Overview of Disasters and Threats to Tourists: 3 
Instructor Guide



Session 3: Overview of Disasters and Threats to Tourists

Time: 1 hour


Objectives:


At the conclusion of this session, the students should be able to:

3.1 Discuss key definitions related to the tourism industry

3.2 Describe the size and importance of the tourism industry

3.3 Describe the basic structure of the tourism industry

3.4 Identify, categorize, and illustrate primary threats to tourists

3.5 Identify key aspects of tourist vulnerability

Scope:

Introduction to the tourism industry and identifies which tourists and businesses are most vulnerable to disasters and threats.

Readings:

1. Required Student Reading

Susan M. Pottorff and David M. Neal. 1992. Pp. 116-118 in Council on Hotel, Restaurant and Institutional Education, “Issues of Emergency Management in the Tourism Industry,” 1992 Annual CHRIE Conference Proceedings. Orlando, Florida, July 29-August 1.

2. Professor Reading

Chuck Y. Gee, James C. Makens, and Dexter J.L. Choy. 1997. The Travel Industry (3rd ed.). New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold. Pp. 3-20.

3. Background References

Chuck Y. Gee and Eduardo Fayos-Sola, eds. 1997. International Tourism: A Global Perspective. Madrid, Spain: World Tourism Organization.

Raymond C. Ellis, Jr. 1992. “Before Disaster Strikes!” Hotel & Resort Industry 15 (November):32-36.

Requirements:

1. The professor should begin the class with an activity that improves student understanding of what is meant by the “tourism industry.” A useful way to get students thinking in concrete terms about this industry is to have them analyze their most recent trip. As individuals or in small groups, the students can break down the trip step-by-step, so that the extent of their contact with travel-related businesses becomes clear. Questions that the students should address might include the following:

a) Was the trip part of an organized tour? Who organized the tour? Who conducted the tour?

b) Did the tour organizer discuss the subject of risk coverage or make specific disclaimers in reviewing the travel itinerary with the group?

c) Where did you stay? What kind of lodging did you use, and who arranged it?

d) How did you travel between the airport, hotel, and the attractions you visited?

e) What kinds of attractions and activities did you visit and participate in? Were there signs or verbal instructions regarding the potential risks of the activity? Were you required to sign any liability waivers?

f) What companies do you remember contacting? Which contacted you?

Ask the students to write their answers to these questions. The point of this exercise is to raise their awareness of how vast and varied the tourism industry is, the number of people who supply travel services in a package, and why travel disclaimers are used to transfer possible risks to suppliers of travel products or services or to the buyer.

2. Building upon the discussion in (1) above, the professor should prompt students to think about what might have happened on their trips if they had faced an emergency situation. This discussion might begin by asking students to assess the points at which they were most vulnerable on the trip. If a student actually experienced a disaster, it could serve as an ideal topic for discussion. Professors are cautioned, however, that some students may not wish to discuss such matters in a public setting like a classroom. Unless the event was highly traumatic (e.g., injury or death of family member), however, experience has shown that most will share their observations and feelings without concern. Indeed, such discussion may assist their own healing process. In each case, the students should consider the following questions:

a) What would have been your initial concerns and priorities following the emergency? (e.g., notification of relatives, delay in returning to work, security of personal belongings) 

b) Who would you have wanted to contact?

c) What kinds of services or provisions would you have expected from the businesses concerned?

d) Would the emergency affect your future travel plans?

The purpose of this exercise is to stimulate thinking about the unanticipated needs and concerns of travelers. It is important to emphasize that personnel who are dealing with travelers in an emergency are confronting people who are facing a situation they did not expect and for which they are not prepared. In addition, as the answers to questions (a), (b), and (c) will indicate, travelers will have very different priorities and concerns in the wake of the emergency. The importance of understanding this perspective will be emphasized later in the course when specific disaster response and planning principles are presented. 

Remarks:

Objective 3.1

Key Terms

1. Basic definitions relevant to the tourism industry. Students are often confused about what, exactly, tourism is, and what it includes. The following definitions from the World Tourism Organization (WTO) should be presented and briefly discussed to ensure a basic understanding of these terms (adapted from Gee and Fayos-Sola 1997):

a) Tourism: The activities of persons traveling to and staying in places outside of their usual environment for not more than one consecutive year for leisure, business, and other purposes.

b) Tourist (Overnight visitor): A visitor staying at least one night in a collective or private accommodation in the place visited.

c) Same Day Visitor (Excursionist): A visitor who does not spend the night in a collective or private accommodation in the place visited.

d) Visitor: Any person traveling to a place other than that of his/her usual environment for less than 12 consecutive months and whose main purpose of travel is not to work for pay in the place visited.

e) Traveler: Any person on a trip between two or more locations.

