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Just tourism transitions? Sustainability policy 
interventions and implications on Boracay, Philippines

James Tops and Machiel Lamers

Environmental Policy, Wageningen University & Researchthe Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Policy interventions for tourism sustainability transitions are carried 
out in destinations worldwide. Yet, how decision-making processes 
and strategies could adversely affect communities and regions is 
an increasingly raised question, particularly following the economic 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on tourism destinations. 
Drawing on the transitions and justice literature, this paper explores 
what sustainability policies and rapid government interventions 
signify for impacted tourism communities. This paper uses Boracay 
island in the Philippines as a case study, a destination which has 
been subject to an extensive policy intervention ordered by the 
national government from 2018 onwards. The Boracay case indi-
cates that a short and radical policy intervention did benefit the 
island, but that it could have been more societally beneficial if 
principles and policies of just transitions were more explicitly 
addressed. Key findings of this paper, based on an analysis of 
stakeholder views collected through interviews, questionnaires, 
and policy documents, reveal that the structural absence of dia-
logue and limited socio-economic support measures resulted in an 
island community that felt substantially ignored, unfairly treated, 
and sceptical about future actions. With the just transition lens, this 
paper offers practical and methodological guidance in reconciling 
tourism sustainability transitions with justice challenges. We con-
clude that the just transition lens provides important insights and 
lessons for transitioning tourism destinations towards environmen-
tally sustainable futures in a socio-economically responsible way.

Introduction

The sustainability challenges of tourism have been discussed for decades, including 
the meaning of the term sustainability in the context of tourism (Sharpley, 2020), as 
well as specific environmental, social and economic impacts that tourism development 
brings at various spatial scales, from local to global (e.g. Gössling, 2000; Peeters & 
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Landré, 2011). For many of these challenges, tourism cannot be considered sustainable 
if it is not making a positive net contribution towards the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), including in the context of biodiversity and nature conservation, pol-
lution prevention, greenhouse gas mitigation, and poverty alleviation (e.g. Buckley, 
2012; Saarinen, 2020).

While there is increasing academic consensus on the need for sustainable transitions 
in the tourism system, how and with what instruments such transitions can be 
achieved is less clear. Since the early 2000s, new perspectives on sustainability tran-
sitions have been developed in the transition management literature (Berkhout 2002; 
Rotmans et  al., 2001). However, systematic analysis of sustainable tourism transfor-
mations has been limited so far. While the link between the sustainable tourism and 
the transition management literatures was made about a decade ago (Gössling et  al., 
2012), applications of approaches on how tourism can de-lock itself from an unsus-
tainable path of development and how contested transitions can be managed have 
been limited. More recently, Niewiadomski and Brouder (2022) emphasised the need 
to address sustainability transitions in tourism more comprehensively, including the 
voices of local communities and the power dynamics at play.

Transitions can be defined as longer term processes in which society changes 
fundamentally (Rotmans et  al., 2001), and refer to the change in dynamic equilibrium 
of a system, from one state of equilibrium to another, also referred to as regime 
change (Smith et  al., 2005). In more recent years it has become clear that executing 
sustainability transitions comes with a range of challenges and trade-offs. Geels et  al. 
(2017) highlight major transition challenges, such as the multiplicity of actors and 
their complex social relations, the complex negotiations between various objectives 
and constraints, as well as the threats to existing economic business models and 
powerful industries. Transition challenges are often connected to socio-economic 
development needs, whereby transitions do not always produce desired socially just 
conditions. Healy and Barry (2017) call for greater recognition of the politics, power 
dynamics and political economy of transitions, as perceived socio-economic costs can 
hinder support for transition policies. As scientists, policymakers and practitioners 
mainstream sustainable development agendas, ambiguities in the framing, justification 
and practice of transformative change may create tensions and implementation chal-
lenges (Blythe et  al., 2018).

