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The book series “Geographies of the Anthropocene” edited by the Scienti-
fic International Publisher “Il Sileno” (Il Sileno Edizioni) will discuss the 
new processes of the Anthropocene epoch through the various worldviews of 
geoscientists and humanists, intersecting disciplines of Geosciences, Geogra-
phy, Geoethics, Philosophy, Socio-Anthropology, Sociology of Environment 
and Territory, Psychology, Economics, Environmental Humanities and cog-
nate disciplines.

Geoethics focuses on how scientists (natural and social), arts and humanities 
scholars working in tandem can become more aware of their ethical respon-
sibilities to guide society on matters related to public safety in the face of na-
tural hazards, sustainable use of resources, climate change and protection of 
the environment. Furthermore, the integrated and multiple perspectives of the 
Environmental Humanities, can help to more fully understand the cultures of, 
and the cultures which frame the Anthropocene. Indeed, the focus of Geoe-
thics and Environmental Humanities research, that is, the analysis of the way 
humans think and act for the purpose of advising and suggesting appropriate 
behaviors where human activities interact with the geosphere, is dialectically 
linked to the complex concept of Anthropocene.

The book series “Geographies of the Anthropocene” publishes online volu-
mes, both collective volumes and monographs, which are set in the perspec-
tive of providing reflections, work materials and experimentation in the fields 
of research and education about the new geographies of the Anthropocene.

“Geographies of the Anthropocene” encourages proposals that ad-
dress one or more themes, including case studies, but welcome all vo-
lumes related to the interdisciplinary context of the Anthropocene. 
Published volumes are subject to a review process (double blind peer re-
view) to ensure their scientific rigor.

The volume proposals can be presented in English, Italian, French or Spanish.

The choice of digital Open Access format is coherent with the flexible structu-
re of the series, in order to facilitate the direct accessibility and usability by 
both authors and readers.
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6. COVID-19 pandemic and tourism. (Not) Getting back to
normal in tourism-dependent Pacific island economies.1

Beatrice Ruggieri2, Elisa Magnani3

Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has severely affected the tourism industry glob-
ally, particularly impacting tourism-dependent island economies already suf-
fering from climate-related hazards and disasters. The lack of tourism and 
related mobilities from march 2020 caused one of the biggest economic 
contractions in history. Nonetheless, even if confronted with severe losses 
of income and in the absence of effective political responses, many Pacific 
Islanders and businesses have been able to cope with the tourist crisis, both 
relying on customary knowledge, systems, and practices and rapidly adapting 
the tourism market to the new reality. 

The post-pandemic recovery is being represented as a unique opportu-
nity to reset entrenched systems and enhance policies that can favor a just 
green recovery in different sectors, tourism included. In this respect, it has 
been suggested to substitute the globalized international flows with more sus-
tainable local/regional ones (Seyfi, Hall, Saarinen, 2022) and to consider the 
post-pandemic recovery as a stimulus to move toward more ethical forms of 
tourism, by paying attention to its environmental impacts and to its uneven 
kinopolitcs (Sheller, 2021a). Through an in-depth literature review, this chap-
ter aims to elaborate preliminary considerations on the necessity to resist and 
restructure unsustainable tourism models in Pacific SIDS after the pandemic.

