaches, together
with their quality and the extraordinary features of some of them, make Gran Canaria an
attractive destination for sun and sand tourism. Furthermore, the major component of the
leisure offer in Gran Canaria involves leisure activities related to the sea, including sports
fishing, especially deep-sea fishing, windsurfing, diving, sailing, sea skiing, parasailing,
motor boating, submarine viewing, and sea trips.
Though most of the hotels, apartments, and bungalows have sports facilities, especially
squash and tennis courts, there are very few private sports clubs, which do not satisfy the
current demand for practicing sports such as football, athletics, horse riding, and golf.
Conscious of the attractiveness of sports tourism, the public authorities are making
investment efforts in order to improve the infrastructure for sports tourism. For example,
five new golf facilities are in the process of being constructed, which together with the
two already existing ones, are expected to convert Gran Canaria into a major golf tourism
destination in Spain. However, environmental impact assessment studies are being
conducted by the Canary Islands Government in order to determine the feasibility of the
projects.
A major strength of the leisure industry in Gran Canaria is the diversity of theme parks,
specialising in one of the following: parrots, dolphins, the North American Wild West,
the Canarian aboriginal life stye, horse riding, reptiles, crocodriles, karting, amusement,
water sports, and safaris. However, only a few of them are emblematic and contribute to
the image of Gran Canaria as a quality tourism destination.
Other major strength of the tourism industry of Gran Canaria is the large number of
restaurants (1,591 in 1996) and cafeterias (194 in 1995), as well as the rich offer of pubs,
discos, terraces, cafés, shopping centers, and casinos.
Art galleries, museums and theatres are located in Las Palmas de Gran Canaria -the
capital-, where there are also appropriate facilities for congresses, conferences, seminars,
etc. Apart from hotel facilities for these events, there is also a congress palace, with a
capacity of 2,170 people, and an Auditorium, with a capacity of 3,100 people. Another
new congress palace, for 4,000 people, is expected to be inaugurated in the next few
months in the south of the Island.
Recent investments are also aiming at developing health tourism in Gran Canaria, with
two prestigeous five-star hotels, one in Las Palmas de Gran Canaria and another in the
south of the Island, both buidling health facilities, with thermal water, etc. One of them, a
spa resort, is expected to become one of the two most important spa resorts in Spain.
Finally, with respect to rural tourism, Gran Canaria has an extraordinary nature, with an
important biodiversity, environmentally protected space, and landscape, which is diverse
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and full of contrasts. These factors, together with traditional agriculture and craft
activities, provide Gran Canaria with the raw material for rural tourism development,
which is starting to be promoted by the government of the Island -The Cabildo Insular of
Gran Canaria-, in collaboration with the Canarian Government, the Spanish Government
and the European Union, through the Leader Program, which is aimed at developing
inland rural areas. In line with the sustainable development objectives, this Program
promotes rural tourism as a means of achieving economic, social, and cultural
development in rural areas, while natural resources and cultural heritage are conserved.
At present, the Island s rural sites have lodging capacity for 1,893 visitors, most of them
on campsites (1,280) and shelters (375); rural houses and small rural hotels have a
capacity for only 238 visitors.
Tourist demand. In 1996, the number of foreign visitors to Gran Canaria totalled 2.6
million. Approximately 140,690 people from other cities in Spain also visited Gran
Canaria in 1996. As can be seen in Table 1, the number of incoming tourists increased
rapidly between 1992 and 1996, so that in 1996 592,480 more foreign tourists visited the
Island than in 1992, representing an increase of about 30%.
By nationality, visitors to Gran Canaria come from Europe, especially from the centre
and north. As shown in Table 1, Germany, with 35.9% of the visitors, and United
Kingdom, with 21.2%, account for 57% of the foreign tourists coming to Gran Canaria.
Moreover, Gran Canaria is the Canarian tourist destination most visited by Germans. The
remaining visitors come from Sweden (7.6%), Holland (6.3%), Norway (4.7%), Denmark
(4.2%), Finland (3.6%), Switzerland (3.3%), Austria (2.9%), Ireland (2.2%), Belgium
(1.5%), Italy (1.3%), France (1.0%), and other countries in the east of Europe (1%).
Table 1 about here
With regard to seasonal patterns, the Canary Islands, in general, and thus Gran Canaria,
in particular, due to the climate, is the only sun-and-sand tourist destination in Europe
where tourism is not seasonal (see Table 2). However, during the April to September
period the number of visitors is relatively lower than the amount of visitors in the
October to March period. The average length of stay per visitor is about 11 nights in
winter, and 13 nights in summer (ISTAC, 1996b).
Table 2 about here
The main reason for visiting the Island is the climate (ISTAC, 1996b; Consultores
Turísticos Agrupados, 1994a, 1994b; COECAN, 1994), as 83% of the visitors to Gran
Canaria in summer, and 75% in winter, mention the climate as a major reason to visit
Gran Canaria. The second most referred to reason for visiting the Island are the beaches,
which are mentioned by 39% of the visitors in winter and 49% in summer. Other factors
motivating tourists to visit Gran Canaria include: price (28% in winter and 22% in
summer), followed by night life (14% in winter and 24% in summer), environment
