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REVI&i' ESS1\Y : TOURISM IN DltVEWPING COUNTRIES - TRICK OR TRf:AT?
A REPORT FRaN GAMBIA. by Tina. F.sh and lllith
Ibsenbl.un, Research Rq,ort so. 31, 1975, (~)
scandinavian Institute of African Stulies, 76 ~.

For nore than ten years, the scandinavian Institute of African
Studies has pruroted research and ach:.:llarly exchange on topics of
critical corcern to Africa. Perhaps, the II'O!:It signilicant aspect
of this contrihltion has been the Institute 's record in sp:II'lSOring
debate Q'I topical and SCIlet.iIres even controversial issues. '!he
rep:lrt urde.r review here is mratg the first sc:h:.:.larly atteTpts
to i.mestf9a,te the iJ!pl.ct of tD.1riSll in an African CXIIlr'Ltry . Given
the dearth of literature on the S\bject, this report is ecre than
-eiccee, if only because of the controversy surrc:odirg the effi­
cacy of touriSll in prarotin;! econanic devekprent in poor countries.
'the subtitle of the report , 'Trick. or Treat?' could rut therefore
be ncre awroPriate.

In recent years, tourism has a.1Jlost achieved the status of
a ' sacred cow' in established thinking 00 eccocscc develc:prent
in the 'lhi.rd Nxld . Regarded as a depermble~ of~
tadly needed foreign exchange, touriSll is vigorously pronoted
I:7f international finan:::ial interests , bilateral aid agencie:s and
optimistic~t pl.anners . Fortunately, tourism in the poor­
countries relies on the sun which as one observer noted, has long
been bl.1nal for the '~ of tropicality ' ....ru.ch was held respce­
s ible for the 'Ihird \<brld's grin::ti.ng pcwerty . (See Louis 'l\lrner,
"""Zti ->1:;lti.;)Mt CompanU!l and the ThW liortd. New York: Hill & \CnJ,
197 3, p . 210 ). But today, aided I:7f the in::reasing deland for lei­
sure activity in the develqling oountries of the west, sun--dren::hed
tropical beaches have becare a 1:onanza; attracti.rg vacati.oning in­
dustrial ...erker's, 6\lIl...-..orahipping nudists and ...erld-blmning hippies­
all seeking a ~rary , even if only partial, escape frem JMchine
age society to inhllqe in fun , food, frolic and emtica.

Tropical tourislD is biq bJsiness to astute and llXlty imestors,
and it can also be a big earner to gooveIlI'teIlts. N:lt surprisingly,
its pratDtia'I has becare the latest Mnurtlerli 9ilIfE!M where profit­
ability is reckc;ned by the \Qlune of air traffic to the nation's
edrpores, the nurber of l'v:ltel beds available , bed occupan:;:y rates,
length of stay of the visitors and their local e>:pend.itures . But
the 1JSUa1 tourist statistics can be deceptive; often p.mlic invest­
lIEIlt in tourist infrastructure is disoounted; the argurent being
that since tiEse are social services they 'oOUld ultiJl'lately be pro­
vided I:7f the op.>errment 1:]) the po.i:llic~. yet, few of such
services are often provided exoept in the tourist areas. In 8Ir'f
case I:7f provi.dirq such services to tourism, the~t is eff­
ectively subaidizirq the CXlSt to the investor at the taxpayers '
expense,
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'Ihe touristic fortunes of countries are aanittedly varied,
deperding a'I their proximity to the oountries of tourist origin,
the relative level of integratial of the i.nh1stry into the nat­
i.cnal ecx:xurzy ard the =try's QIo1ll resource enr:bonEnt , am:ng
other factors . Generally net earn.irgs semi to be highest in the
least peer =tries with ratit:::nally integrated ard least depem­
ent eamanies. yet the logic of tourism can be extrerrel.y entic­
ing, especially to poor countries without any real alternative
for enployrre'lt or foreign exchange EDrYlings . As EBh and sceen­
b1m1 cceerve, it is very difficult for slX:h oountries to turn
a-.. advice f nm institutit:::ns Sld1. as the \*)rId Bank, t.TN:TAD or
the no which are~ tourism in one way or another. ~
bia is a fitting case, but the sibJatial is rot uu:::h different
in l1BZl)' African countries where tourism has been diswvered .