Keywords:
COVID-19, Tourism, SIDS, post-pandemic recovery, mobility justice

1  This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in the public, com-
mercial, or not-for-profit sectors.
Corresponding author: beatrice.ruggieri@unimib.it 
While the chapter is the product of a shared research and reflection, Beatrice Ruggieri has 
written the Introducion, Parts 2.1, 3.1, 4.1; Elisa Magnani has written Parts 2, 3 and 4. Both 
authors have contributed to the Conclusions. 
2 Department of Human Sciences for Education “Riccardo Massa”, University of Milano-Bi-
cocca, Italy, e-mail: beatrice.ruggieri@unimib.it. 
3 Department of History and Cultures, University of Bologna, Italy, e-mail: e.magnani@
unibo.it. 
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1. Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic has severely affected the tourism industry on a 
global scale. While the reduction of flights and cruise ships during lockdown 
has positively affected global carbon emissions (Gössling et al., 2021), local-
ly the decrease of leisure mobilities due to border closures has had a severe 
impact especially on tourism-dependent island economies, already suffering 
from climate change impacts and facing several economic and socio-ecolog-
ical challenges. Indeed, if the virus has not reached the majority of Pacific 
Island states and territories due to their preventive efforts to stop international 
arrivals to preserve health systems - contextually causing delays in the re-
patriation of citizens stranded abroad (McClure, 2021) - the lack of tourism 
and related mobilities from march 2020 caused one of the biggest economic 
contractions in their history, with remittances and private investments that 
suddenly plummeted. Nonetheless, is it worth noting that, even if confronted 
with severe losses of income and in the absence of effective political mea-
sures, many Pacific Islanders have been able to cope by relying on customary 
knowledge, systems, and practices (Scheyvens & Movono, 2020) while many 
businesses have been able to rapidly adapt to the new tourism market (proce-
dures of health control, digitalization, promotion of nomadic work).

In this context, the post-pandemic recovery is being represented as a unique 
opportunity to reset entrenched systems (Foley et al., 2022; Gössling et al., 
2021; Lamers & Student, 2021) and enhance policies that can favor a just 
green recovery in different sectors, tourism included. In this respect, it has 
been suggested that substituting the globalized international flows with more 
sustainable local/regional ones might contribute to the achievement of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (Seyfi et al., 2022). Moreover, the post-pan-
demic recovery might be a stimulus to move toward more ethical forms of 
tourism (Sheller, 2021a), thus paying attention to its environmental impacts 
as well as to how tourist practices both affect the governance of movement 
and are impacted by kinopolitics. 

Through an in-depth literature review, ranging from tourism studies, to 
development and mobilities studies perspectives, the aim of this chapter is to 
elaborate preliminary considerations on the necessity to resist and restructure 
unsustainable tourism models in Pacific small island states after the pandem-
ic. Specifically, the present chapter attempts to give answers to the following 
questions: have tourism practices changed in tourism-dependent Pacific Is-
land economies after the pandemic disruptions? Is COVID-19 an opportunity 
to rethink the entire model of tourism in the Pacific region and make it more 
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sustainable, thus providing economic benefits without sacrificing socio-envi-
ronmental concerns? Or is the crave for a fast economic recovery and the un-
even pressure on tourism-dependent economies, such as small island states, 
leading to “getting back to normal, even if normal was the problem”?

2. COVID-19 impacts on tourism-dependent island economies

Tourism may be counted among the sectors most affected by COVID-19, 
particularly since it had been experiencing a continuous growth in the de-
cades prior to the outbreak of the pandemic, being able to cope successfully 
with previous health crisis such as SARS, in 2003, and the global economic 
crisis in 2008 (Chenguang Wu et al., 2022; Figueroa et al., 2021).

Unlike previous crises, such as disasters-led crises, COVID-19 has pro-
duced a totally new scenario in which the shock does not strike the material 
infrastructures, but the very tourist flows (Arbulú et al., 2021b), involving 
an unprecedented number of people and countries, thus posing new chal-
lenges in terms of management and postpandemic recovery (Arbulú et al., 
2021a, 2021b; Okafor et al., 2022). The governmental responses put in place 
immediately after the recognition of the global diffusion of COVID-19, in 
fact, produced a dramatic stop to international arrivals, up to a 74% reduction 
compared to the previous year, accounting for a loss of 1.3 trillion US dol-
lars (UNWTO, 2021). This lack of flows, moreover, does not only concern 
tourists but involves workers, food and other imports, which may have par-
ticularly relevant impacts in the case of remote islands (Arbulú et al., 2021b). 
Tourism is, in fact, a labor-intensive industry, which employs both skilled and 
unskilled workers, both in high income and low-income countries; during and 
after the pandemic, the latter in particular, have been exposed to a severe risk 
of falling into poverty or extreme poverty (Sun et al., 2021), highlighting the 
inherent vulnerability of the sector and its dependency on international flows 
(Lamers & Student, 2021).