quality (17% in winter and 16% in summer), piece and quiet (17% in winter and 18% in
summer), and accommodation facilities quality (16% in winter and 17% in summer).
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Generally speaking, the stay in Gran Canaria is assessed as quite good, meaning that
most of the visitors consider their stay as very good (44% in winter and 34% in
summer) and good (45% in winter and 49% in summer). Moreover, tourist loyalty to
Gran Canaria is extremely high, as about 70% of the visitors in winter repeat their stay in
the Island, and about 50% in summer.
Tourist spending. The average daily spending per tourist visiting Gran Canaria is 12,000
pesetas, of which only 42% is spent in Gran Canaria (ISTAC, 1996b). Spending within
tourist complexes represents about 11% of total spending in the Island. As regards
spending outside complexes, about 30% is spent in restaurants and cafeterias. The
following categories in order of declining importance are food and beverage shopping
(20%), souvenirs shopping (15%), leisure activities such as sports, discos, and pubs
(10%), tours (7%), car rental (5-6%), public transport (5%), and professional services
(2%).
Strategic issues for sustainable development
After assessing Gran Canaria s environment, economy, and sociocultural aspects, there
are a number of overall strategic issues that the authors consider relevant to be addressed
for reaching a sustainable development in Gran Canaria. A first issue refers to the
consolidation of mass sun-and-sand tourism, which is the main tourist product of Gran
Canaria. Although the effects of large-scale tourist development are clearly mitigated by
having tourist facilities and infrastructures physically concentrated along the southern
coast of the Island (Wilkinson, 1989), negative effects might be further mitigated by the
consolidation of the mass sun-and-sand tourism (e.g., European Island Agenda, 1997;
European Commission, 1993; Briguglio and Briguglio, 1996). Specifically, the authors
recommend the beautifying of the Island and the improvement of existing infrastructures
and facilities related to sun-and-sand tourism. This is motivated by a number of reasons,
among which we should emphasise the following: a) sun-and-sand tourism is the
mainstay of the island economy; b) at present, Gran Canaria is a leading sun-and-sand
tourist destination in Europe; c) tourists are becoming more and more knowledgeable and
demanding; d) the excessive dependence on tour operators might be reduced by
increasing product quality; and e) mass tourism, which generates important damage to
the environment, especially on the coast, might be controlled by progressive quality
improvement of infrastructures and buildings.
Diversification from the sun-and-sand tourist product is a second major strategic issue for
sustainable development in Gran Canaria. Several reasons make this issue crucial to
future sustainable development in Gran Canaria. First, tourists are increasingly
demanding sun-and-sand destinations with additional offers such as health, sport, culture,
and rural tourism features. Second, demands for the tourist products listed above are
experiencing higher growth rates than sun-and-sand tourism, which is a mature sector.
Third, compared with its major competitors, Gran Canaria shows a relatively scarce
diversity of tourist products. Fourth, the interior of Gran Canaria is unknown to tourists
visiting the Island for sun and sand, and they are generally amazed by the Island s noncoastal areas (i.e., landscape, natural spaces, biodiversity). Fifth, a diversification process
would also contribute to reduce the current impact on the Island s coasts of the mass sunand-sand tourism. Sixth, diversification might balance the relative dependence on tour
operators, whose major product is sun-and-sand tourist packages.
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In line with the aforementioned strategic issue, particular attention should be paid to the
promotion of a type of tourism sensitive to the unique nature of the Island s heritage and
environment for the following reasons: a) the Island s art heritage is considered to be
rich and its indigenous legacy is unique; b) the Island s biodiversity and landscape are
potential major attractions for visitors ; c) current tourist activities are all located in only
3 out of the 17 councils of the Island, while the economy of the remaining councils is
based on sectors such as agriculture and stockbreeding, which are relatively less
profitable than coastal tourism; as a result, rural areas are being abandoned and so
important damage to the environment is being made and traditions are being altered; d)
the sustainable development of alternative tourist products would also contribute to make
more profitable economic sectors such as agriculture and crafts; e) the financial difficulty
of preserving the fragile environment and the art heritage might be partially solved by
income raised from rural and heritage tourism activities; and f) a tourism sensitive to a
unique environment and heritage might also contribute towards making local residents
and institutions more aware of the necessity for environmental and sociocultural
conservation.
Diversification, embracing not only tourism but the overall economy, is a third strategic
issue identified in this study. Accordingly, Klein (1995) considers that the Canary Islands
should diversify their tourism-based economy with a view to balancing over-dependence
on tourism. To be more precise, financial services, telecommunications, and specialist
manufacturing, are some alternatives suggested by Klein. All of these economic activities
involve qualified manpower, requiring that inhabitants of the Island should be
appropriately trained. Generally speaking, economic activities requiring low consumption
of resources, which are scarse in the Island, and generating low damage to the fragile
