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Executive summary
There is growing awareness within the global hospitality sector for the need to adopt
sustainable systems, particularly regarding energy, water and waste. Its prosperity
rests on the healthy and aesthetic appeal of natural environments (land- and marinebased ecosystems). It also, as a significant user of resources, has a responsibility to
reduce its resource use. The United Nations has declared 2017 to be the International
Year of Sustainable Tourism for Development (World Travel and Tourism Council
[WTTC 2017] 2017).
The African travel and tourism industry contributed an average 7.8% to the continent’s
gross domestic product in 2016 and supported about 21 million jobs (WTTC 2017). It
also contributes about 1% to global greenhouse gas emissions (Tourism Partnership
2017), uses 2% of potable water (Becken 2014) and generates a significant amount of
waste, particularly plastics. It is estimated that hospitality establishments generate
between 1–4 kilogrammes of waste a guest a day, much of it non-recyclable singleuse plastics (Ball & Taleb 2011; Pirani & Arafat 2014). These levels could be
significantly reduced through proactive interventions in the procuring, using, recycling
and disposal stages.
In South Africa, as in many African countries, significant levels (more than 50%) of
waste is mismanaged (Jambeck et al. 2015) and can end up in natural landscapes,
including on beaches and in the ocean, where it breaks down into micro-plastics that
then enter the food chain through ingestion by marine life. This pollution of natural
landscapes costs the hospitality industry through loss of aesthetic appeal and
increased costs for cleaning and disposing of litter, particularly plastics (Ryan 2009).
There is a strong business case for adopting sustainability practices in the sector.
Motivating factors include growing consumer awareness of environmental impact,
which influences their choice in destination, as well as cost-saving opportunities,
reducing environmental and health risks, brand enhancement opportunities (Ball &
Taleb 2011) and improved stakeholder, including investor, relations (Pirani & Arafat
2014). It is the larger hospitality groups and chain-affiliated operators that are driving
sustainable management practices at the global scale, with a primary focus on energy
and water savings (Ball & Taleb 2011).
This study builds on the WWF Nedbank Green Trust-funded Beyond Horizon project
that explored how restaurants and consumers could help support the reduced use and
elimination of single-use plastics in South Africa. This study broadens the Beyond the
Horizon research to include the hospitality industry in Southern Africa, through surveys
undertaken with Fair Trade Tourism members and non-members. It aims to
understand the extent to which the Southern African hospitality industry has
transitioned to more sustainable systems, and the support it needs in this regard.
The study’s key findings are:
•

Business ethos is a significant driver for the implementation of sustainability
practices, with 61% of respondents ranking it as the most significant.
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•

•

•

•

Respondents noted market advantage (19%) and cost reduction (26%) as
other notable drivers. About 45% of respondents indicated that mandatory
requirements were not significant in this regard.
Guest responsiveness and participation are viewed as essential to the
implementation of sustainability practices. This is confirmed by a study
undertaken with hotel guests in the United States.
Most respondents (84%) sort waste on-site, suggesting that they have
adequate resources and facilities to do so. However, 55% still make use of an
external provider for this function, which may indicate insufficient or ineffective
sorting on-site. Respondents recycled more than 80% of suitable waste.
There is a significant variety of single-use plastics and packaging items used
by respondents: tinfoil (81%), water bottles (81%), plastic cling wrap (74%) and
condiment sachets (45%). Respondents note, however, the difficulty in
sourcing environmentally friendly alternatives to these products and in finding
reliable suppliers.
Respondents showed a willingness to pay extra for plastic alternatives, with
about half prepared to do so for alternatives for straws (55%), water purification
systems (55%), refillable condiment containers in rooms (48%), reusable bags
(39%) and lids for takeaway coffee (32%).

Drawing on the findings, key recommendations have been identified to support
adoption of sustainable practices in the hospitality sector:
•

•

•

Establish an online information platform that shares information with and
between FTT members. The content of such a platform would encompass:
o The rationale and motivation for adoption of sustainability practices.
o A business case for adoption within different hospitality sectors (hotels,
guesthouses, bed and breakfasts, etc.), including clear guidance as to
cost-saving strategies.
o Examples of best practice within the industry.
o Templates for drawing up customised sustainability strategies and
waste mapping.
o An updateable list of sustainable products and their application.
o Guides on staff training and communication of sustainability initiatives.
o A networking aspect for participant exchange.
Set up an information platform for the broader tourism industry in Southern
Africa to share the knowledge generated through FTT members’ sustainability
initiatives. This would extend the FTT brand and provide real value to the
broader sector.
Initiate an annual workshop for members to share their learnings, generate new
knowledge and provide support to those transitioning or wanting to transition
to sustainable operations. A dedicated sustainability unit could work throughout
the year to:
o Help members develop and implement sustainability practices.
o Promote the adoption of sustainability within a business ethos.
o Position members as sustainability leaders in the industry.
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o