All this considered, COVID-19 may be regarded - in general, but for the 
tourist sector in particular - as a multiperiod event that “simultaneously dis-
rupts supply, demand, and productivity channels, that is almost perfectly syn-
chronized within and across countries, and that has cataclysmic health, social, 
and economic implications not just for the foreseeable few weeks after the 
crisis, but for a long time period” (Ludvingson et al., 2020). The spread of 
COVID-19, moreover, boosted a public discourse on the interconnectedness 
between diseases and climate change, with all TVs and newspapers in the 
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first half of 2020 highlighting the improved quality of the (global) air derived 
from the closure of industries and flights, evidencing the role of the travel 
and transportation industry in the massive emission of greenhouse gases, and 
bringing about a critical reflection on the environmental costs of global capi-
talism (Gössling et al., 2021).

Up to 2019, island tourism had experienced a growth across all continents, 
with tourism having become the economic backbone of many islands, both 
mass destination - such as Mallorca, the Canary island and some Greek is-
lands - which were struck harder by the pandemic, and smaller ones, partic-
ularly those offering “alternative” tourist experiences or being mostly visit-
ed by domestic tourists, such as the island of Ikaria in Greece, which have 
coped better, being not so much dependent on international tourist arrivals. 
Among islands, Small Island Developing States (SIDS) are especially sensi-
tive to climate, economic, but also health crisis, as the spread of COVID-19 
has revealed (Foley et al., 2022; Movono et al., 2022; Okafor et al., 2022). 
The islands mostly affected by the limitation to international mobility were, 
in fact, SIDS, the majority of which rely significantly on tourist revenues 
(UNCTAD, 2020): Figueroa & Rotarou (2021) state that in 2019 travel and 
tourism represented more than 15% of the total share of employment in 44 
countries, among which 27 island nations, including 24 SIDS, of which 16 in 
the Caribbean. Three of such countries, in particular, have been recognized 
as most vulnerable to the present tourist crisis on the base of the contribution  
of tourism on their GDP: Fiji, Mauritius and Jamaica (UNWTO, 2021, in 
Figueroa & Rotarou, 2021). The lack of tourism has had dramatic impacts on 
local households incomes - with a significant increase in poverty and extreme 
poverty among the population of these islands, particularly in the area of the 
Pacific (Lamers & Student, 2021) – and on natural and cultural heritage as 
well, being these disregarded as a consequence of the “missing” revenues of 
international tourism, thus requiring significant financial assistance to coun-
teract the effects of the pandemic (Figueroa & Rotarou, 2021).

While the impacts and reactions to the pandemic have been diverse in 
each SIDS, the majority of them decided to close the borders and avoid the 
spread of the virus within their boundaries (Lamers & Student, 2021; Foley 
et al., 2022), and COVID-19 helped highlighting their strong dependency 
on connections with the outside world to secure their economic sustainabili-
ty. Furthermore, “for many SIDS, health, economic, and social impacts have 
combined, resulting in compounding shocks, and often amplifying pre-ex-
isting sustainability challenges” (Foley et al., 2022, p.2), which implied the 
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need to resort to a wide array of coping strategies to survive in the absence of 
cash-wage earnings (such as selling livestock or even land, or going back to 
agriculture or grazing).

Moreover, as a side effect, the pandemic has limited the capacity of many 
countries - among which several SIDS - to implement climate actions planned 
at the moment of the outbreak of the disease, diverting attention and funding 
towards economic recovery, to which the label “green” has often been at-
tached (Foley et al., 2022).