once referre::l to as an -i1rprctlab1e nation, - Garrbia is a
qui.mtic little country wi th puny resources . Peanuts and peanut
~ are the main elqX)rt a::mtDdity . contributing rmre than
95\ o f the total value of exports in 1973/74. It is hardly sur­
prising therefore that great ~ia sI"oul.d have usherEd in the
-d.isoovery- of Garrbia's palJrt-thronqed, vi:rgin~ in the mid­
1960 's l:7j a swedish toliday travel entIef:reneUr. Since then the
rurEJer of iXltel beds has IIl11tiplied ecre than six tirreI. But all
the new beds, 80\ o f the total are a.med by foreign charter cnn­
panies \Iob:l needed extreIrely generous incentives to invest in Gam­
bia . 'rtese in.:::1ude 31 year leases on land, five year D vel.opoont
certificate carprising tax~, pe:cnissioo to il\1Xlrt duty
free all capital <p:lds need9:l. to sustain the industry and free:i::ll:l
to e.xp::lrt profits and equity . A large nurber of COI"lSU'!I!lbles are
also iJrp:lrted duty free and the iXltels have priority in purchasing
local a:nstmer i tEms which often leads to sh::lrta<;Je am :illdJ.x'es food
price inf1atioo during the peak to.1rist season.

But a little hardship IoOU1d be acceptable if the tangible
benef its of to.1rism were significant. '!he pertcmeece of tourism
as an E!Ilpl.ajer is rotoriously uniJtpressive. Direct ertp10yllelt
in ~:ian tourism is a paltry 0.537 j obs per bed and will llDSt
l.iJcely decline as 1al:Dr becallE!S IlDre skilled and efficient. yet
even for the few~ there is hardly any security of etploy­
eeoe. statutory 1al:Dr ~tioos such as exist are less than
faithfully inplerrented if not totally flouted by the ertployers.
contracts are practically unkJx:wn and during the five IfOTIths slack
when 00tels are closed all loca1 iecor is laid off e>a:::ept the
lowest paid mllntelan;:e \tQPters .

A particular lrEl"it of Esh ard IaIenblUll 'S stWy is that it
!IOl..ght to irrYestigate the qualitative social aspects of Garrbian
tourism. '!heir anayysis begins to peel off the mystificatial of
to.lrism as a eeens o f understan:iing betseen cultures. AltOOugh
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"exotic" to the n:mii.c Ilajority of the visitors, the Gant>ian t0ur­
ist~ is carefully hullbaOOed to provide a fami.liar BUrT­
ounin;I - a kind of "envi.romEnta1 b.Hlle" within which the tourist
is protected and the vantage paint; fn;m whi.c:h te can watch the
natives. 'Ihis~ features familiar food, interior lDtel
dear and fumiture and Scandinavian rranaqers, aU of ...ni.ch enable
the visitor to :rePain in touch with his real world. A radio sta­
tion in Ganbia even broadcasts swedish nusic, sports results and
tips to tourists in swedish.

Needless to say, all lIW'Iagerial and supervisxy jam in the
toters are held I:¥ Europeans. '!his is rationalized I:¥ pointi.ng
to the lack of skilled perllOnnel am:ng the Ganbians, but it may
as well be conditiona::1 I:¥ an underlyin;l acccencrrc prejlXli.ce
....ru.ch cbaracter-Iaes. the natives as lazy, prooe to pilferin;l am
racist unservility. In the w::>rds of ooe m:tl'laqer '\.tlite people had
to be present in order to influence the Gant>ians with 'high rroral
thinking" ." &It su::h an attitlde which prefers the recruit:Ite'lt
of a Fl1ropean luri:lerer over the p=tion of a Garrbian~
to a supervisory p:lSition ca.IJR:lt el'"lXJU["age ex::ellent l.aOOr relat­
ions. It is rot surprising then that a certain o!IrtCU\t of rostil­
ity~ with racist sentiJTents may characterize the general­
ized attitu1es of GaIrbian IDtel workers tDooIatd ta.1rism.