•

Organise and support member participation in localised events, such
as visits to recycling centres or attendance at training sessions.
o Encourage members to develop partnerships with external service
providers to improve waste reuse, recycling and disposal.
o Gather feedback and suggestions from members as to the type of
support needed.
o Undertake cost benefit analyses to inform the business case.
Design an effective and appropriate communication campaign that encourages
buy-in from hospitality stakeholders and their customers for adoption of
sustainable practices. Such a campaign should include:
o Examples of messaging tailored for each type of establishment and
varied types of customers.
o Guidance on communication of sustainability initiatives to staff,
customers and the broader community.
o Comprehensive training material for management and employees that
can be adapted to various contexts and translated if need be. It should
aim to supply consistent information, including terminology.
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Sustainable practices in Southern Africa’s hospitality industry
Introduction
The hospitality industry has a vested interest in maintaining a clean natural
environment because of the high value its customers place on this, and, as a significant
user of resources (energy, water, packaging), it has a responsibility to adhere to
sustainability practices aimed at reducing resource use. The United Nations has
declared 2017 to be the International Year of Sustainable Tourism for Development
(World Travel and Tourism Council [WTTC] 2017).
This study sought to understand the sustainability practices undertaken in the
Southern African hospitality industry, with a focus on waste management, particularly
of single-use plastics. It wanted to determine whether Fair Trade Tourism (FTT)
members were actively working to reduce their packaging waste because of their
alignment with responsible tourism practices, and how they ranked against nonmembers in this regard. It also sought to provide guidance to FTT on how best to
support its membership in overcoming the obstacles to implementing sustainability
practices identified through the study. To this end it conducted a literature review,
surveys and semi-structured interviews to determine best practice and obstacles to
implementation in the sector. Survey respondents were drawn from FTT members and
non-members and were representative of several African countries in the region.
This paper provides an overview of the context, key findings and recommendations for
support and further research to support a transition to the reduction or elimination of
plastics waste, particularly single-use plastics.

Overview of the industry’s economic, social and environmental impact
The global travel and tourism industry contributed 10.2% to gross domestic product
(GDP) in 2016 and supported 292 million jobs (WTTC 2017). The growth of the sector
is faster than that of the financial and business, retail or transport sectors (WTTC
2017). In Africa, the sector, directly and indirectly, generated about $165 billion in
2016, contributing an average of 7.8% to combined GDP; it is a primary foreign
exchange earner for African countries and supports an average 6.5% of formal
employment opportunities (about 21 million jobs) on the continent (WTTC 2017).
This study focused on hospitality stakeholders in Botswana, Kenya, Madagascar,
Mozambique, South Africa and Tanzania. The significant role that the hospitality
industry plays in these countries is illustrated below (WTTC 2017):
•
•
•
•

Botswana: Direct and indirect contribution to GDP was $1.6 million (10.9%)
and to total employment 7.1% (68 500 jobs) in 2016.
Kenya: Direct and indirect contribution to GDP was 9.8% and to total
employment 9.3% (1 million jobs) in 2016.
South Africa: Direct and indirect contribution to GDP was 9.3% and to total
employment 9.8% (1.5 million jobs) in 2016.
Madagascar: Direct and indirect contribution to GDP was 13.7% and to total
employment 11.4% (641 500 jobs) in 2016.
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•
•

Mozambique: Direct and indirect contribution to GDP was 9.3% ($1.1 billion)
and to total employment 8.3% (694 500 jobs) in 2016.
Tanzania: Direct and indirect contribution to GDP was 13.3% ($5.9 billion) and
to total employment 11.6% (1.3 million jobs) in 2016.

Globally, the hospitality industry, encompassing all levels of accommodation from bed
and breakfasts to hotels, uses a significant amount of resources, particularly energy;
efforts are growing to reduce the sector’s carbon footprint, water usage and waste
levels (Diener et al. 2009). Within the industry, the hotel sector has a more severe
impact on the environment than any other commercial building type, except for
hospitals (Ball & Taleb 2011). Waste management and energy and water use are key
sustainability issues for the hospitality industry (Ball & Taleb 2011). While it is not
possible to provide accurate figures for sectoral resource use in Southern Africa as a
region, the following examples point to its scale of impact:
•

•

•

Energy emissions: The growing hotel sector currently accounts for about
1% of global emissions (Tourism Partnership 2017). A 2009 World Tourism
Organisation study indicated that the accommodation sector accounted for
21% of carbon dioxide emissions from this total (Rogerson & Sims 2012). The
hospitality industry spends about $3.7 billion a year on energy, up to 70% of
this on electricity (Bruns-Smith 2015). There is significant scope for cost
savings through adoption of sustainable energy options, such as solar panels.
Water usage: The average global tourism consumption of water is relatively
low at about 2%, but there are significant variances between countries (Becken
2014). European countries typically have high water-use efficiencies (below
200 litres a guest a night) compared to other destinations, such as the
Philippines with an average 1 802 litres a guest a night (Becken 2014). The
significant variances indicate scope for water-reduction initiatives. There are
also issues of water equity; in Tanzania, for example, tourists use an estimated
15 times more water than residents (Becken 2014).
Waste generation: The generation and disposal of waste is the most visible
effect that the industry has on the environment; the most common types of
waste are plastics, glass, steel, cardboard, food and aluminium (Ball & Taleb
2011). A series of United States-focused studies indicate that catering for the
average hotel guest can generate between 1 and 4 kilograms of waste a day
(Ball & Taleb 2011; Pirani & Arafat 2014). A 2005 study illustrated how much
of this could be reduced, reused or recycled to lower levels per guest to
50 grams a day (Ball & Taleb 2011).

This paper focuses on waste generation and management, particularly plastics, in the
Southern African hospitality industry.