2.1 Impacts of COVID-19 in Pacific Island States 

Following the trend of growing international arrivals, the year 2020 was 
expected to be another year of strong growth in terms of tourism (UNW-
TO, 2020). However, as a crisis-sensitive sector, tourism was severely hit 
by the COVID-19 pandemic with an average decline of 22% worldwide in 
international arrivals in the first quarter of 2020 and a decline of 33% for the 
Asia-Pacific region, which was the worst hit (Kumar & Patel, 2021). In par-
ticular, the negative impacts of COVID-19 on tourism have been especially 
severe for Pacific Island States (PICs), heavily dependent on this sector for 
their economies. As a preventive measure to safeguard their precarious health 
systems, PICs were among the first countries to suddenly close their borders, 
even before the pandemic was officially declared by the OMS. This resulted 
in a reduced number of infections, but it also produced in an almost complete 
isolation. As a consequence, much of the tourist economy was impacted: ho-
tels, resorts, businesses, formal and informal touristic services closed almost 
immediately, causing major disruptions to one of the most labor-intensive 
sectors of the economy. As observed by Movono et al. (2022), COVID-19 
disruptions resulted in an unprecedented isolation and massive job losses, 
leading many people engaged in tourism-related activities and business to go 
back home, mostly in rural villages and settlements. This is the case of Fiji, 
the first tourist destination in the Pacific (Everett et al., 2018). Unsurprising-
ly, since Fiji is highly reliant on tourism for its economy - 34% of its GDP, 
according to Gounder (2020) - and development, the country has been one 
of the most affected in terms of economic damages. Connell (2021) high-
lights that, three months after border closure, half of tourism businesses had 
closed down and most of the employees had returned to rural areas, putting 
new pressures on resources and creating new disputes over access and land 
tenure. The return to rural areas was especially necessary because most of 
the urban employees in the tourism sector lacked access to land and did not 
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have ongoing agriculture activities. In some countries such as Fiji, Kiribati, 
and Tonga, most of those people who lost their jobs were women working in 
hotels and restaurants (Connell, 2021; Reksa et al., 2021). Women entrepre-
neurs, in particular, are more exposed to the risk of business bankruptcy in the 
tourism sector since it is more difficult for them to access financial assistance 
(Zarrilli et al., 2020). In addition to the effects on transportation, accommoda-
tion services and jobs, the pandemic indirectly affected different sectors such 
as agriculture, fisheries and construction (Reksa et al., 2021). Indeed, since 
tourism collapsed, tax revenues plummeted too, causing several disruptions 
to other sensitive economic sectors in SIDS.

While borders were never entirely closed - humanitarian flights, fishing 
fleets, cargo ships and yachts continued to operate (Connell, 2021) - the im-
pact on tourism was dramatic for PICs, which were cut off from the rest of 
the world. Since mobility and tourism systems and dynamics are inextricably 
connected, the border shut-down caused a significant restriction to interna-
tional migration, especially to Australia and New Zealand, reducing possibil-
ities to move to generate new incomes and to send remittances back home. At 
the same time, migrant workers in host countries experienced unemployment 
and income stresses, thus facing several obstacles to contribute to remittanc-
es flows towards their families, strongly dependent on them for their suste-
nance and to face different kind of hazards. Furthermore, different studies 
on COVID-19 and (im)mobilities underline that the resettlement of many in 
rural areas and the frustration caused by losing jobs and being stuck at home 
because of the restrictions of movement, resulted in a significant rise in do-
mestic violence (Connell, 2021; Wallis & McNeill, 2021).

3. Coping strategies and practices

As Gössling et al. (2021, p. 2) recall, in the first months of 2020 the world 
faced an unprecedented situation, in which “within the space of months, 
the framing of the global tourism system moved from overtourism […] to 
non-tourism, vividly illustrated by blogs and newspaper articles depicting 
popular tourism sites in ‘before’ and ‘after’ photographs periods, international 
and domestic tourism declined precipitously over a period of weeks”.

The responses to this totally new situation varied from country to country, 
with the majority of them - and island States in particular - choosing to close 
their borders as the most immediate solution to contain the spread of the vi-
rus, and others introducing some compulsory sanitary practices such as the 
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use of facial masks, hand-sanitizing, spatial distancing, often accompanied 
by biopolitical control measures such as targeted testing and tracking (UNC-
TAD, 2022). The response, moreover, varied significantly depending on the 
level of vulnerability (Lamers & Student, 2021) and resilience (Okafor et al., 
2022) of each country. These two concepts have become main keywords in 
the public discourse concerning the pandemic crisis, including health, eco-
nomic and environmental aspects. Both, however, are very slippery concepts, 
in that they do not offer an agreed upon definition and have been used, in gen-
eral, to discuss of areas affected by one or more dramatic changes, spanning 
from terrorism and social unrest, to financial and economic crisis, the climate 
crisis and now the global pandemic and the consequent tourist crisis, as well.

The complexity of the tourist crisis scattering from the spread of the 
COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the need for a response that is not lo-
calized but necessarily global, due to the transnational nature of the environ-
mental mobilities and flows of tourism, and the solutions need to encompass 
strategies aiming at tackling both the vulnerability and resilience challenges 
that low-income countries, particularly SIDS, are confronted with (Lamers & 
Student, 2021).