environment of the Island, should be promoted. Moreover, owing to its importance for
conserving certain ecosystems, land, rural landscape, and the particular customs of rural
areas, traditional agriculture maintainance and development represents a major strategic
issue. Finally, the social values of the Island s native population -the islanders are
friendly and open-minded people- suggest that they are well suited to economic
development based on service industries.
A fourth major strategic issue for sustainable development concerns particular
sociocultural problems. With a view to reducing the high unemployment rate, appropriate
education and professional training should be offered to inhabitants of the Island, which
in turn should be in accordance with the economic development strategy. Furthermore,
additional funds should be raised for conserving specific museums and archaeological
sites which are suffering from poor conservation. As previously suggested, income could
be raised from heritage tourism activities.
Particular environmental issues should be also considered as a fifth major strategic issue
for sustainable development in Gran Canaria, among which waste generation and
management could be the most pressing. In more precise terms, less waste should be
generated and better waste management practices should be developed, including
recycling. The other major environmental issue is related to land erosion, which is, in
turn, affected by a number of damaging factors (e.g., water consumption, farm
abandonment), each of which should be controlled.
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A sixth strategic issue for Gran Canaria s sustainable development involves to the
sustainable management of specific natural spaces, especially the environmentally
protected areas, with integrated management and planning that can foresee and prevent
irreversible events. As previously mentioned, this strategy is also suggested, among
others, by the European Island Agenda and the European Commission. As in the
environmental issues section, in Gran Canaria there are 32 protected areas, covering
42.7% of the Island s surface area. Integrated plans for each of these spaces are currently
being formulated.
A final strategic issue involves the implementation process for more specific strategic
actions for Gran Canaria s sustainable development, as all social, economic, and political
sectors should become involved. These sectors should reach agreement about overall
strategic actions and should participate in the implementation process. Participation of
each group may vary according to their knowledge, abilities, and interests. In line with
sustainability literature, this issue is, together with the economy, the environment, and
sociocultural factors, the fourth component for any sustainable development program. As
it will be discussed in the next section, this matter is covered in the strategic plan for the
Island which is currently being drawn up. Furthermore, this strategic plan is expected to
identify more specific strategic actions for sustainability in Gran Canaria.
Assessment of current actions for sustainability
In the Canaries, emphasis has been traditionally placed on land use planning rather than
sustainable development. As a result, social and economic development has not been
appropriately considered in the process of formulating territorial strategies in the socalled Insular Plans of Territorial Organization. Thus, tourism development has not been
planned in a sustainable manner, but zoning has determined where the tourist offer (e.g.,
lodging facilities, leisure facilities, other tourist infrastructure) might be located in order
to protect specific areas.
Furthermore, considerable effort has been made in the last 15 years to designate
environmentally protected areas and specific programs are being implemented to
confront major environmental problems, including deforestation, land erosion, and
threatened flora, fauna, and ecosystems. In Gran Canaria, a number of specific
sustainable projects have been implemented, amongst which two should be emphasized,
one aiming to conserve the Maspalomas Dunes, a major tourist attraction, by controlling
the environmental impact of tourist activities; and the other, named Laurisilva in the
21st century , aiming to plant endemic tree species and make local residents aware of the
environmental, economic, and social relevance of conserving endemic plants. However,
generally speaking, conservation measures have not taken social and economic issues
into account, and indeed some environmental conservation measures are significantly
damaging to local residents, who are either abandoning the areas or carrying out activities
contrary to environmental conservation.
In addition to the Leader Program, which is aimed at developing inland rural areas in line
with the sustainable development objectives (see section on the tourism industry), a
major step towards sustainable tourism development was taken by the Canarian
Goverment when it passed the 1995 Tourism Regulation Law, to which several
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additional provisions have since been made. The overall aim of the Law is to regulate and
promote the tourism sector as a central strategic economic issue for the Archipelago, in
which one of the main priorities is ensuring the requirements for environmental and
cultural/heritage preservation in the Canary Islands. Such requirements are as follows.
Firstly, tourist activities must be carried out according to environmental law, thereby
being careful with waste generation, water and air contamination, and damage to
environmentally protected areas, flora, and fauna; tourist companies are further punished
for damage to the environment they are responsible for. Secondly, an ecological impact
assessment study must be conducted prior to carrying out tourist activities in