The implications of poor waste management in the hospitality industry
Solid waste presents significant environmental and economic costs because it reduces
the productivity and functionality of critical natural systems and clogs up urban
infrastructure (inland waterways and wastewater outflows) (Jambeck et al. 2015).
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The 2016 World Economic Forum report states that 32% of global waste, of which 40%
is plastic packaging, does not reach, or escapes from, collection systems (UNEP &
GRID-Arendal 2016; WEF 2016). Using South Africa as an example, an estimated
56% of waste is mismanaged, does not enter formal disposal schemes (Jambeck et
al. 2015), and can end up on beaches and in the ocean, where it breaks down to form
tiny particles of micro-plastics, which are ingested by marine life.
The prevailing global methods of production and consumption patterns, as well as
waste management and disposal systems drive growing levels of plastic debris (Chen
2015). In South Africa, as in other African countries, there are high levels of noncompliance at many waste dumps or open and uncontrolled landfills (Jambeck et al.
2015). This results in wind and water-borne waste that can pollute land and water
ecosystems. In addition, the costs in many African countries to procuring
environmentally friendly products and for disposing effectively of waste, particularly
plastics, is prohibitive.
There is a significant cost to the hospitality industry, particularly for beach locations,
through the loss of aesthetic appeal (Ryan 2009). A 2009 study, for example, estimates
that beaches contribute R2 billion a year to South Africa’s tourism sector and that
R10 million is spent on cleaning up litter on the beaches each year (Ryan 2009). There
is no more recent data to illustrate whether the value provided by beaches and the
costs to clean them have grown.

A shift to adoption of sustainable practices
There is growing awareness in the hospitality industry of the importance of
sustainability to ensure that tourism resources (reserves, beaches, marine
ecosystems, etc.) are not degraded or polluted to the extent that they are not available
for use by future generations (Ball & Taleb 2011). A clean natural environment is a
significant determinant of the attractiveness of a travel destination (Qian &
Schneider 2016).
The Green Hotelier identifies four categories of customers under the broad groupings
of corporate and independent customers (Tuppen 2015). Increasingly corporate
customers, including investors, want to understand the carbon footprint of hospitality
operators, including energy and water consumption and levels of waste (Tuppen
2015). Civil society organisations and activist groups are also interested in this type of
information. Independent customers can be categorised as those who are interested
in sustainability if it provides a benefit in terms of improved quality or experience; those
who do not want to be bothered with sustainability issues when they are on holiday;
and those who are environmentally minded and make their accommodation choices
accordingly. The latter is a growing customer base.
Hoteliers have become more proactive since the Rio Earth Summit in 1992 with several
large-scale hospitality groupings, such as the International Hotel and Restaurant
Association, the International Hotel Environmental Initiative and the American Hotel &
Lodging Association, developing environmental guidelines (Ball & Taleb 2011), and
undertaking collaborative sector-wide sustainability initiatives.
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The growth in eco-certifications since the 1990s affirms the sustainability trend in the
hospitality industry (Pirani & Arafat 2014).
The business case for adopting sustainability practices
There is a strong business case for adopting sustainability practices in the sector,
including that guests are increasingly considering environmental aspects when
choosing establishments (Ball & Taleb 2011). There are also cost savings on inputs,
reusing and recycling options; reduced environmental risks; brand enhancement
opportunities; and legal compliance drivers (Ball & Taleb 2011). Regarding waste, a
2002 study indicates that hotels can reduce the costs of waste disposal by 60% when
implementing waste minimisation programmes (Qian & Schneider 2016). Additional
benefits include improved stakeholder, including investor, relations (Pirani &
Arafat 2014).
While growing consumer awareness is a key driver, guests are also accustomed to
convenience and functionality when staying away from home (Ball & Taleb 2011). The
adoption of sustainability practices should not compromise the quality of service
offered (Rogerson & Sims 2012). Communication of sustainability initiatives plays a
significant role in balancing this trade off (Ball & Taleb 2011).
At the global level, it is larger hotels and hospitality groups that are driving sustainable
management practices, mostly likely because smaller operators do not have the
resources – financial and human – to undertake a transition of this nature (Ball & Taleb
2011). The integrated annual reports of several local public companies, such as the
Hospitality Property Fund, Aha Hotel Group, Tsogo Sun and Wilderness Holdings,
highlight their sustainability initiatives, with a focus on reducing energy and water
consumption, treatment of wastewater and recycling. There is, however, little attention
paid to inputs, such as plastic packaging, and innovative ways in which to reduce,
reuse, recycle and dispose of them.
Waste management best practice, with a focus on plastics
A 2014 global review of waste reduction in the hospitality industry literature highlighted
seven studies on hotels (71%) and restaurants (29%) that ranked waste sorting and
recycling as best practice (Parani & Arafat 2014). The United States Environmental
Protection Agency’s (EPA) guide to Reducing Wasted Food and Packaging (2015)
also identifies key initiatives as do Su et al. (2015) in their comparative work. The scale
of waste generation depends on the type of establishment, the activities and facilities
on offer, the occupancy rate and the location (urban or rural) (Pirani & Arafat 2014). Its
management tends to be determined by the location of the establishments, the types
of waste generated and the capacity on-site or in the area to recycle (Pirani &
Arafat 2014).
The most significant practices are briefly described below (Parani & Arafat 2014; EPA
2015; Su et al. 2015):
•
•

Recycling on site: collapsing cardboard boxes, crushing glass and
aluminium.
Baling paper and cardboard.
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Reusing, where possible, and donating hotel furniture and equipment when
spent.
Donating leftover food, selling it as animal feed or using it for composting.
Purchasing in bulk.
Eliminating drinking straws in restaurants.
Replacing single-use plastics with durable alternatives that also offer cost
savings.
Initiating reusable bag and container programmes.
Using returnable packaging or procuring sustainable alternatives.