&It as the attitude surveys I:¥ Esh am iCsenbllR suggest,
rostility to tourism in various shades may be sore widespread.
'Ibis is hardly surprisin;, for evidence fran ecee cari..l::bean is­
lands i.ndicAte a posttave correlation between the density of
tourists as <II proportaoo of the local population and hostilitj
t:cMard the roliday visitors, a developrent which may partly be
attrwuta:l to the rigid racial stratification in the irxlustry .
It is typical of tropical touril:m that the majority of the in­
digeroua peq>le serve the industry in scbservient roles; hardly
a camex!able fomula in these tirre:s of nati.alalist upsurge in
the '1h.ird \lbrld.

cee generalized criticis'n of ta.1rism is its association with
social and cultural polluti.al; the introdu::::ti.on and~t
of the II'06t decadent western values am behavior. A oase in p)int
is male and fsrale prostitution. In alJ!ost all the rrajor tourist
centers in the 1hird \<i;}rld, exotic sex has taciUy been addEd to
the list of attractia1s, and it can be sJ-a.on that the nutber of
prostitutes and their earnings fluctuate ac::oordin:j to the volUTE
of tourist traffic . Indeed, there are iniicati.c:n> that SCfTe pro­
rrotiera may in fact be pranising the visitors scee sensu::ous tropi­
=1 adventures . Rl~ then that an in::reasin; nutber of 1hird
W::>rld critics identify waiters, taxicab drivers, pinps and prostit­
utes as the real benefactors of tourisn.
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Given the socisl and eo::n::mic cceee of touristJ , 00th direct
and indirEct, it i..a rot clear that arty tropical country toasting
pllm-thraY;Jed suMY teecree can turn i t into a dependable foreign
~ earner and erployer of laOOr any IlDre than WJU1d be the
case if calpUahle i.nves'brent were JMde in, say a textile factory .
1laxn'ding to Esh and }QsenblUll a o:::nelusive stat:arent for GalrDia
is rot PJSSible . Ganbia 's national statistics are S\dl that it
is rot easy to evaluate the benefits of touril3lll even within the
narrowest precepts of quantitative garreslWIShip and GNP gI'CMtbran­
ship. But the ~tion is clear that the Ganbi.a may have been
hod .

'Ihe G<Irtlian case,~. even i f extrene, illustrates the
s ituat.i.a\ in several other African countries, perhaps in less 0b­
jectionable fom6. Gi ven that close to 60\ of the 006t of IfOst
b::llidays COlprises travel and ~tion, the facilities of
which rrany poor countries hardly have a share , it is amazi.ng that
the scrarTble for touril3lll by Third \\brld countries sh:luld be 90
intense. For the bigqer p:lrt of the rerrai.ni.ng 40\ is rot sure
to reeem in the =try anyway, wueee all food and drinks are
rot inp:lrted . 'Ihe value of the local handic:raft tnlde alc::ne can­
rot very well j ustify rrortgaginq a = try to tourisnl.

Clearly national planners and their advisors in the Iobrld
Bank , no and tner1ID have rot been critical and imaginative
en:.JU;h in designing strategi!!S for tourism deve1.opTelt in the
Third Iobrld . SOlut.icns which genenU.ly ~ihe to gradualiBlll
and lflU9inal irx:rerentalisn. in a situation where the irdustry
is ol~istic, hardly integrated in the naticna.l ecof'OlIY,
nteially stnI.tif i.ed. and exploitative, canrot 00.

Esh and R:lsertlJ.UlI 'S stmy. despite the limitations of ~,
conditioned by their o.n choice and lack of certain pertinent
data ...nich should have made it nore carprehenaive, is to be ccmend­
ed as a fint step a t a systematic qualitative evaluatioo of t0ur­
ism. in Africa . Ibpefully. it will generate Il'Dre debate and s~
ulate further and nore t:h::m:lugh research on the topic and all i ts
related facets.
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