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COASTAL TOURISM. THE ECONOMY AND THE 

ENVIRONMENT 

 

Abstract 

 The environment is a major component in the tourist production and the tourist 

product. This is particularly evident in the case of coastal tourism. However, for the natural 

resources to be part of the tourist product, important transformations are needed in the space. 

That is why we say that tourist development involves the creation of a tourist territory. 

However, when the regional transformations define the tourist model and intensity of the 

natural resources, we also define the model and intensity of the environmental impact of the 

tourist development, with the subsequent loss in the quality of the tourist product. In front of 

this loss, any policies aiming at improving the quality of the tourist product must include 

obligatory regional planning performance, that is, a regional planning policy. 

Key words: coastal tourism, environment, regional transformations, economy, natural 

resources, impact. 

JEL : L89; Q26; R19. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 The environment plays an outstanding role in the development of tourist activities. 

Nevertheless, the understanding of the environment has not always been the same. This paper 

aims to show some of the aspects in the relationships between coastal tourism and the 

environment, taking as a starting point some economic concepts. Therefore, the first section 

briefly shows some of the analytical categories which can be found in Environmental 

Economics; here, we shall put the emphasis on certain economic characteristics of the natural 

resources. Secondly, some of the basic features of the relationships between natural 

attractions and tourist activities will be explored, as they are derived from the analysis in the 

first section. If the natural resources are an essential component in the tourist production, our 

exploration will manifest the importance of regional planning policies also as tourist product 

policies. 

THE ECONOMY AND THE ENVIRONMENT 

The environment from an economic point of view. 

 As a first approach and from an economic point of view, the environment can be 

characterised by two basic features: on the one hand, in some cases the environment behaves 

as a production factor in the sense that it can produce a series of goods and services; on the 

other, the environment behaves on many occasions as an attraction within itself which 

produces a range of services, providing satisfaction as a result of its mere existence. Likewise, 

sometimes some natural elements can develop both functions both simultaneously and 

alternatively. 

 Considering the environment or the ecosystem as a production factor, we are able to 

distinguish two clearly differentiated aspects. The fist one is found at the beginning of the 

economic and productive process, i.e. the use of the ecosystem or some of its elements as a 

raw material in the productive processes; for instance, the soil and the sub-soil are used both 

by agriculture in production and by extra-active activities with a view to obtaining mineral 
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resources and power. But at the same time, a beach can be considered as the raw material of 

the coastal tourist production. 

 The second aspect in the consideration of the environment as a production factor can 

be seen in the last phases of the economic process, at an extracting, productive or consuming 

level. This is the strict application of the 'law of matter preservation'. The "matter" used does 

not run out in the production and consumption processes. Each of the economic cycle phases 

generates -directly or indirectly- residues and waste, which concern the environment, the 

environment taking over their treatment. Thus, the problems of the use of the resources is 

closely linked to the problems of residues or their return to the environment (Georgescu-

Roegen, 1971; Martínez Alier, 1984; Naredo, 1987). 

 Figure no. 1 shows a layout of the material balance: it shows in a simple way how the 

entradas must be equal to the salidas, and therefore, the greater the use of the natural 

resources, the greater the quantity of waste generated. 

 Indeed, the productive processes use the natural or physical medium in a dual way. 

On the one hand, the natural resources are extracted from the environment in order to be 

incorporated -directly or indirectly- as inputs or outputs in the productive process; later, the 

same productive process will return to the physical medium  and in the form of residues and 

waste those outputs which are not incorporated in the following production and/or 

consumption processes. However, this dual relationship kept by the natural sub-system and 

the economic sub-system does not only relate to the matter but also to the energy. 

Characteristics of the natural resources 

 Natural resources differ from other assets in some features which pose problems to 

the effective functioning of a price system. In a few words, these difficulties must be attributed 

to the renewable or non-renewable character of natural resources, to their peculiar 

appropriation forms, and to the external effects which arise in the production and consumption 

of their services. "The efficiency of the price system in the conservation of the natural 

resources depends in a crucial way on the appropriation characteristics and the external 
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effects of the resources". But the external features come together with the appropriation 

problems (Quirk, 1976). 

 

Figure nº 1: Layout of the material balance. 

