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Abstract: Tourism in New Zealand is often described as a successful partnership of 
a number of industries including hospitality, transport, retail and core tourism pro-
ducts such as attractions. Whilst the impression given by current statistics is positive, 
this article seeks to draw attention to some of the threats faced by New Zealand’s 
inbound and domestic tourism and related industries in the future. Some hindran-
ces to further development arise from global issues; others result from local issues 
such as current political decisions and occurrences within the country. The indus-
tries are facing change and an uncertain future; government and regulatory bo-
dies are identified to have the most potential to mitigate, delay or avoid the issues 
identified in order to achieve a development that is sustainable in social, economic 
and environmental terms. First, the recent situation of tourism-related industries is 
presented. The subsequent discussion of possible future challenges may be of va-
lue to readers with interests in management of tourism and tourism development.
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International markets
The top five international markets 

are Australia, the UK, the USA, China 
and Japan; combined these markets 
account for 70% of  international visi-
tors (see Table 1). The average inten-
ded length of  stay is over 20 days; it 
varies greatly depending on the visitor 
market in question. Business visitors 
as well as Australian and Asian visitors 
tend to stay for a shorter time whereas, 
for example, free independent travel-
lers from European countries stay si-
gnificantly longer. As a result of  spa-
tial proximity as well as personal and 
business links, Australia is the top mar-
ket both in terms of  holiday and busi-
ness travel. The same holds true, even 
though to a lesser extent, for the UK 

markets. Interestingly, China and Ja-
pan are the only markets that show a 
significant growth; whereas Japanese 
are mainly holiday visitors; some of  
the growth in the Chinese market can 
be attributed to increased economic 
relationships between NZ and China 
(thus contributing to the, also signifi-
cant, increase in business travel as lis-
ted in Table 1).

These markets differ in the type of  
travel visitors engage in. Travel modes 
include backpacking, package tours 
that are often associated with Asian vi-
sitor markets and free independent and 
semi-independent travelling. The latter 
travel modes are generally associated 
with Western markets but these trends 
are currently about to change. Another 

important distinction is in lengths of  
stay. Australian visitors, for example, 
have the shortest lengths of  stay (Mi-
nistry of  Tourism, 2009a); Germans 
stay the longest (Ministry of  Tourism, 
2009b). Whilst this can be clearly be at-
tributed to the distance travelled to the 
destinations, it also reflects travel mo-
des (for example, Australians are more 
likely to visit friends and relatives whe-
reas many German visitors fall in the 
category of  free independent travel-
lers) as well as annual leave allocations. 

Domestic tourism
Domestic tourism is often undere-

stimated as an economic force. Whilst 
despite high earnings not as valued as 
foreign exchange earning international 
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International tourism contributed NZ$ 9.5 billion in export earnings to New Zealand’s eco-
nomy in the year ending March 2010 (Tourism Strategy Group 2010). Thus accounting for 
18.2% of NZ’s total export earnings, tourism is the country’s largest export earner after the 
dairy industry (Schilling, Zuccollo & Nixon, 2010). Often underestimated in its relevance for 
NZ’s economy, domestic tourism contributed another NZ$ 12.9 billion. Excluding Good and 
Services Tax (GST) and import duties, the tourism industries combined provide 8.7% of the 
GDP; almost 10% of the workforce (182,400 individuals) is employed in tourism (Tourism 
Strategy Group 2010). Whilst these numbers emphasise the current significance of tourism 
to the NZ economy, further long-term growth cannot be taken for granted. This article as-
sesses challenges in the future development of tourism in New Zealand. Whilst current fore-
casts predict further growth (Ministry of Tourism, 2010), a number of factors that potentially 
hinder an increase in visitor numbers are identified. First, an overview of international and 
domestic tourism is provided; this is followed by a consideration of fuel costs, environmental 
concerns and possible impacts of travel taxes. In order to reflect factors within New Zealand, 
recent government and policy decisions, the fragmented education system as well as possi-
ble impacts of natural disasters are discussed.