Most initiatives were found in the United States and Europe (Parani & Arafat 2014).
The driving forces for waste reduction in Europe include a sense of environmental
responsibility, legislation, the cost of waste handling and disposal, and the costs of
carrying excess product (Styles et al. 2013).
In Southern Africa, there are several examples of best practice. Wilderness Safaris is
a publicly listed hospitality group operating in eight Southern African countries. It uses
its own environmental management standards across the group. All lodges must
comply with these standards, which measure carbon emissions, waste management
and recycling, travel-related emissions, operational supply chain, water consumption,
materials used and energy efficiency. They monitor adherence closely to ensure they
stay at the forefront of the industry in this regard (Wilderness Safaris 2015). The
Vineyard Hotel in Cape Town, South Africa reports that it recycles about 95% of its
waste (O’Neill 2014). The hotel has an onsite recycling facility accessible by staff and
the broader community; it recycles its cooking oil into biodiesel and it collects wine
corks and upcycles them into flooring for underprivileged communities (O’Neill 2014).
Spier in Stellenbosch, South Africa, has installed a wastewater treatment plant that
recycles 100% of water used on the property, mainly to irrigate the garden and grounds
with some used in one of the restaurant toilet systems (pers. coms. Heidi NewtonKing). The company planned for its hotel, conference facility, wine-tasting facility and
restaurant to be ‘waste-free’ by 2017 through an initiative undertaken with a local
service provider WastePlan. They reduced the amount of waste sent to landfill to
6 tons in 2016, 2% of the total waste produced on site. Tsogo Sun has recycling
initiatives in place at many of their properties although efforts differ depending on the
infrastructure available to support recycling. There are plans to standardise recycling
and volume across their properties (Tsogo Sun 2016).
The City Lodge group uses Green Leaf certification and tries to recycle as much waste
as possible (City Lodge 2015). The Protea Hotel group has various sustainability
practices in place to lower levels of water and energy consumption and reuse waste
water, as well as in-house recycling initiatives. The group participates in the following
recycling initiatives: Sappi, Mondi, Collect-A-Can and Enviroglass – none of which deal
with plastics.
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Key determinants for adoption of sustainable systems
•

•

•

•

Integrated management and operating systems: The higher adoption rates
of sustainability practices by large hospitality stakeholders would seem to
indicate that adoption is more likely when sustainability is embedded in the
policies and operational structures of an organisation (Rogerson & Sims 2012).
A study in Ghana across 52 hotels found that higher-rated hotels were more
likely to implement environmentally friendly practices (Pirani & Arafat 2014), as
are chain-affiliated hotels (Rogerson & Sims 2012). Smaller stakeholders often
have more informal management approaches that are not necessarily
coherently linked to sustainability priorities; adoption at this level seems to be
driven by the owner or manager’s sense of personal ethics (Rogerson &
Sims 2012).
Awareness and knowledge: Raising awareness for the need to implement
sustainable systems, and educating management and staff on their use and
desired outcomes is crucial. A South African study of the Southern Sun hotel
chain indicated that managers had differing understanding of sustainability
initiatives implemented by the chain, and different ways of achieving the set
outcomes (Rogerson & Sims 2012). A 2016 Zimbabwean study focused on
hotel manager’s understanding of ‘green management’ illustrated the diverse
understandings of the rationale for adopting sustainability practices, indicating
the need for comprehensive education around the context and terminology
(Mbasera et al. 2016). A 2012 study conducted in Gauteng regarding
sustainability practices in urban hotels noted the importance of staff training
regarding energy reduction, water conservation and the broader implications of
adoption of alternative systems (Rogerson & Sims 2012).
Balanced trade-offs: A study conducted on the relationship between adopting
a sustainable supply chain policy and customer’s reactions indicates that
hospitality stakeholders will need to balance initiatives against the expected
impacts on customer reactions, particularly when guests will be expected to
pay a premium (Xu & Gursoy 2015). For example, guests may not be willing to
pay for the additional costs associated with switching to locally produced
packaging alternatives as much as they would be willing to pay for organic,
locally produced food.
Effective communication: Communication plays a key role in enhancing the
image of the brand, strengthening stakeholder and community relationships
and providing a competitive advantage (Dodds & Holmes 2016). Recent
studies indicate that hotels should promote the ‘green’ image of their offering,
and the quality of their ‘green’ products and services, without falling into the
trap of greenwashing (Dodds & Holmes 2016). Larger hospitality stakeholders
tend to have more communication channels through which to market their
sustainability initiatives, including annual reports, social media channels and
newsletters. They, therefore, tend to use sustainability as an additional
marketing tool, more so than smaller operators (Dodds & Holmes 2016), who
cannot justify the expense of communicating sustainability initiatives when
balanced against projected additional customers (Rogerson & Sims 2012).
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•

Effective internal communication can also increase employee engagement and
loyalty (Dodds & Holmes 2016). These platforms are often neglected as a way
of informing, educating and motivating staff to get involved in sustainability
initiatives. Platforms include websites, social media, booking confirmation
emails, room signs, guest information booklets, television, general media
releases and interactions with guests (Tuppen 2015).
Financial and human capital: Implementation of sustainable systems can be
costly and absorb additional labour hours. This is a deterrent to smaller
operators (Pirani & Arafat 2014). In addition, it is often prohibitively expensive
in African countries to source locally made sustainable alternatives, for
packaging for example. Smaller operators may also need more incentives
(regulations, legislation) and/or support, including awareness campaigns, to
undertake a transition towards more sustainable operations.