Ciplet and Harrison (2019) argue that scholarship is needed on how jurisdictions are 
navigating equity and justice issues in sustainability transitions, including allocation and 
access (e.g. equity, fairness, justice) and accountability (Patterson et  al., 2017). Studies 
on distinct regions and communities affected by sustainability transitions remain an 
underdeveloped research area (Heffron & McCauley, 2018; Wibeck et  al., 2019), particu-
larly in the Global South where additional complexities arise, such as alleviating poverty 
and prioritising economic development (Swilling et  al., 2016; Wieczorek, 2018). Many 
rapidly industrialising economies (e.g South Africa, Vietnam, Philippines) want to follow 
earlier Asian industrialisers (e.g. South Korea, Malaysia, Taiwan), but are facing a more 
climate and resource constrained world (Swilling & Annecke, 2012). Tourism is typically 
a significant economic sector in these rapidly industrialising countries, but there has 
been little attention given to the social implications of sustainability transitions in the 
context of tourism-dependent destinations.
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Responding to the need to understand the social implications of sustainable tourism 
transitions, this article focuses on Boracay, an island located in the Philippines. The 
island is a flagship Philippine destination, generating about USD 1 billion in tourism 
revenues and attracting over two million tourists annually (Ordinario, 2019). The local 
community is highly dependent on tourism revenues. About 36,000 people work in 
the regional tourism economy, which includes direct employment on Boracay island, 
as well as in the wider region in food supply and services to the island. Over the 
last decades, Boracay has been confronted with unsustainable tourism development, 
including major environmental (Burgos, 2017; Ranada, 2018) and socio-economic 
impacts (Carter, 2004; Ong et  al., 2011; Trousdale, 1999).

In 2018, the Philippine government intervened with drastic sustainability actions, 
including a six-month closure to rehabilitate the island. To mitigate the socio-economic 
impacts of the sustainability intervention, the Philippine government implemented 
several measures, including financial support programs to assist people and train 
workers during sustainability projects (Philippine News Agency [PNA], 2018).

The objective of this paper is to analyse socio-economic impacts associated with 
sustainability transitions in a tourism dependent island context, by conducting a 
comprehensive case study analysis of the impacts of the sustainability transition on 
Boracay. We aim to identify the socio-economic policies implemented by authorities 
to support local communities, workers, and businesses, and to analyse their 
socio-economic impacts on the communities of Boracay, through a justice and tran-
sitions lens. In the next section we explore justice theory and the just transitions 
literature to support our analysis, followed by the methodology and the findings. The 
paper closes with a discussion of results and the conclusion.

Just transitions

It has been argued that within conceptualizations of sustainability transitions, social 
dimensions and normative questions related to equity and justice remain largely 
unexplored (Blythe et  al., 2018; Leach et  al., 2012; Patterson et  al., 2017; Wibeck et  al., 
2019). The term ‘just transition’ originates from the 1980s when labour unions tried 
to reconcile environmental imperatives with justice for workers in North American 
industries that were strongly affected by environmental laws (Goddard & Farrelly, 
2018; Stevis & Felli, 2015). Over time, the term just transition has been applied more 
broadly to refer to the socio-economic implications of environmental and climate 
policies, implemented by national governments and international organisations that 
highlighted ‘just transition’ measures (e.g. Hägele et  al., 2022; Jenkins et  al., 2020; 
Morena et  al., 2020).

There is an explicit need to study local action and consider social justice and equity 
in the process of shifting towards sustainability. Agyeman et  al. (2003) introduced 
the term ‘just sustainability’ to bring together the key dimensions of both environ-
mental justice and sustainable development. They focus on distributional inequalities 
underpinned by good governance and emphasise purposeful involvement of citizens 
and stakeholders. Along similar lines Dobson (1999) claimed that despite the benefits, 
social justice and environmental sustainability are not always compatible objectives.
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Scholarly attention to just transitions has recently been increasing. Newell and 
Mulvaney (2013) argue that a demand for just transitions ensures that the move 
towards a low carbon society is equitable, sustainable, and legitimate in the eyes of 
citizens and local communities. This includes key questions of who wins and who 
loses in a transition, how and why. Healy and Barry (2017) call for more systematically 
addressing just transition by analysing the distributional impacts and the role of 
labour in low-carbon transitions.