Christchurch Cathedral, showing the  
effects of the February 2011 earthquake 
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tourism, Table 2 illustrates that dome-
stic tourism generates almost 50 mil-
lion guest nights. Taking into account 
that the average spend per night per 
domestic traveller is NZ$ 118 (com-
pared to only NZ$ 113 for internati-
onal visitors; Tourism Strategy Group, 
2010), domestic tourism is indeed re-
levant. This is particularly pertinent 
as the industries’ reliance on domestic 
tourism is likely to increase in case in-
ternational tourism declines.

As the following discussion will 
show, domestic tourism is also less 
likely to suffer from a number of  cur-
rent issues that are likely to impact on 
international tourism such as rising 
fuel costs or increased environmental 
concern of  travellers. While compa-
ratively short travel distances clearly 
have a role in this consideration, the 
very high importance of  VFR trips 
that are typically prioritised highly in 
travel decision-making is unlikely to 
decrease.

The following will identify and dis-
cuss issues that are likely to impact on 
the development of  tourism in NZ in 
the future. These are rising fuel costs 
and a growing environmental concern 
of  consumers, a growing uncertainty 
as more countries implement travel ta-
xes, deficiencies in holistic governance 
and planning for tourism and a frag-
mented tourism education system. 

Fuel costs & environ-
mental concerns

Increasing costs in fuel are widely 
discussed as a challenge to agriculture, 
industry and service in general; the is-
sue shall therefore not be discussed 
in great depth here. Diminishing re-
sources are well recognised as having 
impacts on both travel behaviour (for 
example, in terms of  travel decision 
making; Kelly, Haider & Williams, 
2007; Xia, 2010). 

Over the last 15 years, however, an 
additional factor has grown in impor-
tance. Consumer awareness of  en-
vironmental issues has grown consi-
derably, having additional impact on 
travel decision-making and wiping 
long-haul destinations from the maps 
(and travel intentions) of  a growing 
number of  travellers. Goodwin (1996) 
was one of  the first researchers to em-
phasise this but the phenomenon has 
since been confirmed by a number of  
researchers (Miller, 2001; Williams & 
Ponsford 2009). This development 
puts NZ and its destination marketing 

in an awkward situation: the country is 
sold as a “clean and green” destination 
(see images on page 11 & 14), a label 
that is impossible to uphold in the face 
of  growing concern about the impacts 
of  long-haul travel.

Impact of travel taxes
Supposedly so as to address environ-

mental issues as well as consumer con-
cern, travel taxes have been introduced 
in the UK, one of  NZ’s top markets. 
These have been met with considera-
ble criticism. Despite being hailed as 
a “green” tax, there has not been sig-
nificant spending on green issues from 
the funds raised through that tax (Star-
mer-Smith, 2009). Also, the tax can be 
seen to deter environmental benefits 
by creating the impression that air pas-
sengers “offset” their environmental 
impact by paying the tax.

As the tax to pay by the traveller in-
creases with distance travelled, a re-
turn trip from London to Auckland 
now costs an additional NZ$ 648, 

roughly the equivalent of  five days 
worth of  average spending at the de-
stination (see above; Coventry, 2010). 
This move is heavily criticised by NZ 
tourism industry representatives who 
state in a letter to British economy se-
cretary Justine Greening:
“It is our understanding that the UK 

government intends to generate £ 520 
million from the APD [Air Passenger 
Duty] without any specific environ-
mental initiatives in mind. As well as 
deterring travellers, the APD is having 
a huge impact on airlines that are al-
ready making a contribution of  £ 2,000 
millions to the UK government’s con-
solidated accounts.” (Coventy 2010, 1)

This undoubtedly creates a provo-
king situation for players in the trans-
port industries and adds uncertainty 
to already volatile markets. Taking a 
holistic macro-economic viewpoint, 
consulting agency McKinsey & Com-
pany (2011) suggests that in addition 
to the dubiousness of  claims of  envi-
ronmental benefits, expected econo-

Forecast international visitor nights per Regional Tourism Organisation (RTO) areas

Pacific News #36 • July/August 2011

Pa
ci

fi
c 

N
ew

s 
C

ar
to

gr
ap

h
y:

 ©
 C

la
u

s 
C

ar
te

n
s 

2
01

1,
 S

o
u

rc
e:

 M
in

is
tr

y 
o

f 
To

u
ri

sm
 2

01
0

N e w  Z e a l a n d

North Island

166°

T a s m a n  S e a

Northland RTO
2.032.000

170°

174° 178°

166° 170°

174° 178°

46°

42°

38°

34°

46°

42°

38°

34°

South Island

S o u t h

Waikato RTO
1.922.000

Nelson RTO
1.657.000

Queenstown RTO
2.602.000

Auckland RTO
18.910.000

Rotorua RTO
1.605.000

Wellington RTO
4.951.000

Canterbury RTO
6.700.000 (projection pre-earthquake)

Dunedin RTO
1.463.000

more than 10 million visitor nights

more than 2 million visitor nights

less than 2 million visitor nights

forecast international visitor nights 2011
(absolute figures in selected RTO areas)
1 square equals 1 million visitor nights

0 2000 km1000

P a c i f i c

O c e a n

0 200 km100



14

mic benefits of  such taxes are lacking. 
The above issues are relevant for de-
stinations that are primarily long-haul 
and, indeed, as tourism is the most 
important expert earner in New Zea-
land, reliance on the industry is more 
intensive than in some other long-haul 
destinations. In 2009/10, tourism was 
only the third most valuable export in-
dustry in Australia after mining and 
manufacturing (Australian Govern-
ment, 2010; Anthill, 25 January 2010). 
Consequently, Australia is much less 
vulnerable to developments hindering 
its tourism industries. The issues dis-
cussed in the following sections are 
specific to NZ as they derive from de-
velopments within the country.

Governance and planning
When the New Zealand Tourism 

Strategy 2015 (NZTS 2015) was re-
leased in 2007; its declared aim was 
that ”in 2015, tourism is valued as the 
leading contributor to a sustainable 
New Zealand economy” (Ministry of  

Tourism, Tourism New Zealand, Tou-
rism Industry Association 2007, 5). 
The document resulted from a com-
prehensive consultation process that 
involved most relevant industry and 
government representatives and or-
ganisations. Prepared under a Labour 
government, the strategy has not re-
ceived the same attention and imple-
mentation support under the National 
government since 2008. New strategic 
directions have not been communi-
cated since then and, as a result, the 
industries lack government support 
both in terms of  resources and advice. 
This impression is endorsed by the 
fact that on 16 August 2010, the Minis-
try of  Tourism was incorporated into 
the Ministry of  Economic Develop-
ment and ceased to exist as a separate 
entity. Resourcing for the newly esta-
blished Tourism Strategy Group may 
not allow, for example, for the same 
level of  industry-relevant research 
which was previously seen as one of  
the strengths of  tourism governance 

in NZ. Furthermore, 
a new CEO of  Tou-
rism New Zealand is 
currently implemen-
ting changes to the in-
ternational marketing 
campaigns that aim 
to attract new target 
markets; for example, 
there is now a larger 
focus on marketing to 
the US than previously.

These efforts largely 
take place simultane-

ously and do not seem to be coordi-
nated by any single agency. As a result, 
providers and managers of  attractions, 
accommodation and transport are not 
closely involved. The experiences they 
offer and manage may therefore not 
be in line with what is communicated 
through marketing, a situation that can 
potentially lead to a gap between visi-
tor expectations and tourism products.

Fragmented education
The quality, education and motiva-

tion of  staff  are clearly a significant 
feature of  all products of  service in-
dustries and tourism is no exception. 
Education providers respond to this 
challenge by offering a multitude of  
qualifications and degrees to prepare 
students for careers in tourism and 
hospitality. It is estimated that edu-
cation institutions in NZ offer more 
than 600 related qualifications (per-
sonal communication Albrecht 2010). 
While this seems to respond to the 
shortage of  staff  in these industries, 
the real issues lie elsewhere.

Tourism and hospitality are not seen 
as sectors that potentially provide desi-
rable career options. Indeed, tourism 
is perceived as a temporary career op-
tion for younger people. Reasons for 
this include seasonality and low pay 
rates but in order for tourism provi-
ders to be able to provide and manage 
their products professionally, experi-
ence and education are necessary. This 
situation is aggravated by another cur-
rent development: In late 2010, the 
New Zealand Qualifications Autho-
rity (NZQA) has proposed changes to 
university entrance requirements. So 
far, credits earned in tourism courses 
at secondary school counted towards 
students’ university entrance requi-
rements. As many first-year students 
in tourism and tourism management 
have indeed completed such courses, 
they seemed to provide an avenue into 
a career in tourism and tourism ma-
nagement. Under the new proposal, 
only core courses such as mathema-
tics, languages, science and humanities 
would count towards university ent-
rance. Whilst the value of  a humanis-
tic and scientific (read non-vocational) 
education will be obvious to most rea-
ders, it is also understandable that the 
Aviation, Tourism and Travel Training 
Organisation (ATTTO) objects stron-
gly to these plans (Valentine 2010).