2. Of particular importance to students in the definitions of tourism and visitor is the specification that the travel is outside of the person’s “usual environment.” This is key, because the fact that the visitor is in such a place creates additional risks and complicating factors in disaster situations. 

Objective 3.2

Size and Importance

Of Tourism

1. The tourism industry has been one of the fastest growing industries in the world over the past few decades, and now constitutes a major component of the global economy.

2. The following statistics may give students a better understanding of the size and importance of tourism:

a) The world’s largest industry and generator of jobs, accounting for an estimated $3.8 trillion of gross output and 262 million jobs in 1997 (WTTC, 1997, p. 1).

b) Accounted for 10.7 percent of GDP of the world’s economy in 1997.

c) Generates one in every nine jobs worldwide (WTTC, 1997, p. 1).

Objective 3.3

Structure of Industry

1. Emphasize that the tourism industry is unlike a more traditional industry (e.g., automobile) because it cannot be easily defined or delineated by a product. For example, it is relatively simple to classify an automobile dealer as part of the automobile industry. However, it would be more difficult to similarly classify a restaurant or retail store as part of the tourism industry. This is because both of those establishments will have varying degrees of involvement in the tourism industry. The suburban McDonald’s may derive 95 percent of its revenue from non-visitor traffic, while the McDonald’s near the airport may be just the opposite. From this example, the students can begin to understand that the tourism industry is complex and visitor markets are highly segmented. 

2. Because of this complexity, it is useful to think about the tourism industry in terms of the following general components or categories of businesses:

a) Transportation Services: This includes airlines, rail service, automobile rentals, cruise ships, and ground transportation (buses, vans, limousines, etc.)

b) Accommodations and Hospitality Services: This includes hotels, motels, and other types of accommodations (bed and breakfast), and food and beverage establishments.

c) Travel Distribution Systems: This includes tour wholesalers, tour operators, and travel agencies.

d) Providers of other amenities: This includes a diverse collection of businesses (e.g., theme parks and other types of attractions, specialized retail outlets, and entertainment complexes, etc.,) whose primary customer base is tourists and other types of travelers. 

3. In light of this complex industry structure, the professor should emphasize the key importance of communication in disaster situations. For example, visitors on a group tour who are caught in severe weather will find themselves confronted with multiple points of communication: the tour company, the ground transportation company supplying the actual means of transportation, the hotel where the tour group is staying, etc. The students should be aware of the complexity of this network, and the potential for misinformation that it poses.

4.  Using the situations earlier discussed in the session, ask the students to graphically diagram the communications channels among the organizations that they had contact with on their trips. For example, there might be a direct link between the student, the tour group leader, the tour company, and the various attractions. The purpose of this short exercise is to graphically demonstrate to the class the myriad of communications channels that exist in the tourism industry, and, hence, how crucial it is to understand these channels in an emergency situation.

5. Another exercise that some professors may wish to use is as follows.

a) Divide the class into three to five small work groups.

b) Ask students to diagram their ideas regarding the flow of communications during an actual emergency, such as a hurricane warning, between the government agency responsible for emergency warnings and the tourist. 

c) Each diagram should be as detailed as possible, preferably showing person-to-person contact (e.g., hotel security department chief informs the general manager, etc.) This should be diagrammed on a large sheet of paper, with each group then taking five minutes to explain their diagram.

d) Each of the group diagrams can then be compared, with the instructor providing comments on common elements, missing elements, and so forth.

e) For the purpose of comparison, the professor should give the same scenario to all groups (e.g., hurricane warning at a resort hotel).

Objective 3.4

Primary Threats

1. Transportation emergencies: Transportation from one point to another is the basis of tourism, and all forms of transportation involve risk. Within the typology set forth in Session 2 (Objective 2.2, “Disaster Types”), transportation emergencies would fall under technological and human-made disasters.

a) Example: Crash of SwissAir Flight 111 on September 2/3, 1998, near Peggy’s Cove, Nova Scotia; 215 passengers and 14 crew members killed; cause of the crash still undetermined as of this writing (Newsweek, September 14, 1998, pp. 22-26).

b) Students will be most familiar with airline crashes, which are the most prominent (although least likely) of transportation disasters. Other forms of transportation—rail, ships, bus, automobile—all are subject to accidents.

c) Transportation related emergencies can be the result of both natural phenomena (bad weather) or man-made sources (inadequate maintenance and repair, equipment malfunction, human error).

d) Transportation related emergencies are often characterized by remoteness and/or inaccessibility to sources of rescue and medical assistance. By its nature, transportation in the context of tourism serves to connect two or more destinations, which may be separated by hundreds or thousands of miles of ocean or sparsely inhabited land. This factor greatly complicates the rescue and recovery process; in fact, establishing the actual location of the accident may be problematic.

