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Might climate change have a silver lining? 

It’d be nice to think so, even if it sounds 

unlikely when every day seems to bring more 

bad news for the environment and even George 

Bush accepts the need to wean the world off 

fossil fuels. Climate change means warmer 

weather, goes the argument, and warmer weather 

will mean brighter summers for the UK and, more 

specifi cally, a tourism bonanza for the Northwest.

 Not so, says a new report. The likelihood of 

a boom in tourism fuelled by climate change is 

“at best uncertain”, warns the report, Climate 

Change and the Visitor Economy.

 The report is the fi rst to investigate the likely

impact of shifting weather patterns on the 

domestic tourist industry. It focuses on the 

Northwest and was launched at the Lowry centre 

in Salford in March. It was commissioned by

Sustainability Northwest and funded by the 

Department for Environment, Food and Rural 

Affairs, the Northwest Regional Development 

Agency (NWDA) and the Environment Agency. 

 Says Darryn McEvoy, manager of the Centre

for Urban and Regional Ecology at the University 

of Manchester, which carried out the research: 

“We wanted to understand whether there is as

strong a link as expected between climate and

visitor activity. People seem to make this 

automatic assumption that we will have 

an economic boom but the fi ndings were much

more ambiguous.”
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HOT SPOTS
What will climate change mean for tourism?

“ If we are to adapt to the future potential impacts of climate 
change on our region and its economy, businesses and 
policy makers need to begin considering this issue now.”

Many observers agree that the allure of the 

Mediterranean as Europe’s top holiday destination will

begin to fade once summer temperatures hit uncomfortable 

highs due to climate change. Northern European 

countries are likely to benefi t but, the report points out, 

there is little evidence that Brits would give up a holiday 

abroad to stay in the UK. We would just choose other 

foreign destinations.

 In fact, our visitor behaviour is more mapped out by 

bank holidays and school holidays than the weather.

 But where the impact of climate change is likely to 

be felt, says the report, is at many of our best known 

and dearly loved tourist destinations. It predicts more 

frequent moorland wildfi res in the Peak District National 

Park as a result of hotter, drier summers, and more 

severe damage to footpaths in the Lake District due to 

wetter winters.

 And as Mark Atherton, head of environment and 

sustainable development at the NWDA, points out, 

protecting the environment is not the only consideration. 

“Climate change is a business issue. The region’s tourism 

sector is worth approximately £7 billion to the economy. 

At least 37,000 jobs and £770 million of Gross Value 

Added [the difference between the value of goods and 

services produced and the cost of raw materials] are 

contributed from environmentally driven tourism.

“If we are to adapt to the future potential impacts 

of climate change on our region and its economy, 

businesses and policy makers need to begin 

considering this issue now.”

[CONTINUED OVER]
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To protect the environment and the tourism economy 

we need to be prepared, says the report. 

So the researchers tried to predict the changes we can 

expect to see in the future. They found that there are 

numerous climatic changes confi dently predicted to 

hit home in the coming decades:

•  Average temperature rises – although summer 

temperature increases more in the Southeast 

than in the Northwest

• High temperature extremes become more common

• Low temperature extremes become less common

• Sea-surface temperature warms

• The growing season lengthens

• Winter rainfall increases

• Snowfall decreases

• Summer soil moisture decreases

• Sea-level rises

• Extremes of sea-level become more frequent

Adding to the problem is the fact that the weather is 

not the only thing that is going to change. Society and 

the economy will also have moved on and the challenge 

of protecting the environment will be made harder by 

shifting socio-economic trends.

 Tourism in the UK is expected to grow as 

disposable incomes increase, the number of retired 

people rises and we look to exploit greater levels of 

leisure time.

 Meanwhile, technological advances such as warmer 

clothing and better equipment mean

that people are less likely to be put off from 

visiting the great outdoors by the cold and wet. 

But wet weather makes the landscape more 

vulnerable to erosion, and climate change 

predicts more winter rain. That’s bad news for

footpaths in the Lake District and other popular

upland walking destinations, which could see 

thousands more tramping feet just when the 

landscape itself is most vulnerable.

 That said, scientifi c forecasts of climate 

change in the Northwest and predictions of 

socio-economic trends turn out to be easier 

than pinpointing past visitor behaviour.

Indeed, research into past links between the

weather and visitor activity was severely hampered

by a lack of data. Few tourist attractions in the 

region have precise records available.

 Researchers had to rely on data from 

Chester Zoo, which had detailed visitor 

numbers going back 27 years that could be 

set against temperature and rainfall from

a local weather station.

 Darryn McEvoy explained this lack of 

information was a surprising and frustrating 

aspect of the report: “If you run a tourist 

attraction and want to prepare for change you 

will need to have better prepared data. 

A lot of places just repeated the year before’s 

data.

 “No other industry would fail to produce 

accurate data like this.

The tourism industry is too important 

not to have all the necessary facts 

and fi gures at hand.”

 Even so, it’s clear that allowing

more people access to the landscape 

while continuing to protect it will be 

the big challenge this century.

 The report recommends prevention 

as a better response than waiting for 

problems to occur but concedes this 

“will require signifi cant resources.”

 Repairing a small section of Lake

District path can cost as much as

£30,000 and the prevention 

alternative of using footpath managers, 

or ‘linesmen’, to anticipate damage 

is not cheap either.

 Finding and funding solutions 

is a delicate matter and policy 

frameworks and strong local 

management bodies, such as the 

existing Lake District National Park 

Authority, will be needed on a more 

widespread scale as problems arise.