 In Quirk's view, an asset is completely appropriable if its owner can exclude the rest 

from accessing its services. The capacity of exclusion means that the owner can charge for the 

use of the asset, and therefore can obtain the potential profit derived from the services. On the 

other side we find, in Quirk's opinion, the completely unappropriable assets, often called 
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common property, these are defined by the fact that the services of the asset are freely 

available to anybody willing to use them. Most of the resources are found in between these 

two extremes. 

 However, although it is true that most of the natural resources show difficulties in their 

appropriation and consequently may seem to be freely available, this does not imply that they 

are fully available at any time and place for anybody. As part of the characteristics of public 

goods, natural resources are free but that does not mean they are equally accessible (in terms 

of quality and quantity) to any individual. All goods and services with a free access are 

partially supplied by means of some localization mechanism. Hence, the localization permits 

the access to certain public goods or certain services provided by the public goods. That is 

why localization has an effect on the use of certain natural resources that -given their features-

are considered as public goods. In addition, the localization facilitates the appropriation of the 

external effects caused by the public goods. Due to all this, they affect the benefits and costs 

of the economic agents. 

 However, we should not forget that the elements in Nature become resources for man 

as a result of the combined effect of two conditions: the condition to meet directly or indirectly 

a human need, that is, to have a use within a form of social life; and the second condition, 

which requires man to have the technical tools to separate it from the rest of nature and use it 

in accordance with his needs. This implies the presence of a society with a certain 

interpretation of nature, which combines its intellectual representations with the material means 

in order to act upon a fraction of that Nature and use it (Godelier, 1984). 

 The «resource» concept  pre-supposes a "planning agent" who values the use of its 

environment with a view to achieving a specific target. This valuation in turn pre-supposes 

certain technological means available to the agent and to certain institutions (laws, habits...) of 

the society where it operates. The planning agent can be an individual, a company, or the 

whole of the community represented in several managing levels. "A resource, therefore, is a 

very relative concept which varies in accordance with the relationship means-ends, that is, 

depending on the planning agents, their objectives, the condition of the technology, and the 

existing social institutions" (Ciriacy-Wantrup, 1952). 
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 After having considered the environment from the economic point of view, and having 

presented the economic meaning and characteristics of the natural resources, we can now 

proceed with the analysis of the relationships between coastal tourism and the environment. 

COASTAL TOURISM AND THE ENVIRONMENT 

Natural attractions and tourist activity 

 The tourist development of a particular area requires a wide range of natural 

resources, but only a group of resources are -strictly speaking- factors for tourist attraction. 

These are what we call natural tourist resources. The rest of the natural elements, which are 

required for the tourist development -but does not constitute a natural attraction factor-, are 

simply called natural resources. On the other hand, we must take into account that this 

classification does not exclude the possibility that -in the tourist development of a particular 

area- one natural resource can be at the same time a natural tourist attraction and a natural 

resource. 

 We have already defined natural resources as those elements in Nature which meet a 

human need or wish, but man is enabled to separate them from the rest of Nature and use 

them effectively by means of his knowledge and technology. However, how does man use 

natural resources as natural tourist attractions? That is, how is the use made possible and 

promoted for instance of a beach, a climate, the sun, the landscape, and an environment? 

Evidently, this is achieved -at least in a significant part- through technology. 

 Beach tourism is based on making the most of specific environmental features. Here, 

we are dealing with the right combination of physical factors which become a production 

medium from the moment in which they are attributed a social value. In addition to the social 

valuation, performances and transformations are required to happen upon the space, so that 

its potential tourist use is effective. This latter aspect is also explained by the fact that the 

factors which make up the natural tourist attractions can only be used 'in situ', they cannot be 

moved (Sánchez, 1991). 
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 If technology defines the use of natural resources, the use of the environment 

determined by the natural tourist resources and the use of each resource is defined and 

promoted by the tourist "infrastructure" in our case, which permits and promotes its use in a 

significant way, as well as defines the models and traits of the use. This "infrastructure" -related 

to the tourist space- is considered as man's "technological performance" on the space with the 

objective of making such a space into a "tourist space". If technology partially mediatizes the 

relationships between man and Nature, the infrastructure actions would play this part in our 

case. It is the features of the infrastructure which provide Nature or some of its components 

with a function, and therefore these become natural resources for man, and in our case, natural 

tourist attractions or resources. 