In several sectors, just transition debates have spurred mass demonstrations in 
recent years. Francés carbon taxes caused social justice anger because of the dispro-
portionately high burden on poorer households leading to the ‘yellow vests’ protests, 
while the Netherlands have seen a series of farmers’ protests against environmental 
policies (e.g. Morena et  al., 2020; van der Ploeg, 2020).

Sustainability transitions are increasingly translated from an academic concept into 
a set of concrete actions. For instance, Harrahill and Douglas (2019) identified a range 
of measures to enable policy to achieve just transition outcomes, including social 
dialogue, re-employment, and welfare schemes.

Conceptual framework

Just transition scholarship has been connected to justice theory, including its widely 
applied three-part conception of procedural justice, justice as recognition and dis-
tributive justice (e.g. Healy & Barry, 2017; Newell & Mulvaney, 2013; Schlosberg, 2007; 
Young, 1990). This three-part conception of social justice has been applied in the 
fields of energy and climate, as well as in relation to indigenous people (Agyeman 
et  al., 2016; Jenkins et  al., 2016). This paper operationalises just transition in the 
context of the sustainable tourism transition of Boracay island in terms of the 
three-part justice conception.

Issues of procedural justice cover the rules and procedures through which decisions 
are made and focus on participation in deliberation and decision-making (Young, 1990). 
Expanded and more authentic public participation is seen in the development of 
responses to climate change and are put forth by numerous non-governmental organ-
isations (Schlosberg, 2007). Failures to engage in inclusive policy processes or to build 
strong and diverse political coalitions can contribute to inadequate policies that con-
tradict sustainability goals (Ciplet & Harrison, 2019). Sustainability and procedural justice 
are not always in conflict; highly deliberative and representative processes may result 
in more effective, ambitious and durable environmental policy (Ciplet & Harrison, 2019).

Justice as recognition relates to the lack of recognition of relevant social and 
political actors, demonstrated by various forms of neglect, insults, degradation and 
devaluation at both the individual and cultural level (Schlosberg, 2007). Various 
types of misrecognition could occur, such as cultural domination, non-recognition, 
and disrespect (Fraser, 2008). Priorities, values and defined interests of the dominant 
social group are taken for granted and seen as reasonable and legitimate, while 
those of other groups could be systematically neglected (Ciplet & Harrison, 2019).

Scholars of environmental justice extend distributive justice to concerns of various 
rights, goods and liberties, and how we define and regulate social and economic 
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equality and inequality (Schlosberg, 2007). According to Ciplet and Harrison (2019), 
in many cases strategies for environmental sustainability exist in tension with efforts 
to allocate economic and environmental resources and harms more equitably. For 
example, opportunities and benefits of resource distribution are typically on the side 
of the privileged, while burdens and harms are concentrated in marginalised com-
munities. Justice represents a call for the even distribution of benefits and ills on all 
members of society regardless of class, income or race (Jenkins et  al., 2016).

The conceptual framework of just transitions, including the three-part conceptu-
alisation of justice as procedure, distribution and recognition, is used below to analyse 
the socio-economic support measures implemented in Boracay and their impacts on 
local tourism communities and the destination’s transition to sustainability.

Methodology

The research has an exploratory case study design, which is fitting in a research 
context where the intervention being evaluated has no clear, single set of outcomes 
(Baxter & Jack, 2008; Yin, 2003). The boundaries of the case study overlap with Boracay 
island, the Philippines, including its local inhabitants and tourism stakeholders. An 
overview of the research site, the data collection, and data analysis methods are 
provided below.

Research site

Boracay is a small tropical island of 10.3 km2, one of the more than 7000 islands in 
the Philippines (see Figure 1). The island is situated about 300 km south of Manila, 
in the Western Visayan region of the Philippines. It is under the jurisdiction of the 
municipality of Malay, which according to the 2015 census is home to 52,973 inhab-
itants and has a total land area of 67 km2.

