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Abstract

Tourism has been a very dynamic activity worldwide over the last fifteen
years (until the 2008-2009 economic crisis). Some developing countries
have been very active in promoting this activity and have been successful.
Among these countries are several from the Central American region,
where tourism accounted for more almost 8% of GDP in 2008. Tourism is
a very broad activity, which includes leisure, business and family visits,
but statistics for this region do not allow a distinction between these
categories. Some countries are more specialized in leisure tourism (Belize
and Costa Rica) while others have a more diversified visitor composition
(El Salvador and Panama). Nevertheless, all countries have plans to
considerably expand its leisure tourism, which depends to a great extent
on their natural attractions, mostly on the coasts or near its coasts. The
study mostly concentrates on this kind of tourism.

The Central American countries’ rich biodiversity, forests, coral
reefs, attractive beaches, among others, are under serious threat because of
climate change effects, some of which are already being experienced. The
vulnerability to these events is a result not only of the region’s
geographical location but also of the degree to which the countries’
natural resources have been degraded, especially the accelerated
deforestation in most of them.

Hurricanes are becoming more frequent and intense, and so are
flooding, droughts, while rising sea levels and higher temperatures are to
become more evident in the near future, according to scientific
projections. Tourist sites are particularly sensitive to these changes, but
little is being done to adapt these activities accordingly. Leisure tourism
traveling to the region in mid year will be the one mostly affected by
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climate change (temperatures could increase by 4°C in some tourist locations in July 2050 and greater
extreme weather events could also occur around that time of the year, according to not particularly
pessimistic scenarios).

This paper looks at the different Central American countries’ tourism characteristics and
vulnerability to climate change phenomena; compares the different situations of tourist sites among the
countries of the region; looks into the legal and institutional framework that has been developed
regarding environment protection and climate change in each country under study, analyzing its
progress and limitations; explores the determinants of tourism demand in the past, including the role of
hurricanes and other external shocks on the flow of tourists and, finally, suggest some adaptation
policies mostly for leisure tourism.
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. Introduction

Tourism' has increased considerably worldwide over the recent period: it
reached 880 million people in 2009 (up from 540 million in 1995). It grew
by around 5% annually between 1995 and 2007, but fell by more then 4%
between 2008 and 2009 (during the first half of 2010 growth had been 7%,
regarding prior year) (UNWTO, 2010). Several new elements have given an
impulse to this activity as never before’. First, the increasing global
population and the change in its composition (for example, there is a greater
percentage of aging population which seeks warmer places to spend their
winter); second, the development of new tourist attractions based on sports,
adventure, biodiversity, among others, have opened new niches for visitors;
third, new modes and greater frequency of transport, as well as lower
transport tariffs; fourth, new destinations which were of difficult access
before. Additionally, other kinds of visits that form part of the tourist

figures, but do not respond necessarily to what traditionally is understood by
tonriam 1 e  vacatione and leianire linked trine alen have ranidlv increaced
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