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By October 2021, the coronavirus COVID-19 
pandemic had infected more than 60.3 million 
people and caused more than 1.5 million deaths 
across Europe.1 As a result, the region saw 
an unprecedented fall in international tourist 
arrivals, from 746 million in 2019 (up 4 per cent 
from the previous year) to 221 million in 2020 
– a 70 per cent decrease.2 Travel and tourism 
accounted for 38.5 million jobs in Europe in 
2019, declining to 34.9 million jobs in 2020,3 with 
the accommodation and food and beverage 
sectors representing the majority of employment 
providers.4

The world is facing a triple planetary crisis 
relating to the climate, pollution and nature, 
and it is becoming increasingly important 
for all tourism players to shift towards more 
sustainable and circular business models. 
However, governments and private tourism 
investors have not systematically prioritized the 
environment and social sustainability in their 
decision-making in the past.

In June and July 2021, the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP) conducted a 
survey to understand the impacts of the COVID-
19 pandemic on the tourism sector in the pan-
European Region, which received 135 responses 
from people representing governments, 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
tourism businesses, associations and research 
institutions in 35 countries. Participants also 
submitted examples and illustrations of impacts. 

This report aims to describe the changes 
brought to the tourism sector by the pandemic, 
as well as opportunities, challenges and 
recommended measures for mainstreaming 
sustainable	tourism.	It	first	outlines	the	pre-
pandemic environmental context of tourism 
and then reviews the implications of COVID19 
for mainstreaming sustainability in tourism, 
and	adequate	financing	responses.	The	report	
focuses on impacts on the environment, 
climate, waste and water linked to changes in 
tourism, and recommends 10 policy measures 
for the next decade to transform tourism 

development and build a resilient, inclusive, 
net	zero	and	resource-efficient	sector. The 
scope is the pan-European region; however, 
when pan-European data is not available, 
the report uses two types of data i) Europe 
(excluding Central Asia) and ii) European Union 
(EU) and European Free Trade Association 
(EFTA) data to show trends and the current 
status.

The pandemic impacts the environment (see 
section 2.3): It pandemic directly affected 
energy use and greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions across Europe,5 and led to a seven 
per cent reduction in global GHG emissions 
in 2020.6 This reduction was associated with 
a dramatic decline in air travel in Europe in 
2020 compared with 2019.7 However, this dip 
in carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions could be 
brief, and the world may still be heading for a 
temperature rise in excess of 3°C this century.8 

Most survey respondents thought that use of 
personal vehicles and non-vehicle transport (e.g. 
walking, cycling) increased during the pandemic 
(58 per cent and 46 per cent respectively) as 
people moved away from public transport. At the 
same time, nearly half of respondents (49 per 
cent) thought that air pollution due to tourism 
had declined; air quality has indeed improved 
in many European cities,9 but the relative 
contribution of tourism has not been quantified.

Travel restrictions and lockdowns also reduced 
disturbances in urban and remote areas, 
giving ecosystems and habitats a chance to 
recover and providing new spaces for species 
to occupy.10 Long-term research on wildlife 
distribution is needed to establish whether this 
is a temporary change.11 Protected areas in 
Europe that normally charged visitor fees faced 
a decline in overall revenue in 2020 compared 
with the previous year,12 which may pose 
financing difficulties in the future. As domestic 
travel restrictions were lifted, the European 
summer of 2021 saw a surge in domestic 
tourism13 and overcrowding in protected areas. 
Pollution increased in natural areas, where litter 
proliferated.14 



TRANSFORMING TOURISM IN THE PAN-EUROPEAN REGION FOR A RESILIENT AND SUSTAINABLE POST-COVID WORLD
Executive Summary12

However, when respondents were asked 
whether there had been changes in biodiversity 
or natural habitats in the pan-European region, 
the most frequent response was “no change” 
– demonstrating the importance of ecological 
monitoring data to record actual rather than 
perceived impacts.15

During the pandemic, there has been a surge 
in take-away food in single-use plastic 
packaging16 and use of personal protective 
equipment (PPE) to meet sanitary standards 
and protocols in tourism.17 The production, 
consumption and disposal of additional single-
use products may lead to increased air pollution, 
GHG emissions, waste and littering. 18 A slight 
majority of respondents believed that solid and 
liquid waste had increased during the pandemic 
(39 per cent and 33 per cent respectively), but 
similar proportions thought these had declined. 
Most respondents thought there had been 
greater use of chemical products for cleaning 
and sanitation (47 per cent), but lower levels of 
food waste (38 per cent). They also thought that 
waste management practices (49 per cent) and 
chemical use (47 per cent) in tourism, which the 
hospitality industry struggled to deal with during 
the pandemic, had caused greater pollution.19 
Although there is no specific research in this 
area, it is assumed that additional cleaning and 
sanitation measures for safe reopening will lead 
to greater overall use of chemicals. 