Boracay is important nationally as a flagship tourism destination. The tourism 
industry is one of the Philippines’ main sectors. In 2019, it accounted for 12.7% of 
the country’s GDP (Almazan, 2020). Tourism growth in Boracay is remarkable. In the 
early 2000s, Boracay attracted around 300,000 tourists yearly. This number doubled 
by 2008 to 634,363 tourists, generating 250 million USD for the Philippines’ economy 
(Ong et  al., 2011). Less than a decade later, arrivals hit 2,001,974 with revenues sur-
passing 1 billion USD in 2017.

From 2018 onwards, bold sustainability projects have been implemented in the area. 
In a first phase, the Philippines’ president Rodrigo Duterte ordered a closure of Boracay 
to start large-scale projects to halt environmental degradation and initiate the transition 
to sustainable development on the island (Ranada, 2018). Non-residents and all tourists 
were denied access to the island for six months. The projects included the construction 
of new sewer systems and sewage treatment plants, carrying out beach clean-ups, 
removing illegal constructions in wetlands, introducing e-mobility and improving the 
road infrastructure. After re-opening the island, a second phase started which aimed 
at finishing projects and sustaining the improvements made. Stronger environmental 
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regulations and new business practices were introduced, including a maximum visitor 
carrying capacity and stricter construction guidelines (PNA, 2018).

In the Philippines’ process report to the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), the Boracay project is highlighted as ‘an example where the objective 
of leaving no one behind was integrated into making sure that economic progress 
does not come at the expense of environmental integrity’ (Voluntary National Review, 
2019, p.16). Despite environmental gains, the socio-economic impacts of the transition 
on the Boracay community and the tourism sector have been drastic with the liveli-
hoods of local communities highly dependent on tourism revenues.

Data collection

Primary data collection focused on community impacts regarding the sustainability 
intervention in two interaction modes: semi-structured interviews conducted through 
phone and Zoom, and an online questionnaire distributed through Qualtrics. This 
took place in 2020, about two years after the start of the rehabilitation, when the 
majority of interventions were completed. This data collection strategy was chosen 
to allow for a wide inclusion of stakeholders and community members in this study 
(Baxter & Jack, 2008; Boeije, 2009).

To understand the socio-economic impacts on the community, the target popu-
lation included local tourism workers and business owners, NGOs, and government 

Figure 1.  Boracay island situated in the Philippines (the red pin north of Panay). Source: Map data 
© 2023 Google.
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officials. Selection of respondents was based on both purposive and snowball 
sampling: contact details were collected through desk research, an official list of 
accommodation establishments on Boracay, and local social media groups. The 
interviews were conducted in English, while the questionnaire was available in both 
English and Tagalog, the two official languages of the Philippines. The average 
interview duration was 30 min, while the questionnaire took on average 20 min to 
complete.

The interview protocol and the online questionnaire included both open questions 
aimed at identifying key aspects of procedural justice, recognition, and distributive 
justice, as well as revealing what support and assistance in the sustainability projects 
was provided, and how. The questions were divided into three main sections: (1) 
communication and consultation by authorities, (2) the impact of the projects on 
personal life, and (3) the outcomes of the projects on Boracay and way forward.

Overall, the views of 37 respondents were collected, covering a wide range 
of opinions from a diversity of stakeholders (Table 1). Anonymity was assured; 
in discussing results a respondent code corresponding with a basic profile 
is used.

The research also included analysis of documentation, reflecting the measures 
implemented by the government during the rehabilitation phases of Boracay. 
Relevant government documents and news reports containing information on 
the socio-economic support provided on the island were collected. Government 
outputs from three Philippine government departments are included: the 
Department of Labor and Employment (DOLE), the Department of Social Welfare 
and Development (DSWD) and National Economic and Development 
Authority (NEDA).

Table 1. O verview of respondents.