Among tourism resilience strategies highlighted by literature (Sharma et 
al., 2021), recurring to the promotion of domestic tourism is one of the most 
evident, together with an investment in the digitalization of the sector (Okafor 
et al., 2022), including the creation of virtual tours (Nautiyal & Polus, 2022). 
Domestic tourism represents, as a matter of fact, a highly vital sector, capable 
of generating significant tourist revenues even in areas outside the range of 
international flows, thus opening new and diversified development perspec-
tives, while re-distributing incomes from core to peripheral areas, and em-
powering local communities without the necessity to invest in infrastructures 
required by the international tourist sector (Canavan, 2013; Scott & Gössling, 
2015). Proximity tourism may thus play a key role in the debate on Anthro-
pocene, in that it stimulates the reduction of long-haul flights (Rantala et 
al., 2020).

However, while some countries have been able to experiment alternative 
strategies of local development, including some new tourist strategies, such 
as investing in the promotion of domestic tourism, others - particularly tour-
ism-dependent countries - are still relying on economic stimulus to support 
the sector (Okafor et al., 2022). SIDS, in particular, are less likely to recur 
to domestic tourism to face shocks and disasters since domestic tourism only 
accounts for a very small percentage of their GDPs (Hampton & Jeyacheya, 
2013). Thus, in the absence of a deep reorganization of the tourism industry 
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in SIDS, recurring to it would not represent an alternative solution to make up 
for the shortfall in external arrivals and to generate a significant contribution 
in terms of socio-economic benefits for their populations. 

3.1 Examples from PICs

As Movono & Scheyvens (2022a, p.125) observe, “the partial collapse of 
the global tourism system due to COVID-19 has revealed tourism’s vulnera-
bility and susceptibility to sudden shocks, especially in SIDS countries of the 
Pacific region”. In the absence of rapid and effective political responses, Pa-
cific Islanders showed substantial adaptive capacities and resilience in finding 
alternative strategies to meet their needs. These strategies were not new but 
were identified in traditional knowledge, systems and practices. Indeed, while 
it is important to shed light on the pressures that urban to rural migration - 
return migration - put on land and ocean resources, it is also relevant to high-
light that rediscovering and renewing those knowledges helped thousands 
of people to overcome the decline of tourism related jobs. Movono et al. 
(2022) emphasize the fact that many Pacific Island people, especially young 
people, have relearned about Traditional Indigenous knowledge, diversified 
their skills and reconnected with their socio-ecological systems. Kinship and 
community network constituted a safety net to people who had to return to 
their ancestral land. Furthermore, going back to the land helped communi-
ties to adopt more environmentally sustainable practices and challenge the 
dominant capitalist and neoliberal tourism model (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020). 
Some of the coping strategies adopted by Pacific islanders included both cash 
and cashless practices such as growing food and fishing, handcrafting, selling 
flowers and food in local markets, trading or bartering goods (Scheyvens & 
Movono, 2020; Movono & Scheyvens, 2021; Connell, 2021). Bartering in 
the absence of cash wage-earning, in particular, has become commonplace in 
many Pacific Island Countries and elsewhere (Gunia & Lewicki, 2020).

Simultaneously, it is important not to idealize this physical and metaphori-
cal return to the land, thus underlining the difficulties of both urban and rural 
dwellers to adapt to life together in a customary setting after the pandem-
ic (Movono et al., 2022). Furthermore, it is worth noting that not everyone 
could adapt by recurring to traditional systems. Indeed, the urban poor were 
the most affected because of lack of access to land elsewhere and increased 
commodity prices (Davila & Wilkes, 2020). Referring to Fiji, many argued 
that not everyone had land and rural homes to return to, thus warning about 
the risk of romanticizing the Fijian way of life (Doherty, 2020). For instance, 
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comparing Fiji and Samoa to Vanuatu, Connell (2021) further notices that, 
with a more traditional and informal economy, the latter was better prepared 
to “survive the economic slump” instead of more modernized Pacific coun-
tries. So, even in PICs, often described as being similar in geographical, eco-
nomic, and social features, multiple and diverse responses to the tourism cri-
sis due to the pandemic emerged. Many of these responses included a return 
migration to rural and customary land, other led to immobility and further 
marginalization and vulnerabilities.