 For these natural resources to be susceptible of tourist use, a space transformation is 

needed where the potentially suitable spaces are found. This transformation has been parallel 

to the construction of a tourist offer, generally private -although not exclusively- first directed 

to meeting the accommodation demand and so facilitating the use of those natural attractions 

defined by the offer itself as such. This has led to different accommodation models (hotels, 

apartments, holiday estates, camp sites) and different combinations of the models. They have 

used and defined different consumption possibilities of the space, the tourist attractions, and 

the rest of the natural resources and the ecosystem as a whole -both on a quantitative and 

qualitative basis. This does not mean that the use of the natural tourist attractions is not 

possible without this transformation. But as a matter of fact, it would be difficult to speak 

about "tourist spaces" without a transformation. In addition, the models and characteristics of 

the use of the attractions would be very different without the transformation, this case not 

being so relevant both from an economic and environmental point of view. 

 To a certain extent, everything we have commented on so far can be reflected in the 

following quotation from a case study: "The tourist space must have certain natural conditions, 

sea, sun... which in a way could be considered the raw material of tourism. In order to use it, 

there is need for a transformation which will create the road and communication network, 

health structures, services, etc. If from a tourist point of view, the natural conditions are a 

given factor, the planning corresponds to the heavy equipment, that is, the production of basic 

goods. Finally, a consumption industry is required to provide the specific goods, ready for 
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use. This will be the job for construction companies, developers, hoteliers, etc." (Arroyo Ilera, 

1980). The communications and transport infrastructures also have to be considered 

(McKercher, 1992; Piè-i-Ninot, 1985). 

 However, the new use which could be applied to the natural resources, and in 

particular to the natural tourist attractions, requires changes in the institutional factors which 

rule the conditions of appropriation of Nature. And as far as the appropriation of numerous 

natural resources is determined directly or indirectly by the property of the land, we must refer 

to it when talking about institutional factors which facilitate the consideration of natural 

resources as natural tourist resources. 

 The role which the institutional factors play in the definition and use of the natural 

resources as natural tourist attractions is clearly understood if we continue with the previous 

quotation: "The tourist space must have certain natural conditions, sea, sun... which in a way 

could be considered the raw material of tourism. In order to use it, there is need for a 

transformation to establish the road and communication network, health structures, services, 

etc., and to mobilise the property of the land, this becoming a main production factor, 

changing its grading and permitting a different use. In a few words, this is what urban planning 

does. If from the tourist point of view, the natural conditions are the given factor, the planning 

corresponds to the heavy equipment, that is, the production of basic goods". (Arroyo Ilera, 

1980; p.392). 

TOURISM AND TERRITORY 

 If a significant part of tourism is linked to the environmental features of the region, 

tourism can be conceived -at least in one of its sides- as a phenomenon which "consists of the 

use and transformation of a geographical environment with a view to meeting the demand of 

the tourist flow" (Calzoni, 1988). 

 The activity of the production of tourist services is found nearly always within a 

environmental context -both in a positive and negative sense- modified by human activity, and 

contributes to its modification most times. This requires to ensure access to the space (external 

accessibility), and to the attractions (internal accessibility), and to ensure -through the 
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necessary structures- that the tourist has the best conditions for the development of the 

activities. 

 However, the process of "creating an infrastructure" which "defines" and promotes the 

natural tourist attractions -apart from favoring its consumption- has other consequences. First, 

it defines the model and magnitude of the use of the natural tourist attractions and the 

resources in general. Secondly, this process has gradually introduced new elements in the 

tourist offer, which has been diversified, so each tourist area has specialised in the production 

of tourist services and has added other tourist attractions beyond those strictly natural, and 

therefore the tourist profile of each particular area has changed. Tourist developments were 

initially exclusively based on natural tourist attractions, but they have gradually incorporated 

larger capital sums and a larger number of leisure activities, which has reinforced the tourist 

attraction of the tourist areas. 

 It is possible to establish and identify a more or less broad range of combinations 

between the natural tourist attractions and the rest of the attractions which can vary depending 

on the time and place. Each "tourist territory" is characterised at a given time by a given 

combination between certain natural elements and those elements resulting from the action of 

man upon the territory. The weight and importance of each territory -both from a quantitative 

and qualitative point of view- change depending on the development and evolution of the 

"tourist territory". 

 In a figurative way, these combinations can be illustrated by means of a curve of 

production possibilities, and on its axis we find the environmental quality and the rest of the 

factors used in the tourist production. The environmental quality variable synthesizes the 

environmental aspects which are natural tourist attractions. 