Code Tourism stakeholder Interaction mode Code
Tourism 

stakeholder Interaction mode

ID1 Hotel employee Phone ID17 Hotel employee Questionnaire
ID2 Tourism employee Phone ID18 Hotel employee Questionnaire
ID3 Hotel owner Phone ID19 Hotel owner Questionnaire
ID4 Hotel employee Phone ID20 Hotel owner Questionnaire
ID5 Hotel employee Phone ID21 Hotel owner Questionnaire
ID6 Hotel employee Phone ID22 Hotel owner Questionnaire
ID7 Hotel employee Phone ID23 Hotel owner Questionnaire
ID8 Hotel employee Phone ID24 Hotel employee Questionnaire
ID9 Business owner Phone ID25 Hotel employee Questionnaire
ID10 Hotel employee Phone ID26 Business owner Questionnaire
ID11 Business association Zoom ID27 Business owner Questionnaire
ID12 President Zoom ID28 Job not specified Questionnaire
ID13 Government official Phone ID29 Job not specified Questionnaire
ID14 Community 

organization
Zoom ID30 Job not specified Questionnaire

ID15 Business association Phone ID31 Business owner Questionnaire
ID16 Informal worker Phone ID32 Government official Questionnaire
ID17 Hotel employee Questionnaire ID33 Business owner Questionnaire
ID18 Hotel employee Questionnaire ID34 Hotel employee Questionnaire

ID35 Job not specified Questionnaire
ID36 Hotel owner Questionnaire
ID37 Hotel owner Questionnaire
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Data analysis

Out of the 16 oral interviews, 15 were recorded and transcribed verbatim. One inter-
view was processed by the means of notes and converted into a summarising text. 
Answers to the questionnaire’s open questions were added to the transcription file. 
This transcription file consisted of over 40,000 words, and was analysed through 
thematic coding (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). The coding reflected the conceptual 
framework, with relevant information being categorised under the three-part concep-
tion. The primary and secondary data sources were compared and related to one 
another in the analysis (Denzin, 1978).

Just transition tensions on Boracay island

The analysis of the data resulted in a range of issues and tensions voiced by the 
respondents, along with gaps in government programs aimed to support affected 
communities. In the following paragraphs these issues are discussed, including the 
absence of social dialogue, tensions regarding land use, and distrust in future gov-
ernance. It is also explained how they are related to the three dimensions of justice; 
i.e. procedural justice, recognition, and distributive justice.

Gaps in support measures and absence of social dialogue

Following the announcement of the policy intervention, authorities recognised the 
need to support vulnerable groups on the island and launched socio-economic sup-
port programs for local tourism workers and families. From government documents 
and news reports, a total of five programs have been identified (Table 2). Most of 
the measures were implemented during the first phase of sustainability projects which 
included the six-month closure of Boracay from April to October 2018.

Despite the fact that the national government put in place several socio-economic 
policies, most respondents voiced that the distribution of the support did not suffi-
ciently reach several vulnerable communities on the island, leading to distributive 

Table 2. O verview of socio-economic policies. (numbers collected from PNA, 2018).
Socio-economic policy Description Number of recipients Agency

Aid for Individuals in Crisis 
Situation (AICS)

Transportation, medical, education 
assistance. PHP27,087,490 
(~USD550,000)

11,262 DSWD

Boracay Emergency 
Employment Program 
(BEEP)

Three support pillars: financial 
support, employment 
facilitation and training.

19,279 DOLE

Cash-For-Work program 
(CFW)

Paid labour in project activities, 
such as demolition of illegal 
structures, collecting waste in 
wetlands and on beaches, 
dredging of canals and tree 
planting.

5933 DSWD

Disaster Assistance Family 
Access Cards (DAFAC)

17,000 food packs for affected 
local families

9193 DSWD

Sustainable Livelihood 
Program (SLP)

Financial assistance to support 
micro-enterprises and to assist 
in re-employment

10,596 DSWD
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justice tensions. In addition, hotel owners emphasised they did not receive any finan-
cial compensation for their business income losses during the closure. National author-
ities blamed mostly the hotel industry for not following the environmental regulations 
and refused to provide financial assistance.