Research approach, methodology and methods
Rationale for the study
As noted, this study is an extension of a current study: Beyond Horizon: Consumer
and restaurant/hospitality industry approaches to tackling marine plastic debris, which
was commissioned by WWF South Africa’s Marine Programme and is funded by WWF
Nedbank Green Trust. The study aimed to understand the role that consumers and the
restaurant industry could play in reducing and eliminating harmful and non-essential
plastic pollutants.2 FTT commissioned The Beach Co-operative to extend the study to
incorporate representatives of the Southern African hospitality industry.
It is assumed that Southern African hotels that belong to a responsible tourism
association have a clearer understanding of sustainability, the business rationale for it
and are more likely to implement responsible tourism measures (Der Merwe & Wocke
2007). FTT originated in 2001 as a pilot project within the South African International
Union for Conservation of Nature (Spenceley & Seif 2003). Its certified tourism
products are assessed against criteria derived from the Tourism Product Certification
Standard, which include business practice and human resources, community
resources, cultural heritage and environmental practice (Fair Trade Tourism 2007).
The latter focuses on purchasing policies that favour locally appropriate and
ecologically sustainable products including building materials, capital goods, food and
beverages, where possible. There is also a focus on waste management and
packaging.
Understanding its members’ level of alignment with waste management best practice
would assist FTT in supporting its members in this regard.

2

For the purposes of this research, harmful and non-essential plastics are considered plastics that have
disproportionately large environmental pollution impacts and/or plastics that may be removed or replaced
by low-cost alternatives. This includes single-use plastics, polystyrene packaging applications and
shopping bags, plastic microbeads and plastic microfibres.
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Research aim
The study aims to determine the current state of implementation of sustainability best
practice focused on waste management, particularly of single-use plastics, in the
Southern African hospitality industry. An improved understanding of current practice in
this regard, as well as implementation challenges and the level of willingness to pay
for alternative to plastic products would help industry associations support wider-scale
adoption of best practice in this regard.

Research objectives
•
•
•
•

To understand what efforts are being made by FTT-certified businesses in
reducing and eliminating waste, with a focus on single-use plastics.
To understand the role played by major South African hotel groups that are not
FTT certified.
To assess the extent to which waste awareness and management is part of
current hospitality socio-environmental initiatives.
To determine:
o Whether plastics are sorted and recycled effectively.
o The extent to which cleaning, laundry and guest toiletries are ecofriendly.
o Whether greywater systems are being implemented and how this water
is being used.
o The extent of use of plastic packaging, particularly single-use plastics.
o Whether a concerted effort is being made to source and use
alternatives to plastic packaging.

Research methods
A mixed methods approach was used encompassing a desktop literature review,
33 semi-structured Skype interviews and a survey. The literature reviewed included
peer-reviewed publications in scientific journals and grey literature sourced from
popular media, including company annual reports and news articles. This secondary
data was collated and supplemented with the primary data gathered from the
interviews. The survey used in the restaurant study (Engel 2017) was reviewed by FTT
and amended according to their input.
A sample group was selected based on a list provided by FTT of its 101 members in
South Africa (86), Madagascar (8) and Mozambique (7) and 9 non-FTT members,
some with operations in several African countries. The response rate was 32% for FTT
members (a further 30% follow identical practices) and 22% for non-FTT members. It
is important to note that of the FTT members who were not surveyed, 30% were
associated with FTT members who completed the survey and referred to practices that
all associated members have adopted.
A total of 33 completed survey responses were collected (see table 1): 31 FTT
members (25 South African, 3 Mozambican and 3 Madagascan-based operators) and
2 non-FTT members (with operations in South Africa, Mozambique, Tanzania,
Botswana and Kenya).
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The response rate is encouraging because it is significantly higher than the 10%
response rate reported in a previous South African responsible tourism study (Van der
Merwe & Wocke 2006).
Table 1: List of hospitality businesses and tourism operators surveyed
Name of survey respondent

FTT

Name of survey respondent

FTT

Africa Seolo

Member

Montagu Country Hotel

Member

Aventour Mantasoa Lodge

Member

Odyssea Dive

Member

Bahia Mar

Member

Pakamisa Game Reserve

Member

Bartholemeus Klip Guestfarm

Member

Sani Lodge Backpackers

Member

Calabash Tours

Member

Shamwari Game Lodge

Member

Cape St Francis Resort

Member

Shark Watch SA

Member

Cascade Manor Guesthouse

Member

Spier

Member

Coffee Bean Routes

Member

Stormsriver Adventures

Member

Coffeeshack

Member

The Back Pack

Member

De Zeekoe Guest Farm

Member

The Peech Hotel

Member

Dunes de Dovela

Member

Three Tree Hill

Member

Grootbos

Member

Member

Hotel Verde

Member

!Xaus Lodge (Transfrontier Park
Destinations)
Uthando Tours

Iharana Bush Camp

Member

White Shark Project

Member

Jan Harmsgat Guesthouse

Member

AndBeyond

Le Paradisier Hotel

Member

Wilderness Safaris

Nonmember
Nonmember

Monkeyland

Member

Member

Limitations to the study
There were several limitations to the study (see table 2) that may have influenced the
results. These include the limited time contracted to conduct the study. More time
would perhaps have supported the gathering of a higher response rate and the
extrapolation of findings from the sample to the broader industry, as well as the
opportunity to compare data gathered from FTT members and non-members.
Table 2: The challenges related to data capture and recommendations for future studies
SURVEY LAYOUT AND CONTENT
Challenges
• Survey layout was difficult to follow, even
though most interviews were done on
Skype or telephonically, and often
resulted in sub-questions being missed.
• Questions were not always understood
by respondents, particularly for non-first
language
English
speakers.
For
example, there was confusion with
words such as patron versus guest.