 Nevertheless, the graphs synthesize in a static way the different combinations of tourist 

productive factors and the environmental quality required for the production of tourist 

services, specifically of the tourist product. In Calzoni's account, there is a substitution ratio 

between material goods and environmental quality, which -if it were to decrease very quickly- 

would imply (from the tourist's point of view) that the variations in the quality of the 
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environment are appreciated to a great extent, and can only be compensated with opposite 

variations based on the quantity of material goods (Calzoni, 1988; 134-40). 

 Therefore, there is a lower limit of environmental quality beyond which the tourist 

demand stops. This is due to the fact that the tourist needs "can only be satisfied if there are 

tourist values [Y]. This is applied first to the natural tourist values, as the leisure needs of 

tourism are resolved through them" (Stakovic, 1991). Tourism requires a space with special 

qualitative and quantitative features and "most of the tourist developments are based, in a 

broad sense, on a natural platform which pre-determines its success or failure" (Molina, 

1982). However, on numerous occasions, the process of tourist development in itself has an 

effect on that natural base. 

 Finally, a remark needs to be made as to everything which has been said so far. If -

analytically- it is possible to speak about a substitution ratio between environmental quality 

and material goods, we must keep in mind that each change in the ratio implies sometimes an 

important modification in the characteristics of the "tourist product". That is to say, instead of 

talking about substitution ratios, we ought to refer to different possibilities of combination (of 

the set of factors which are synthesized as goods and incorporated services, and 

environmental quality) in the generic production of the tourist product. This is a production 

which becomes meaningful  when it is made specific, and then, it is possible to see the 

differences -especially qualitative- among tourist products. 
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Figure nº 2: Curve of tourist production possibilities. 
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Figure nº 3: Substitution limits in tourist production. 
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 This is an essential feature of the tourist trade which makes it different from other 

economic activities. In 1980, the OECD stated that the environment is an important 

component in the tourist activity, and keeping the environment in good condition is essential 

for the continuation of the tourist growth; therefore, any degradation of the environment could 

cause a drop in the growth. This is not the first consequence of an environmental degradation 

but a drop in the market segment towards which the tourist production of the space is 

directed. According to Morey-i-Andreu (1990), "when in those areas suitable for a selected 

kind of tourist trade, the necessary measures are not taken thus permitting environmental 

degradation phenomena to take place, instead of having a drop in the economic growth what 

we have is a change from selective tourism to mass tourism, which leads to an increase in the 

number of tourists and a fall in the quality of the tourist trade". It is not necessary to approach 

these changes in extreme terms, that is, from selective tourism to mass tourist trade, as the 

latter is sufficiently heterogeneous. 

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 In our approach to the environment from the economic point of view, we have shown 

its role in the economic processes: as a "productive factor" (both at the beginning of the 

productive process and in the last phases), and as an "economic good". We have also studied 

that the "resource" concept presupposes the demand for an agent with technical capacity and 

institutional means for an effective use of the resources. 

 Tourism, like any other economic activity, needs the environment, but in this case, a 

group of natural resources is required to act as  factors for the tourist attraction. The 

assignation of resources for tourist use requires the regional transformation of the areas where 

the resources are located. This makes the space to become -through regional planning 

policies- a "tourist area". 

 These regional transformations allow a tourist use of the natural resources but at the 

same time they establish the models of the use and therefore the intensity and models of the 

environmental impacts on the tourist development. Sometimes, this gives way to environmental 

degradation phenomena which -given the role played by the natural resources in coastal 



 14

tourism- alter, in the end, the quality of the features of the tourist product, this implying a 

qualitative decrease in the tourist product in itself. 

 This is the situation of numerous relatively 'mature' tourist developments in Spain. 

During decades, many Spanish littoral areas have undergone an important tourist growth; at 

the beginning, they counted on almost 'virgin' natural resources, but the construction of all the 

structures (apartment blocks, hotels, communication networks to facilitate the access to the 

beaches,...) have caused a strong environmental impact, and consequently, the quality of the 

tourist products has decreased, as well as the competitive capacity of these areas. 

 An avenue for the recuperation of the competitive capacity could be easily drawn from 

our analysis: if the environment is an essential component in the tourist production and the 

tourist product, and the regional transformations permit a use with a tourist objective, then any 

policy aiming at improving the quality of the tourist product must necessarily include regional 

actions, that is, a regional planning policy. 
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