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Imagine this: you live in a small town surrounded 
by a landscape that is stunning and teeming with 
charismatic wildlife; you’ve lived here for many 
years, perhaps all your life; you enjoy the landscape, 
the people and the place you call home. However, 
every spring your home becomes a playground for 
hundreds, thousands—perhaps even more—other 
people. The tourist season—or invasion—has 
begun. 

This is a scene for many locations around the 
world where seasonal tourism arrives for a few 
months, then leaves or carries on at a reduced 
level the rest of the year. This is the case for much 
of northern BC where tourism is a multi-million-
dollar industry. Our region, encompassing more 
than 50 percent of the province, has a tourism 
industry that showcases many of the jewels 
BC has to offer to the rest of the world. There is 
indeed much hope north of Hope. 

There is the culture and art of Haida Gwaii, 
the raw wilderness of the coastal and interior 
Northwest, the history of the Alaska Highway in 
the Northeast, and even the uniqueness of Mr. 
PG. Tourism may see a predominantly summer 
influx, but it is a year-round resource industry that 
competes, co-exists, and sometimes even comple-
ments the likes of forestry and mining. In some 
cases, tourism creates problems when resources 
are over-utilized or when communities become 
overwhelmed, but its very real economic value 
cannot be second-guessed. 

With colleagues Michael Lück and Emma 
Stewart from New Zealand I have just finished 

editing two books looking at tourism in the Polar 
regions: Cruise Tourism in Polar Regions: Promoting 
Environmental and Social Sustainability? published 
by Earthscan, and Polar Tourism: Human, Envi-
ronmental and Governance Dimensions published 
by Cognizant Communications Corp. (Both 
books are available online through the publishers’ 
websites or through sellers like www.amazon.
com.) The Polar regions (generally defined as 
north of 60º latitude here in Canada) are even 
more remote than our homes in northern BC; 
what can we learn from these regions? What are 
the costs and benefits, trials and tribulations that 
help or hinder tourism being a sustainable part of 
the economy, community, and environment?

A part of our lives
We need to place the tourism industry squarely 
where it should be: a valued and functioning piece 
of a diverse economy, not just an inconvenient 
influx of population that overwhelms us, nor the 
‘golden egg’ to save us when other industries have 
failed. Tourism has blessings and curses, but it can 
be sustainable and in northern BC it should be a 
part of our lives.

Cruise Tourism in Polar Regions is the first-ever 
text to provide in-depth coverage of Arctic and 
Antarctic cruise tourism. You might ask, “Who 
cares about these remote areas? No one visits 
them.” Actually, more than a few million people 
visit far-flung destinations in the northern polar 
regions on cruise vessels each year—primarily 
through Alaska but also right across Nunavut, 

Greenland, and Scandinavia too. Of note for 
northern BC are the chapters specifically on the 
Alaskan market as these are the same vessels and 
passengers that stop in Prince Rupert. If there 
are governance and ethical issues occurring in 
Alaska, as well as the tremendous social and 
environmental impacts exposed by Ross Klein 
and Michael Lück, then we must question what’s 
happening in our region, too. 

There are also changes afoot for cruise tourism 
due to global warming. In the Arctic this means 
an opening of routes such as the Northwest 
Passage, while around here warming is changing 
tourism by melting glaciers, helping mountain 
pine beetle become an epidemic, and creating 
weather patterns that make northern BC’s remote 
areas more dangerous to visit (from wildfires and 
landslides, for instance). In turn, people think 
twice about visiting. 

Cruise tourism is a mature industry with an 
increasing number and variety of ships, more 
demanding routes and more regular and predict-
able patterns of activity. Some of the negative 
impacts include fuel spills and other disturbances 
when ships run aground or sink, the disruption of 
fragile ecosystems on land and in the sea, distur-
bance to wildlife, and issues of crime and cultural 
conflict. It is also an issue for local communities 
to keep in mind: if a boat carrying 300 passen-
gers pulls up to visit your community of, say, 300 
people, obviously that is going to be more than a 
little disruptive.
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TourisM in The norTh: 
A blessing or a curse?