Recommendations
• Simplify formatting and reduce number
of sub-questions within each question.
• Use simple and succinct wording to
phrase the question.
• Provide clarity around the intended
response through multiple choice
answers with additional space for
comments – this also improves the value
of qualitative data as it can be
categorised and thus analysed more
effectively.
15

•

Not always clear to respondents what
type of answer is required: yes/no versus
comments.
INTERVIEW PROCESS
Challenges
• Conducting interviews over Skype, by
telephone or in person provides a good
opportunity for respondents to get clarity
on each question and for more
information to be gleaned by the
interviewer; however, it requires more
time and there is potential for
misinterpretation of answers due to
paraphrasing
by
interviewer
or
incomplete recording of answers.
• Length of survey (45 minutes to 1 hour)
meant that many potential respondents
were not able to participate due to time
constraints during working hours.
DATA CAPTURE
Challenges
• The data capture process was time
consuming (20–40 minutes per survey
depending on the number of questions
answered and amount of comments) due
to the process of transcribing from Word
or PDF documents into an Excel
datasheet.
• The survey responses often required
sorting, simplification, and interpretation
due to respondents misunderstanding
questions/including
extraneous
or
irrelevant information, and incomplete
capture of information.

Recommendations
• Explore the potential for using an online
platform or application such as Survey
Monkey, which can be filled in by the
interviewer during the interview process.
This will also simplify the layout and
make data capture more efficient. The
completed survey may also be shared
with the respondent to ensure answers
have been correctly recorded.
• Reduce length of survey by simplifying
questions – remove/rephrase questions
and reduce the willingness to pay section
to key questions.

Recommendations
• Simplify data capture process by either
linking Word documents directly to Excel
datasheet (requires coding) or using a
survey platform such as Survey Monkey.
• As mentioned above, provide multiple
choice/model answers to ensure that
they understand and can answer the
question.

Research results and key findings
The literature review highlighted the dearth of international best practice studies on
responsible use of plastics, particularly in the hospitality sector. Many studies,
however, have focused on food waste and often refer to responsible packaging use,
including plastics. A noteworthy publication is that of the United States EPA’s guide to
Reducing Wasted Food and Packaging, referred to in the first section of this report.
Engel’s (2017) report on restaurant’s waste management practices notes the biggest
challenge for uptake of sustainable alternatives to plastic products is the higher cost
of reusable or biodegradable options. It also identifies other challenges as
inconsistency in regulations and the difficulty in sourcing reliable information on
suppliers and these products (Engel 2017).
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Several recommendations were made in this regard: activating consumers to reduce
their plastic use, improving reuse and recycling systems using financial incentives,
encouraging suppliers to select products with less or no packaging, introducing
selection criteria for suppliers, and implementing staff training and education sessions,
as well as creating dedicated positions to oversee these processes (Engel 2017).
The global best practice findings are not necessarily transferable to the Southern
African context. Many hospitality operators are in remote areas and face challenges in
sourcing suppliers and products and in the absence of recycling infrastructure and
municipality support regarding the sorting of waste.
The findings drawn from the primary data are outlined below.

Regarding sustainability
Drivers of sustainability practices
The main drivers for implementing a sustainability practice code in tourism are
mandatory and legal requirements, cost reduction, market advantage as offering a
service or customer niche, and corporate values and ethos (Engel 2017).
The table below indicates that most respondents indicated that it was the business
ethos that motivated them to adopt sustainability practices. The least influential drivers
were the potential to reduce costs and mandatory requirements. In addition,
respondents noted drivers such as personal values and their awareness of
responsibility, the influence of shareholders, the impact on the community and inspiring
positive change in staff and guests as factors shaping their adoption of sustainability
practices. The reaction of guests and their participation is viewed as essential to the
implementation of sustainability practices. The latter is borne out by a United States
guest survey of 120 000 hotels (Bruns-Smith et al. 2015).
Table 3: Drivers of sustainability practices