 The complexity of managing our 

natural landscape is there for all to see.

 In extreme cases, there may 

be a need to manage demand from 

visitors in a more restrictive way. The 

majority of fi res in the Peak District, 

for instance, are started by human 

The report pays special attention to the famous sand

dunes at Formby Point on the Sefton coast near Southport.

 As well as attracting large numbers of visitors the 

dunes act as a coastal defence. With a rise in sea level 

of between 7 cm and 67 cm predicted in the Northwest 

by 2080 the dune system’s importance as a coastal 

defence will intensify.

 Increased trampling over the dunes’ grasses 

by visitors escaping from hotter and grimier cities, 

plus a rising water table, mean the management 

of the area is crucial in the near future.

 Fortunately, measures are being put in place 

to anticipate just these climate changes, as Mersey 

Waterfront director Louise Hopkins, explained: “Climate 

Change is a reality and there are, of course, serious 

implications for us all, but it also presents opportunities 

in areas like Formby Point, which is one of the Northwest’s

most important and popular coastal locations. In these 

areas we need to proactively consider and plan for 

the effects of climate change to ensure we 

are all prepared for both the threats and the 

opportunities it will bring.

 “Formby Point houses a 220-hectare 

nature reserve managed by The National Trust.

What we must all seek to achieve is the right

balance between what is desirable for our 

visitor economy and what is going to be 

possible with the changes brought about 

by climate change.

 “We have already seen increasing levels 

of erosion here. It is gradually shifting dunes 

inland and squeezing valuable wildlife habitats. 

Key challenges will include managing access, 

use of the dunes for recreation, mitigating 

the loss of dune habitats and re-planning car 

parking and visitor access.

 “For this reason, the Mersey Waterfront 

team and Mersey Forest are involved in a 

scheme to re-route a two-mile stretch of the 

Sefton Coastal Footpath. The fi rst phase of the 

work has been completed, while further work 

is being fi nished in the autumn.”

Case Study 1: 

Formby Point
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•   Climate change is likely to have a major impact on 
the tourism and leisure industries in the Northwest.

 
•   The Climate Change and the Visitor Economy 

report is the fi rst in the UK to systematically assess 
the likely impacts of climate change on the sector.

•   Climate change is likely to limit the ability of 
popular natural landscapes such as the Lake 
District and Peak District to accommodate 
increasing numbers of visitors.

•   One solution to this threat to natural landscapes 
is to improve the attraction of less vulnerable places 
such as Delamere Forest.

•   Protecting the landscape and sustaining visitor 
access is likely to require signifi cant investment.

•    Climate proofi ng the visitor economy will mean 
planning for change and creating effective partnerships.

•   However, changes in society such as how people 
spend their leisure time are more likely to infl uence 
the tourist economy than climate.

Valuing the visitor

•    In the Northwest, 6.7 million 
people live in a region that 
contains 32 National Nature 
Reserves, four Areas of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty, 
three National Parks and one 
Heritage Coast.

•    Trips to the Northwest have 
increased by 40 percent since 1990.

•     The visitor economy generates 
£7 billion of expenditure and 
supports 150,000 jobs.

•    There are 260 million visitor 
trips made in the Northwest 
per year, 90 percent of which 
are day trips.

negligence and closure of the moors may be 

considered at times of high risk. This would 

then throw up the problems of lost revenue and 

the impact on both landowners and visitors. 

There would be concerns about having fewer 

people to spot fi res and report them and the 

increased risk of fi res spreading.

 Sustainability Northwest and its partners are 

examining ways of taking the research forward.

 Steven Glynn, project manager at 

Sustainability Northwest, says: “The research 

project has been very successful in terms of 

highlighting the number of issues we need 

to address in order to ensure that the visitor 

economy can be sustainable in the long term.”

 A silver lining to climate change? 

Unfortunately, where the environment meets 

tourism the situation is a complex and uncertain 

one, and such hopes are little more than 

wishful thinking.

MORE INFORMATION:

www.snw.org.uk/tourism

Paul Unger is a freelance journalist 
specialising in environmental issues 
and property, based in merseyside. 

People visiting, living or working in 

city centres could fi nd themselves 

swapping suits for shorts in the future.

The report warns that unless they

are made bearable with more parks,

shade and shelter, then the predicted 

hotter, drier summers will make life 

in city centres increasingly sticky.

 Residents and visitors may 

leave the city during the most 

uncomfortable periods or avoid 

it all together, the report asserts.

 That’s bad news for a city like 

Manchester, an increasingly popular 

destination for short breaks, which 

saw jobs in tourism jump by 27 percent 

between 1999-2004, but where one in 

ten summer days may be over 29°C by 

the 2080s compared to 23°C today.

There is currently a lack of shading in 

Manchester city centre, which the council is 

addressing through an expensive tree-planting 

campaign. While trees will help cool the city’s 

overheated streets, property developers will 

be expected to increase the use of awnings 

and make better use of the rivers and 

waterways of the city.

 A questionnaire conducted for the study 

found that most people thought that the 

quality of public spaces in Manchester city 

centre could be considered average at best. 

Those areas that were seen in the best light 

included Piccadilly Gardens, Exchange Square 

and Castlefi eld.

 However, states the report, given the 

relatively low rate at which buildings are 

redesigned or rebuilt, more creative solutions 

may be necessary. These include covered 

walkways and the strategic pedestrianisation 

and greening of roads in the centre. 

Case Study 2:

Manchester City Centre