The difficulty in addressing these 
challenges arises from the fact that 

Ferry at Glade Wharf – Lake Te Anau
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Table 1: International tourism markets and purpose of visit  
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none of  these issues can be resol-
ved by one actor or organisation only. 
Both require the collaboration (or at 
least agreement) of  a number of  play-
ers and, consequently, the responsibi-
lity lies with institutions in governance 
and planning at the national and regi-
onal levels as well as industry organi-
sations.

Natural disasters
Situated on the boundary of  the 

Australian Plate and Pacific Plate, New 
Zealand is well known for its particu-
lar proneness to earthquakes, volcanic 
eruptions and geothermal activity. The 
need for the tourism industries to be 
prepared for related disasters has been 
comprehensively discussed in a pre-
vious issue of  Pacific News (Orchis-
ton 2009) and shall not be explored 
in more detail here. The earthquake 
on 22 February 2011 in Christchurch 
hit the South Island’s major gateway 
for international travellers. Whilst 
Christchurch’s inner city was still off  
limits at the time of  writing this article 
(see image on page 12), the internati-
onal airport was operational within 
hours of  the tremor. Airlines as well 
as ferry companies were able to eva-
cuate travellers to other centres within 
a short timeframe. Whilst, given the 
circumstances, visitors to the region 
were dealt with exemplarily and the 
majority of  tourism operators in the 
Christchurch region are up and run-
ning, there are reasonable fears among 
tourism operators that the earthquake 
may put off  international visitors, in 
particular those from Asian markets 
that are known to be risk-adverse.

Outlook
The discussion of  the current state 

of  affairs and future challenges above 
has emphasised a number of  prob-
lems in the future of  NZ’s tourism-re-
lated industries. To date, the country 
successfully draws from its relatively 
unspoilt natural environment (a result 
of  low population density, not envi-
ronmental considerations), its success-
ful international marketing campaigns 
and the fact that NZ is comparatively 
easy to travel as the infrastructure is 
well developed and the first language is 
English. However, drawbacks that re-
sult from current global developments 
as well as distance to visitor markets 
may have a considerable impact. In 
addition, countries like Norway and 
Chile aspire to offer very similar pro-

ducts and both competitors are in 
closer proximity to some of  NZ’s core 
markets (Norway to Europe, Chile to 
the US and Canada). Cultural tourism 
drawing from NZ’s indigenous Māori 
culture provides an opportunity to di-
versify but whether this opportunity 
can be seized successfully is still unc-
lear (see image above). Film-induced 
tourism, first a result of  the filming of  
Lord of  the Rings from the late 1990s, 
now also including Bollywood and 
other international productions such 
as America’s Next Topmodel, has be-
come a driver of  tourism development 
that is expected to increase in 
significance with the filming 
and producing of  "The Hob-
bit" from 2011.

It remains therefore to be 
seen whether tourism in NZ 
can truly sustain itself  as a 
major export earner in the 
long run. The current political 
framework suggests that there 
is only limited government 
support. Indeed, as made clear 
above, the current National 

government mainly expresses interests 
in the economic aspects of  the indus-
try, leaving aside issues related to the 
natural environment and education. 
One focus of  tourism industries must 
be the domestic sector. It is already si-
gnificant in economic terms but there 
is neither marketing nor planning for 
domestic tourism. Taking into account 
NZ’s aging population, increasing ur-
banisation as well as a likely decline in 
international tourism in the long term, 
the relevance of  domestic tourism 
will increase. With much uncertainty 
ahead, few predictions can be made 

Table 2: Domestic tourism and purpose of visit
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for tourism but there is no doubt that 
the industries must adapt if  they are 
to sustain the destination, themselves 
and their workforce economically, so-
cially and ecologically.
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