Sustainability drivers

Rank: 1 (Highest) to 5 (Lowest)
1

2

3

4

5

Mandatory requirement

16%

16%

3%

19%

45%

Cost reduction

13%

23%

23%

16%

26%

Market advantage

19%

29%

32%

13%

6%

Business ethos or values

61%

29%

3%

3%

3%

Other

45%

0%

3%

0%

3%

Capacity and resources to implement sustainability practices
A key constraint to implementing sustainability practices is the lack of internal capacity
and resources. Most respondents (68% or 21 respondents), however, indicated that
they have a dedicated person who works full-time or as part of their function on
implementing sustainability practices. Most respondents (90% or 28 respondents) do
not rely on external consultants to assist in implementation, only 7% use external
consultants and 3% declined to answer the question.
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We need practical assistance. How do I build the business case? What are the
logistics? What are the alternatives, where do I get them, how can I get them here?
– Survey respondent
For us to really make a difference we need to know the specific usage of other hotels
– water and electricity. Most hotels are aiming to be greener, but don’t talk about it.
– Survey respondent
We need training and information support, and access to suppliers. We need the
experiences from other hotels, including reviews on reliable products.
– Survey respondent
Communication of sustainability practices
A distinction between internal communication with staff and customers and external
communication with the wider public was made. Most respondents (90%/
28 respondents) communicate their sustainability practices, 6% provide no
communication, and 4% declined to answer. Most respondents (55%/17 respondents)
communicate their sustainability practices to the public using online media, newsletters
and information brochures (48%/15 respondents). Only 13% (4 respondents) use
annual integrated reports, which may be attributed to the small number (6%) of listed
companies, which commonly use this channel, included in the survey sample.
Sustainability, greenness and the environment are the main reasons the guests want
to return. We are not a hotel with green principles, we are a green hotel. But
communicating on these aspects adds to costs.
– Survey respondent
Most respondents focused internally on communications with staff (87%/
27 respondents) and patrons (77%/24 respondents), but were less effective at
communicating to the wider public (55%).
Our work focuses on sustainable practice regarding local sourcing, which we have to
explain to our guests. It takes a lot of energy, but is a great way to spread the word.
– Survey respondent
Table 4: Extent of internal and external communication

External sustainability communication

Response rate
Yes

No

Declined to answer

Annual integrated report

13%

16%

71%

Newsletter & information brochure

48%

4%

48%

Online reports

55%

10%

35%

Other

10%

3%

87%

To staff

87%

3%

10%

To patrons

77%

4%

19%

Internal sustainability communications
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Regarding waste management
Very little literature is available on waste management in the hospitality sector despite
this being a key feature of environmental management and critical to developing a
sustainability strategy (Pirani & Arafat 2014). Survey respondents were asked to list
the composition, not volume, of waste generated.

Figure 1: Waste management practices: Internal and external sorting and types of waste sorted

Many (84%) of survey respondents sort waste internally, which suggests that sufficient
resources are available to do so internally; however, 55% also use an external service
provider for this function, which perhaps indicates that on-site sorting practices are
ineffective. More than 80% of all listed waste types are recycled by respondents.

Regarding wastewater and product choice
Wastewater can negatively affect natural water systems often resulting in marine
pollution. Reuse of water is becoming an integral part of sustainability practices in
responsible tourism. The criteria used (such as cost, quality and accessibility) to select
products (for cleaning, laundry and guest supplies) may significantly impact the ability
of businesses to acquire effective environmentally friendly products. This, in turn,
affects the ability to establish water-saving systems, such as greywater recycling. In
greywater systems, the water used for showering and bathing is collected and treated
through ultra-filtration membranes or microbial aeration and recirculated on the
property for non-potable use, including for flushing toilets, irrigation and laundry.
•

•

Most respondents (58%) have installed greywater systems, but are mostly
recycling water for irrigation purposes only. Almost a third (29%) did not have
a greywater system in place and 13% declined to answer.
The main criteria used for choosing eco-friendly products are the quality, cost,
accessibility, effectiveness and source (local versus imported).
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Regarding waste awareness programmes
Respondents were asked to describe any environmental initiatives or awareness
programmes that they had initiated or were involved in, whether these were targeted
at specific age groups or demographics, and whether waste management and
awareness education were included.
•
•
•

Most respondents (82%) were involved to some extent in environmental and
community development initiatives.
Only 32% focused on specific demographics and age groups.
Almost half (48%) implemented initiatives that raised awareness of waste and
educated on waste management.

It would helpful if there was a way that the hospitality industry, led by FTT, could
identify common themes and share how these are being dealt with.
– Survey respondent

Regarding single-use plastics and packaging items
The figure below indicates the wide variety of single-use plastics and packaging items
used in the hospitality industry. Respondents ranked their most-used items: water
bottles, tinfoil, plastic cling wrap, straws and condiment sachets.
100%
81%
percentage

80%

81%

74%

60%

45%

39%

40%
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Figure 2: Use of single-use plastics in the hospitality industry

Willingness to pay for alternatives to single-use items and plastic packaging materials
Alternatives to plastic packaging and single-use items are increasingly available and
there is a growing number of quality and cost-effective and -saving options (such as
durable reusable containers) on offer.
Respondents indicated their willingness to pay for these alternatives by answering yes
or no to a list of alternative packaging products, which included straws, coffee cup lids,
takeaway containers, carry bags, reusable cosmetic containers and refillable
condiment containers. Respondents were also asked to indicate their willingness to
pay for water purification systems to reduce plastic water bottle usage.
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The highest response was for alternatives straws (55%), water purification systems
(55%), refillable condiment containers (48%), alternative bags (39%) and alternative
lids (32%). These figures include respondents that have transitioned and those willing
to transition to more sustainable options.
There was a high proportion of respondents who declined to answer this set of
questions (an average of 55%). They possibly were unable to answer due to a lack of
information on pricing, procurement and alternative options.
Table 5: Willingness to pay for alternatives to plastic packaging, single-use items and water
purification systems