2. Lodging Fires: Next to transportation emergencies, hotel fires are probably the most publicized of tourism related disasters. Lodging fires would also fall under technological and human-made disasters.

a) Example: MGM Grand Hotel fire, Las Vegas, Nevada, November 21, 1980; 85 deaths, approximately 600 injuries, $30-$50 million in damage to the hotel (Ruchelman 1988, pp. 108-109).

b) Unlike transportation emergencies, fires that occur in hotels and other lodging facilities are generally located in population centers near emergency facilities and personnel.

c) The severity of such fires is more dependent upon factors such as the design and construction of the lodging facility, its conformance with safety regulations, the timing of the fire (especially as it relates to the actual occupancy of the building), and the response of the management and staff to the emergency.

3. Emergencies due to climatological and geophysical hazards: As presented in Session 2, natural disasters encompass a wide range of hazards. Weather prediction is an imperfect science, and often even the best planned travel can meet with severe weather conditions. In sun/sand/surf destinations, this often means tropical storms and hurricanes. In more temperate destinations, snowstorms and floods are common. Tourism related destinations and activities particularly vulnerable to selected types of emergencies:

a) Example: Hurricane Iwa, Kauai, Hawaii, November 23, 1982; one death; $230 million in damages (Honolulu Star Bulletin, September 14, 1992, p. A2).

b) Coastal resorts: tropical storms
c) Ski resorts: avalanches
d) Low-lying destination areas: floods

4. Political emergencies: As international travel grows, political emergencies are becoming more common. Included in this category are situations such as riots, hostage taking, assaults, government crack-downs, and so forth. Political emergencies can be categorized as conflict-based events in the typology discussed in Session 2.

a) Example: Terrorist attack on tourists in Luxor, Egypt, on November 17, 1997; 71 killed.

b) Sometimes visitors are simply in the wrong place at the wrong time, and by chance are affected by violence and unrest. At other times, visitors themselves, by virtue of their nationality or status as foreign visitors, are the targets of protest and violence.

c) The U.S. State Department issues travel advisories regarding those destinations that are deemed to pose risk to travelers, but political emergencies may flare up without warning, say, as in the case of a peaceful student march that suddenly turns into a hostile demonstration. State Department travel warnings can be found on its web site: http://travel.state.gov/travel_warnings.html.

5. Emergencies resulting from interruptions in business operations: Travel-related businesses often serve thousands, or even millions, of persons daily. Hotel chains, airlines, travel information systems, all depend on efficient operations to handle the volume of business they transact. Furthermore, travel-related businesses, such as hotels and airlines, often are 24-hour, all-year operations. The interruption of these operations can create emergency conditions for their clients and customers. Such interruptions include labor disputes and strikes, and failures of computers and information systems.

Objective 3.5

Tourists as Vulnerable

Populations

1. Ask students: “Based on the reading assignment by Pottorff and Neal (1992), what key observations would you offer to managers of tourist businesses?”

2. The following points from the required student reading (Pottorff and Neal 1992) should be reviewed.

a) Importance of trained employees in emergency situations. Concern and confusion are prevalent in emergency situations among tourists. The presence of personnel who are trained to handle such situations is critical in preventing further injury, loss, and psychological trauma.

b) Difficulty in warning tourists. It is inherently difficult to inform and warn tourists of impending emergencies, due to a number of factors. These include the following: the tourists’ unfamiliarity with the environment; their distance from and inattention to normal channels of mass communication, such as news reports; in the case of foreign tourists, communications difficulties caused by language barriers and cultural differences; and the unwillingness of tourists to take warnings and directives seriously.
c) Importance of contingency planning. Emergency situations are impossible to forecast. Contingency planning enables management and staff to anticipate and prepare for a number of different scenarios, thereby providing a degree of flexibility to their emergency response plan.

Supplemental

Considerations

1. Summarize the key points covered in this session, especially the following.

a) Emphasize the size and importance of the travel and tourism industry, and consequently the importance of emergency planning that takes into account the special conditions and considerations related to the industry.

b) Emphasize the diverse nature of the industry, and the implications of that diversity for planning, communications, and recovery in emergencies.

c) Review the various types of threats to visitors, and the factors that are important to each type.

d) Emphasize that there is a qualitative difference between, for example, experiencing a blizzard or hurricane in your own home environment versus as a visitor who is several thousands of miles from home. 

2. Ask students: “If you were a tourist, what type of natural disaster would you least like to experience? Why?”

3. Ask students: “Among all types of disasters, why are political or conflict-based events especially damaging to a ‘tourism image’?”

4. Ask students: “What is the single most important piece of information that you have learned from this session that might help you become a more effective manager of a tourist business?”

Course Developer 
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