4. COVID-19 and tourism: proposals for a just green recovery 

COVID-19 has been regarded by some as an opportunity to “critically 
reconsider tourism’s growth trajectory” (Gössling et al., 2021) and reset the 
global economic system, working as a catalyst for a change (Gössling et al., 
2021; Figueroa & Rotarou, 2021; Mkono et al., 2022; McNeely, 2021), a 
change that should incorporate concepts that have been widely used in the 
global discourse connected to the climate crisis, such as adaptation or re-
silience, but in the light of the global health crisis and the need to promote 
post-pandemic recovery via the empowerment of local communities and the 
implementation of sustainable policies that could prompt climate actions too 
in the fields of agriculture and traditional activities, but also in tourism. These 
actions would align with the implementation of the SDG, in an effort to “build 
a sector that is sustainable, more inclusive, and resilient” (Figueroa & Rotar-
ou, 2021, p. 10).

Some islands have been able to use the economic stimulus aimed at ad-
dressing the health crisis to promote a change in the travel industry, towards 
a more sustainable tourist sector, i.e. via the development of small-scale ec-
otourism activities - that could play a relevant role in supporting community 
resilience - or via the acceleration of the digitalization of the sector - that 
could prompt the diffusion of a new environmental-friendly and economi-
cally sound business model (Foley et al., 2022). Technological innovation 
is mentioned as a main advancement in the industry, prompted by the re-
sponse to COVID-19, together with personnel training, the development of 
new services and online education; moreover, investment in technological 
advancement may support smart tourist destinations, a concept which, despite 
having no univocal definition as yet, may include experiences in which smart 
tourists interact dynamically with each other and the destination, and co-crate 
their experience while there, in a safe and inclusive way (Bulchand-Gidum-
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al, 2022). However, the number of studies on the topic is still too scarce to 
produce a sound framework for post-pandemic recovery and this could be 
detrimental to tourist development in islands, particularly the most remote 
and isolated ones (Matiza & Stabbet, 2021). Moreover, as Sheller (2021a) 
observes, it is important to pay attention to the excessive encouragement of 
digitalization, nomadic work and greenwashed tourism practices, since these 
are not viable alternative solution to avoid the “old normal”.

The promotion of domestic tourism, in particular, seems to be a wide-
spread strategy to prompt tourist revenues but also to reshape the domestic 
demand toward a more open-air experience, that avoids the overcrowded ur-
ban areas. This option, however, does not seem particularly viable for many 
SIDS - among which many PICs - due to the way in which the tourism 
sector is currently organized there, and thus a switch toward a regional (oth-
er than domestic) tourism seems more appropriate. In general, the crisis 
has helped developing more environmental-friendly tourist products, which 
might contribute to a more sustainable industry in the future. The lack of in-
ternational demand, nonetheless, could be detrimental even for the domestic 
one, in that nationals cannot rely any longer on the revenues earned within 
the international tourist sector to conduct their holidays locally (Chenguang 
Wu et al., 2022).

While supporting the implementation of a greener and more sustainable 
tourism, more domestic and more based on the promotion of natural and 
cultural resources, islands should also aim at making an effort towards the 
(sustainable) diversification of the local economies – including agriculture, 
wine-making, services (Figueroa & Rotarou, 2021). In this respect, some is-
lands have started marketing under the label “Covid-free island” that offers a 
guarantee to particularly worried tourists. In this regard, the Fiji Government 
has promoted a major campaign promising that the archipelago was “open 
for happiness”, mostly targeting international tourists - especially from New 
Zealand and Australia - while apparently forgetting to target the wellbeing of 
its population, especially of tourism workers (Movono &Scheyvens, 2022b). 