Willingness to pay

Response rate
Yes

No

Declined to answer

Alternative straw: Paper | Glass |
Bamboo

55%

6%

39%

Alternative lid, no lid or BYO lid

32%

0%

68%

Alternative takeaway container
Alternative bag
Reusable cosmetic containers
Refillable condiment containers in
Rooms

35%
39%
19%

0%
3%
3%

65%
58%
74%

48%

0%

52%

Water purification system

55%

16%

29%

Enabling conditions to implement alternatives to plastic packaging
Survey respondents were asked to list the key areas of support they needed to adopt
and implement use of packaging materials with a lower environmental impact than
single-use plastics. Their responses have been summarised into four categories.
•

•

•

•

Alternatives to bottled water: Respondents found it difficult to find water
(either in tins or bottles) at a reasonable price; they were unsure of what
alternatives there were; and had safety concerns regarding glass bottles. For
example, use of glass bottles on boats, which also do not have space for a
water dispenser.
Information on alternatives and reliable suppliers: Respondents noted that
they needed access to and sharing of product information, alternatives and
other ideas. The source should be local and there should be a choice available.
They also noted the need for assistance in building the business case for use
of alternatives. The reliability of suppliers is a significant determinant for
adoption of alternatives to plastics, single-use plastics particularly.
Training material for staff: Respondents noted the need for internal and
external training programmes to raise awareness among staff and provide
them with the necessary information to support a transition. Some mentioned
the need for economic and logistical support in this regard.
Knowledge sharing platforms: Respondents indicated that it would be useful
to share information between hospitality operators, particularly
recommendations for useful products.
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They noted that it would also be helpful to have an accurate benchmarking of
what hospitality operators are doing – including specific usage figures. The
need to identify and share common themes and learnings between all
hospitality operators was also raised, as was the need to raise awareness
along the supply chain.
The ratio of FTT to non-FTT members surveyed was not significant enough to provide
accurate comparative data; however, this preliminary survey indicates that there is no
noticeable difference in sustainability efforts between FTT members and nonmembers. This is possibly because both non-FTT members were listed companies
and thus documented their sustainability efforts in their integrated annual reports. More
in-depth research would need to be conducted to determine differences across scales
of operation. It would possibly be easier at first to work with smaller FTT members
because they have less complex decision-making structures.

Conclusion
Sustainable tourism is a growing trend in the hospitality industry. This sector tends to
be a significant contributor to global, regional and national GDPs; it is also a significant
user of resources, particularly energy.
There is growing awareness of the impact that waste, particularly plastics, has on land
and marine-based ecosystems and there is significant scope within the Southern
African hospitality industry to reduce its resource intensity.
This paper sought to understand the level of alignment with best practice in waste
management, with a focus on single-use plastics, and how best to motivate and
support a transition to a lowered or zero single-use plastic consumption rate in the
industry, particularly for FTT members. Industry associations such as FTT, the South
African Tourism Service Association and the Federated Hospitality Association of
South Africa do and can play a more significant role in improving adoption of
sustainability best practice, particularly regarding waste management, in the Southern
African hospitality industry.
Key findings of this study indicate that the ethos of the business and values of
management are key drivers for implementation of sustainability best practice. This
would seem to indicate that membership of an association such as FTT can play an
important role in motivating and supporting the transition. Potential avenues that could
be explored include establishing a sustainability focused platform that provides the
necessary context and motivation for change and collates alternatives to plastic
product information, lists reputable suppliers and provides a space for the exchange
of knowledge.
There is keen interest and action taken to recycle waste, often on site. Some operators
face challenges in this regard due to their remote locations or lack of municipal support.
Providing information on alternative reducing, recycling and reusing strategies could
play an important role in supporting the transition for this group. There is a clear need
for research on suitable alternatives to common products used in the hospitality
industry, such as plastic water bottles.
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While respondents indicated an understanding that there could be cost implications to
transitioning, and some indicated a willingness to pay for products with lower
environmental impacts, there is a need for more detailed cost benefit analyses to
inform procurement practices in this regard.
The key research gaps, recommendations for best practice implementation and
support measures are outlined below.
•
•

•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Analysis of the costs and benefits of alternatives to plastic products, including
water bottles, straw and disposable coffee lids.
Exploring best practice in the Southern African hospitality industry across a
range of sustainability themes, such as recycling, wastewater treatment and
communication practices regarding sustainability, etc.
Undertaking a cost-benefit analysis of new product development using waste
products that are applicable to the hospitality industry.
Investigating the role that social media can play in encouraging and supporting
a transition to use more environmentally friendly alternatives to plastics,
particularly single-use plastics.
Producing guidelines for building a business case for sustainability best
practice implementation.
Identifying survey designs that are applicable across multiple contexts, and that
use accessible language to cater for cultural and educational differences.
Explore consumer experiences and perceptions regarding sustainable waste
management in the hospitality industry.
Developing an advisory service for developing recycling enterprises, an
incentive system/grant for waste management.
Producing a comprehensive guide on sustainability communication for the
hospitality sector.
Design a platform for sharing information and lessons learnt among FTT
members or the broader industry related to sustainability best practice,
approaches, suppliers and products.
Draft training materials for staff and management in this regard.

The respondents, both FTT members and non-members, have contributed to a deeper
understanding of the mechanisms needed to support a transition to sustainable waste
management practices in the sector. This report has informed further research needs,
best practice and necessary support measures. These will be taken forward by FTT in
2017 to enhance its role in setting the benchmark for sustainability practice in the
tourism and hospitality sector in Southern Africa.
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