environmentally protected areas or their surroundings. Thirdly, in any tourist site in the
Canaries, at least 50 square metres must be available for each tourist bed; moreover,
Insular Plans of Territorial Regulation have to determine the carrying capacity and the
lodging capacity of tourist sites; in doing so, forecasts of tourism development must be
considered. Fourthly, specific action programs must be further formulated and
implemented by government tourist offices and environmental agencies in order to
conserve the natural environment in tourist sites; these programs will aim to: a) reduce
the consumption of non-renewable resources and impede any contamination; b) decrease
the volume of non-recyclable wastes; c) promote energy saving and the use of fuel with
low contamination impacts; d) promote ecologically responsible behaviour amongst
tourist agents, including companies and indiviuals; and e) promote environment
conservation. Finally, and with a view to protecting and promoting the culture and
heritage of the Canary Islands these aspects must be actively mentioned in all advertising
campaigns of the Canaries as a tourist destination.
The Gran Canaria Government -the Cabildo Insular de Gran Canaria- is currently
preparing its new strategy. In line with the sustainable development objective of
involving all social, economic, and political sectors in the formulation and
implementation processes, in 1996 an agreement was signed with the University of Las
Palmas de Gran Canaria to draw up a comprehensive strategic plan, which is named
Gran Canaria, 21st century . At the analysis stage of this plan, an in-depth situation
analysis will be conducted to identify major social, environmental, and economic
strengths and weaknesses, as well as opportunities and threats which could influence on
the future development of the Island. About 40 reports on specific social, environmental,
and economic issues will be drawn up by researchers, who will also have interviews with
experts in these areas, including social representatives, environmentalists, company
representatives, and politicians. Furthermore, the islanders themselves will be encouraged
to participate via the internet and local newspapers.
In the formulation step, a number of round tables on central topics for the future
development of the Island will be established. More specifically, experts on a specific
topic, together with politicians and representatives of organizations and institutions
carrying out activities on such a topic, will meet in order to identify major strategic
actions. As a major industry within Gran Canaria, and one which depends on the
protection of the environment, a round table will be established for formulating strategic
actions for a sustainable tourism development. It will be, therefore, an excellent
opportunity for reaching agreements and which will, in turn, guarantee the
implementation of appropriate strategic issues for sustainability. The strategic issues
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identified in this study might be the technical report to be discussed in the round table on
tourism, making it very likely that such measures will actually become implemented.
CONCLUSIONS
The literature review suggests that sustainable development is becoming a central
research paradigm, which is recognized as an essential approach to achieving human
development embracing environment, economy and sociocultural aspects
interdependence. On the whole, literature about sustainable development works on the
premise that the achievement of sustainability requires that governments, corporations,
and individuals behave in a sustainable manner. Furthermore, as tourism is one of the
major human economic activities, with potential negative impacts on the remaining
economic sectors, the environment, and in the sociocultural field, tourism literature
suggests that tourism development should be planned in the context of overall
sustainability.
Owing to the economic and environmental limitations of islands, sustainable
development is particularly important in the island context. Moreover, considering that a
number of sociodemographic, resource, and economic constraints are leading islands to
accept tourism as the mainstay of the economy, emphasis should be placed on
encouraging tourism development within the broad scope of sustainable development.
Sustainable development planning becomes extremely difficult at the macro-level,
including islands, because of the enormity and complexity of the task. As a result, the
establishment of methodologies to formulate and implement strategies for sustainability
in large areas is being increasingly refered to in the literature as necessary. In addition to
the literature review of the sustainability, this study also provides a strategic planning
methodology, which was applied to Gran Canaria.
The methodology includes an analysis step, in which the economy, placing emphasis on
tourism, environment, and sociocultural aspects are examined with a view to identifying:
a) major environmental impacts and threats, b) social problems, c) major weaknesses and
strengths of the economic sectors, together with trends in the tourism industry, which is
the mainstay of the island economy, and d) environmental and sociocultural features
which could provide the Island with a competitive advantage with respect to economic
development. In the light of the results of such analyses, and considering the literature
recommendations for sustainable tourism and development in islands, overall strategic
issues for sustainable development in Gran Canaria could be identified. These strategic
issues should be further developed in more specific measures and implemented according
to the principle of sustainability.
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Table 1. Incoming tourists by nationality and year (in thousand)