Demand for mainstreaming sustainable 
tourism is gaining momentum: Consumer 
research suggests that the pandemic has made 
most travellers want to travel more sustainably 
in the future.20 Travellers are particularly 
concerned about excess waste, threats to local 
wildlife and natural habitats, overcrowding at 
popular destinations, and GHG emissions.21 
This suggests that efforts to drive sustainable 
tourism and capitalize on the sustainability trend 
may have reached a turning point – and that we 
should take advantage of this pivotal moment 
to mainstream sustainable tourism. Survey 
respondents reported increased availability of 
sustainable tourism products and services due 

to the pandemic (e.g., virtual tours and locally 
produced foods and materials). However, many 
respondents did not perceive any changes in the 
reuse and recycling of materials (52 per cent), 
waste management (44 per cent), or energy 
efficiency (40 per cent) in the tourism sector. 
In terms of socioeconomic benefits, the most 
frequent responses were that people had not 
observed changes in the involvement of women 
in tourism (40 per cent), while 32 per cent of 
respondents thought entrepreneur participation 
had increased, compared with 28 per cent who 
thought there was no change. As for youth 
involvement in tourism, 32 per cent thought this 
was unchanged, while 25 per cent thought it had 
increased.22

Financial and technical resources: Across the 
European region, governments and destination 
management organizations (DMO) have 
made available millions of euros to address 
sustainable tourism challenges. For example, 
both for Croatia and Norway is supporting 
stakeholders to recover from the COVID-19 
crisis and invest in more sustainable tourism, 
tackle circularity, foster resource efficiency 
and improve digital data exchange.23 Likewise, 
Norway is supporting tourism companies to 
focus on closer markets, apply environmental 
certifications for transparent sustainability 
efforts, and support nature conservation.24 
Survey respondents identified priorities for 
financial support, including capacity-building for 
new sustainable tourism practices and products, 
nature conservation, environmental education 
for visitors, and establishing mechanisms to 
ensure that income from tourism supports local 
communities.25

The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed 
the many fragilities of our economies 
and deepened existing inequalities, while 
highlighting the need for resilience, innovation 
and cooperation26. Emergency measures to 
address the health crisis and its economic fall-
out are the immediate priority; but greening 
recovery efforts can help nations to “build back 
better” and increase resilience to future crises. 
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With increasing demand for sustainable 
tourism options, now is the time to capitalize 
on emerging opportunities to build a more 
sustainable and resilient tourism sector. 

The literature and survey responses have 
informed the following 10 policy measures 
proposed by UNEP to support sustainable 
tourism in the future, and address increasing 
risks of natural disasters, climate change and 
pandemics.

These measures need to be underpinned 
by efforts to bolster sustainable tourism 
practices, including strengthening the enabling 
environment, using appropriate investment 
and fiscal measures to stimulate good 
practices, promoting digitalization and using 
technological advances for the benefit of all, 
supporting cohesive destination management 
and stakeholder involvement, and meaningfully 
enhancing coordination and collaboration. The 
measures comprehensively support the findings 
of the European Commission’s consultation on 
the “New Industrial Strategy” and its 27 transition 
pathway topics across the green transition, 
digital transition and resilient transition, coupled 
with its targets and milestones.27

1.	 Strengthen	policy,	regulatory	and	
institutional	frameworks	to	prevent	
future	crises

2.	 Stimulate	supportive	fiscal	measures	
and	disable	harmful	ones,	including	
fossil	fuel	subsidies

3.	 Support	investment	and	finance	for	
sustainable	tourism,	including	sustainable	
mobility,	local	governance,	and	development	
of	sustainable	tourism	products

4. Accelerate	sustainable	infrastructure	
and	transport,	and	retrofit	towards	net	
zero	and	resource	efficient	operations

5. Establish	monitoring	frameworks	and	
systems	to	measure	the	sector´s	general	
progress	towards	sustainability,	climate,	
biodiversity	and	nature	conservation			

6. Engage	and	partner	with	tourism	
stakeholders,	and	build	their	capacity	to	
participate	effectively

7. Adopt	digital,	circular,	and	technological	
solutions

8. Adopt	sustainable	procurement	and	
consumer	information	tools,	including	
sustainability	standards	and	voluntary	
certification	schemes

9. Support vulnerable groups, including 
women, youth, migrants, ethnic and 
indigenous communities

10. Invest in research to support science-
based decision making in tourism
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