A measure frequently quoted well before the spread of COVID-19 is the 
reduction of long-haul flights accompanied by the extension in lengths of the 
holidays, particularly in remote destinations such as SIDS, which could re-
duce the amount of greenhouse gases emitted during the journey (Gössling et 
al., 2018; Scott et al., 2012; Gössling et al., 2009; Figueroa & Rotarou, 2021): 
these measures would support a switch in the sector’s focus from “quantity” 
to “quality”, particularly in connection with the empowerment of domestic 
tourism based on experiential, rural, and active tourist products (Figueroa & 
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Rotarou, 2021). The extension of holidays length could also be supported by 
the opportunities revealed by teleworking, which could open up many island 
tourist destinations to a new market of long-stays visitors, encouraged by 
affordable living costs, the presence of Internet connections and remoteness, 
interpreted as a guarantee of being “Covid-free”. The psychological side of 
the tourist promotion - with models being already studied by scholars such as 
Kock et al. (2020) - becomes particularly relevant in the post-pandemic, both 
in respect to the need to offer products and destinations that can be advertised 
as safe in respect to health requirements, and in terms of helping the tourist 
industry influence the tourist consumer behaviors towards more sustainable 
demands (Gössling et al., 2021).

However, due to the unpredictability of the post-pandemic scenario, the 
recovery of tourism to pre-pandemic performances is not expected anytime 
soon - and surely not before 2023 (Figueroa & Rotarou, 2021): as a con-
sequence, the risk that the tourist sector simply heads back to its previous 
“normal business as usual” paradigm is quite relevant, particularly for the 
most remote and isolated islands, such as Tuvalu. This small island might 
not have the means to compete with larger and more accessible islands of 
the same area in terms of innovation, thus having the only option to go back 
to the previous strategies, setting aside any intention to switch to more re-
silient and sustainable practices that they might have had in the past: tourist 
revenues are so important for their local systems that they cannot face the 
option of not being able to receive the same amount (Foley, 2022; Figueroa 
& Rotarou, 2021).

The risk of getting back to normal may result in a stop to the implementa-
tion of the environmental and climate measures that were started prior to the 
upsurging of COVID-19, to overcompensate for the loss of tourist revenues, 
while “there is an urgent need not to return to business-as-usual when the cri-
sis is over”, promoting “a transformation of the global tourism system more 
aligned to the SDGs” (Gössling et al., 2021, p. 15), to “make the environment 
matter in post-pandemic tourism” (Mkono et al., 2022). An interesting exam-
ple is that promoted by the Sunx (Strong Universal Network) Malta – Climate 
Friendly Travel programme, a “support system for Travel & Tourism stake-
holders to build Climate Resilience in line with the targets of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG) and Paris Agreement”, that tackles the impacts of 
climate change to create benefits for local stakeholders (SunxMalta).
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4.1 Mobility justice for alternative tourism futures

Following (un)natural disasters, international development aid and gov-
ernment responses often seek to rebuild the old tourism infrastructure as a 
recovery strategy. However, in the light of a just green recovery from the 
pandemic, specific attention must be paid to alternative and regenerative tour-
ism practices that involve “non-capitalist forms of ownership, non-monetary 
exchange and beneficial community-based development” (Sheller, 2021b, p. 
1437). This is especially needed in times of compounding, accelerating cri-
ses, such as the climate crisis and the (im)mobility crisis generated by global 
uneven kinopolitcs. In this regard, travel and tourism can be identified as mo-
bility regimes that respectively favor élites mobilities and hinder non-élites 
ones, specifically in island states, where “the preferred mobile subject” - the 
international tourist - is encouraged, while aspiring migrants are often pre-
vented to move (Sheller, 2020). The current tourism system is supported by 
uneven power relationships that have been clearly exposed by the coronavi-
rus pandemic disruptions and that have prompted thoughts on who controls 
human mobilities (included tourism flows), on who benefits from these forms 
of control and on who suffers from them. Therefore, if the aim is to elaborate 
and build a just green recovery that includes tourism, it is crucial to integrate 
a mobility justice perspective that sheds light on how to imagine and build 
just tourism infrastructures and systems. Rethinking tourism for a just recov-
ery means to address the relationship between tourism and justice, in which 
the mobility dimension plays a key-role (Sheller, 2018; 2020, 2021; Guia, 
2021). The adoption of this perspective, for instance, leads to interrogate the 
transformative value of responsible tourism, which has been criticized for its 
failure in recognizing the unjust structures of the industry and its exploitative 
nature that is at the core of distributive, procedural and recognition injustices 
in many places and territories around the world (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020). 