The sun sets over Heningsvaer,  Lofoten Is lands, Norway. This f ishing vi l lage 
has become a ‘must v is i t ’  tour ism dest inat ion in northern Norway
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Lost relationship
The second book, Polar Tourism: Human, 
Environmental, and Governance Dimensions, includes 
writings from more than a dozen experts around 
the world who recognize the interconnectedness 
of these themes. As a result of some of the 
issues touched on in the first book, tourism in 
Polar regions is involving a growing number of 
stakeholders. Some of the authors speak from 
the perspective of tour operators or government 
officials instead of the usual academic researcher. 
(“Governance” here refers to government 
decisions, policy and oversight related to tourism; 
this is sometimes a ‘real’ level of government 
(like federal or municipal) but in other cases is an 
association or other organization with authority 
or clout.) As the book’s title suggests, discovering 
the political balance between the needs of human 
inhabitants and the environment is vital for overall 
sustainability.

The environment is very important to tourism, 
but we (through governments) can’t just lock it 
up. For example, if government, in the interest 
of protecting wildlife, says “No visits to Sector 
X,” it will result in far fewer people going there—
the exception in most areas being government 
employees or scientists. Over time, people lose 
their relationship with the area and, in effect, 
stop caring about it. This is the argument being 
heard for many protected areas at the moment—
the Canadian public has lost much of its ability 
to visit parks and as a result they don’t support 
them as much. As polar tourism pioneer Lars-Eric 
Lindblad said, “You can’t protect what you don’t 
know.”

While there are other books available that speak 
to the broad spectrum of polar tourism, this is 
the first to give such comprehensive coverage to 
the key dimensions of human, environment and 
governance, and particularly how they overlap. 
The lesson for northern BC is that more attention 
needs to be placed on balance. 

Poor juggling
Tourism is an economic entity, but not one 
that can forget about proper governance or the 
environment. Policy-wise, we can’t strictly cater 
to the environment, nor can we strictly cater to 

the needs of communities, entrepreneurs, or 
the economy. In northern BC we have amazing 
environments, which we do a good job of protecting 
(at the moment). What we lack is a tourism system 
that markets and assists people in growing their 
businesses in a balanced way. 

Tourism in BC has been juggled by the govern-
ment for years. For example, there have been four 
different ministries involved in tourism marketing 
and management in the past six years alone, with 
a rotating door of ministers and portfolio names 
and uncertainty about who does what. An arm’s-
length crown corporation, well-connected to 
regional agencies and doing an excellent job based 
on research versus political will, was dismantled 
just prior to the Olympics. And a province-wide 
industry association is in shambles with directors 
resigning and only a name change to solve the 
problem. Tourism policy and planning just doesn’t 
add up at the moment, and this is a problem.

Across Canada, governments at many levels 
need to stop the endless rhetoric about how 
important tourism may be and actually put some 
sensible policy into place, some sort of economics 
for remote regions whether north of 60 or just 
north of Hope. 

So is tourism in northern BC a blessing or a 
curse? It’s a bit of both. We can get frustrated 
within the industry by a lack of coherent govern-
ment policy and planning, and outside the 
industry the frustration is initiated by the influx of 
visitors and their impacts on where we live. But we 
can’t ignore that tourism is a legitimate industry 
that brings economic diversity and a larger popu-
lace who then care about our region.

N

The Norwegian Star pul ls away from Prince 
Rupert  harbor.  With capacity for 2,240 guests 
and 1,100 crew, a ship l ike this makes a big 
impact on a community when i t  v is i ts.

p
a

t 
m

a
h

e
r

p
a

t 
m

a
h

e
r

Sti l l  ice-bound in July,  Ecl ipse Sound is 
one possible entrance to the east end of 
the Northwest Passage.