Nationality
Foreign visitors
Austria
Belgium
Denmark
Finland
France
Germany
Holland
Ireland
Italy
Norway
Sweden
Switzerland
United Kingdon
United States
Others
Spain

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

1,772.5
49.1
33.5
38.5
79.1
12.5
691.2
151.4
23.2
37.7
47.4
165.6
68.8
310.9
0.6
63.0
110.8

2,186.3
57.2
46.4
57.6
68.7
6.3
802.2
150.6
41.7
51.1
84.4
131.4
95.3
475.7
2.3
118.0
113.9

2,491.9
64.1
46.8
72.6
62.7
9.4
885.7
170.8
48.4
55.0
104.3
161.7
88.0
614.2
0.0
115.2
140.7

2,592.0
72.1
44.0
90.8
75.4
31.5
935.7
164.2
49.6
45.1
113.2
174.1
87.6
598.2
0.0
96.7
__

2,602.2
75.6
39.9
108.7
94.8
27.3
933.7
165.0
56.4
33.5
121.3
196.8
86.5
552.3
0.0
110.3
__

Source: ISTAC (1995b, 1996a).

Table 2. Incoming tourists by month and year (in thousand)

Month
January
February
March
April
May
June
July
August
September
October
November
December
Total

1992
165.8
185.0
182.3
146.2
105.4
136.8
112.8
140.4
122.2
98.2
183.9
193.5
1,772.5

Source: ISTAC (1995b, 1996a).

1993
212.8
200.1
222.7
166.3
130.2
119.8
171.1
179.3
162.0
203.7
210.9
206.5
2,186.3

1994
242.0
213.0
237.2
186.9
164.6
163.5
220.1
202.4
180.5
232.7
226.1
223.0
2,491.9

1995
236.1
229.7
244.4
218.6
169.2
168.1
223.2
191.4
186.0
235.0
242.7
247.5
2,592.0

1996
252.3
244.1
275.5
194.1
160.1
159.0
202.3
179.1
198.0
220.5
260.9
256.2
2,602.2

Figure 1. A strategic planning methodology for sustainability