Justice is crucial to move towards fairer modes of tourism. But, as some 
have observed, there will be no justice without degrowing tourism, meaning 
that tourism must be less seen as an industry or synonym of development and 
more as part of the larger socio-economic byo-physical system (Hall, 2009). 
However, while the research agenda on tourism and degrowth is emerging, 
scholars who critically engage in the debate are still on the margins in tour-
ism studies (Higgins-Desbiolles et al., 2019). In addition, as Sheller (2021b) 
provocatively argues, the time may have come to ask how to imagine al-
ternative post-tourism futures for islands and archipelagos, such as those in 
the Caribbean and the Pacific region. As previously underlined, a key-aspect 
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of alternative post-tourism island futures is the need to abandon “quick fix” 
disasters policies and return to work with island Indigenous communities to 
“reimagine regenerative economies and resilient ecologies that are grounded 
in more just relations of mobility and connection” (p.1445), e. g. through 
the rediscovery of biodiversity preservation practices as well as of agro-eco-
logical knowledge and sustainable food growing. In this regard, claims for 
mobility justice will contribute to build more robust alternatives of tourism, 
far from “business as usual” extractive models and closer to ideas of “tourism 
commons” and “justice tourism” (Sheller, 2021a; Higgins-Desbiolles, 2008; 
2020), which have the potential to reset tourism for the benefit of both eco-
logical protection and social justice in tourism-dependent economies such as 
those of small islands and SIDS. 

5. Conclusions. (Not) Going back to normal: attempts to build a 
more ethical tourism

Some of the consequences of COVID-19 may be regarded as opportunities 
to introduce changes to the global economic system, including the tourism 
system. As imaginable, the simultaneous loss of many jobs and the resul-
tant social problems encouraged the desire to re-establish tourism (Connell, 
2021). Nonetheless, a “return to the old normal” for many PICs would be 
not only problematic - at least in the short term, since many consequences of 
the pandemic breakdown would inevitably persist long after infection rates 
fall (Foley et al., 2022) -, but also far from being desirable. In the context 
of multiple crises, indeed, it is time to resist, rethink and reorganize the gen-
eral unsustainability of existing modes of tourism and, if there is a time to 
do it, this would be it (Sheller, 2021a). The pandemic has been framed as 
an opportunity to “reset” entrenched systems and enhance policies that can 
favor a just green recovery in different sectors, tourism included (Foley et 
al., 2022; Hawkes, 2020), thus supporting the implementation of the SDG, 
“ensuring a more resilient, inclusive, carbon neutral, and resource efficient 
future” (UNWTO, 2020c). As Sheller (2021) points out, this is a compelling 
moment not only to rebuild tourism-dependent economies but to find new 
approaches to reduce over-dependence on tourism and build more ethical, 
sustainable forms of tourism that take into considerations (im)mobility re-
gimes and uneven mobility infrastructures. In the context of a post-pandem-
ic tourism recovery, aspirations are high and so are uncertainties, fears and 
hopes. Referring to a climate resilient recovery, Foley et al. (2022) state that 
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the different approaches proposed so far have three elements in common: the 
inclusion of development needs, the empowerment of communities, and an 
overall holistic approach that, in PICs, would include nature-based solutions 
and ecosystem-based adaptation. In these circumstances, and in relation to 
Pacific Islands, Hutchison et al. (2021) specifically remark that one of the 
keys to restructure a post-pandemic mode of tourism is that Indigenous Peo-
ple’s wellbeing is explicitly considered in the process of finding alternatives 
and, above all, that their voices are heard and integrated in future frameworks 
and practices about a real sustainable tourism. There are other perspectives 
that underline the need to resist “overtourism” as a symptom of oppressive 
capitalism by considering issues and principles of degrowth in tourism (Hig-
gins-Desbiolles et al., 2019; Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020). Furthermore, follow-
ing Sheller’s thought (2018; 2021a), there couldn’t be anything close to sus-
tainable tourism without a serious consideration of what tourism should look 
like under conditions of greater mobility justice and alternative trajectories 
of development, especially in the context of the climate crisis and necessary 
adaptation in Pacific SIDS. 
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