Larger hotels and resorts were generally in a better position to reopen for business, 
having more resources and capacity to deal with associated costs, such as seeking 
legal advice or investments to meet new sustainability standards. Because of this, the 
trend since the start of the transition has been that there is a shift from smaller 
businesses to larger hotels dominating the island economy. Out of the estimated over 
400 accommodation establishments that operated before 2018, only 159 were able 
to reopen right after the closure (DENR, 2018).

There is frustration over large infrastructure projects being carried out on the island 
with little dialogue or consultation, and environmental permits becoming suddenly 
invalid which pushed many businesses to the edge of closing.

We criticized that they closed the island down without a big masterplan, especially a plan 
on how to handle all the people that are depending on Boracay […] So many local peo-
ple lost their business and had to close down for good because they didn’t have the 
money to survive (ID12, environmental NGO).

From a distributive justice perspective, informal, small businesses and tourism 
workers were especially vulnerable in the process. With no formal status, this also 
implied that they could not count on full government support consisting of financial 
assistance. Further, a persistent issue is informal workers lacking access to education 
and training making them unable to compete with migrant workers from Manila and 
other major urban centres with relevant training and educational certificates. The 
local government is aware of the lack of education facilities and is developing a 
tourism college as part of the sustainability projects.

Because of qualifications it is hard for native people, they are not getting the standards 
of the big hotels […] You need 4 years, graduate or bachelor, but a lot of native people 
haven’t even finished school. So how can you work in these big companies? […] The 
natives, they need easy money. Go to the beach and talk to the guests and say that you 
will assist and guide. That’s easy money for them, but not for a lifetime. If you get in the 
hotel, it’s lifetime work (ID16, informal worker).

While environmental degradation has been an issue raised already in the 1990s, 
along with calls for strong action, the decision and start of the transition in 2018, 
especially the closure, came as a shock. This time pressure did not only shock the 
local community on Boracay, but it also implicated that government agencies them-
selves had a very short time to mobilise their workforce and to set up support 
mechanisms for the local community who lost their source of income.

In studying the socio-economic impacts of the transition on Boracay, interviews 
and the assessment of government policies revealed procedural justice concerns, 
including social dialogue and consultation being largely absent. Among tourism 
industry actors, there was predominantly a sense of frustration over not being con-
sulted in planning. The interviews revealed that local knowledge was inadequately 
incorporated in the planning of the projects and there was limited engagement.
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Consultation is NOT making decisions and then asking people to comment on them, it’s 
involving people in the decisions and listening to their ideas. It was also presented poorly 
to the community, without explanation of the impacts of any plans presented (ID19, busi-
ness owner).

Land use tensions and trade-offs

Interview results revealed exacerbated tensions regarding land use on the island. A 
key component of the transition was to save the wetlands and the remaining forest 
lands. Hundreds of illegal structures have been removed which were located in these 
natural areas. The land use intervention on Boracay clashed with the interests of 
various groups, resulting into recognition tensions from a justice perspective.

The environmental measures meant that families had to relocate. The national 
authorities were careful regarding the indigenous tribes of Boracay, i.e. the Ati and 
the Tumanton. These communities have been on Boracay before settlers and expa-
triates came to the island. In total, 3.2 hectares of land was allocated to the tribes 
in 2020 (DAR, 2020). For decades, the tribes have been in legal disputes over land. 
From a recognition perspective, the developments since the government intervention 
from 2018 onwards is a step forward. In a government press release it was stated 
that ‘The government also wants social justice. We don’t just demolish the houses of 
people in Boracay. We make sure as well that they are given land where they can 
relocate’ (PNA, 2020).

Interviewees, however, stated that there are more land tenure issues beyond the 
indigenous families. The island has over the last decades become much more diverse, 
and many (non-indigenous) local villagers have been on the island for generations. 
The increase in the number of large hotels has displaced local villagers, while recent 
policy interventions also removed settlements in natural areas.

Here in Boracay that’s a very sensitive thing, the land ownership. There is the public land, 
the forest land where we do our reforestation. Then there is the private land, which is 
titled land […] So those sensitivities on titling, that should come first, before anything 
else, so that the locals can protect their properties (ID14, community organisation).

The national government focused on forest and wetlands. They declared that my village 
was forest land, but since I was born here I don’t see any big trees in the area. That’s why 
that is big bull**** of the national government. […] That was farmland, not forest land. 
[…] I remember that land, my mother and my father planted here only root crops. They 
planted tobacco, cassava, or sweet potato. But there are no trees. Now the national gov-
ernment declared that this is forest land. What happened? (ID16, informal worker).

Connected to land use tensions is the introduced carrying capacity of the island. 
When Boracay reopened in October 2018, the national government imposed a daily 
carrying capacity of 19,215 tourists on the island, including a maximum of 6405 
tourist arrivals per day. However, tourism stakeholders see this carrying capacity as 
problematic for running a profit and leading to economic damage, with potential 
impacts to small businesses again.

In my personal opinion, we are already quite over-developed. If I had the choice, we 
would mostly likely have to close some business. I just don’t think that the numbers that 
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we have in any way lead to a long-term sustainable ecosystem for Boracay. (ID11, Business 
owner).

Because of the tensions between the number of operating hotels and the number 
of tourists that should be allowed to enter the island, it remains a challenge to cal-
culate a carrying capacity that works well and accounts for the physical capacity of 
the island.

Distrust in authorities

Tourism businesses have declared scepticism about future developments, and the 
ways of engagement in decision-making. The absence of community engagement 
and land use trade-offs described in the previous sections created a basis of distrust 
in governance. Moreover, the discrepancies and disconnect between local and national 
governance approaches on the island have led to inconsistent policies.

Because of the timeframe, the government came in, brought in bulldozers, and said OK, 
well you have 48 hours to tear it down or we will tear it down. So, it was really that kind 
of, uh, strong wild implementation of the rules […]. And of course, as a business owner 
you would want to contest right, because you have a business permit. It was approved 
by the local government. But the national government wasn’t having anything of it (ID15, 
business association).

Interviews suggest that there is overall agreement about the need for intervention 
to save the island from further degradation and investments to push for sustainable 
development. However, the way that the national government intervened with minimal 
consultation with the local community caused many locals to voice procedural justice 
concerns. Furthermore, there exists distrust in how the national government will deal 
with land tenure in the future. A power shift from local management to the national 
government creates worries within the local Boracay community for being further 
away from decision-making processes.

Basically, the message of the president was that: you profited so much from Boracay 
already, you can fund yourself. That’s how they treated everyone, as everyone is so bad, 
you should pay for it, all of you. So, the government tried to help those who really needed 
the help: Workers who were displaced. But nothing, no aid was given to the businesses 
[…]. It was very, very difficult for the establishments to survive (ID15, business 
association).

No one was prepared and a lot of people lost their businesses. Some people had to 
demolish their houses and businesses because of mistakes from the local government. 
Those people did not do anything wrong but lost everything and got no compensation. 
But as I said, the rehabilitation was really necessary so at the end we are happy that they 
took action (ID26, business owner).

To lead and facilitate the sustainability interventions, the national government 
established in 2018 the Boracay Inter-Agency Task Force (BIATF), which included var-
ious representatives from different government agencies. The responsibilities of BIATF 
have been extended several times and it remains in charge as of 2022 (PNA, 2022). 
Ongoing discussion remains on how sustainable development should be governed 
on Boracay. Plans to replace the BIATF by another authority are being made, which 
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would similarly include representatives of government agencies, but also of local 
government, regional government, and the private sector.

Studies on the developmental challenges of Boracay prior to 2018 already emphasised 
the need for a shift in tourism planning and management, such as working towards 
mutual adjustments between stakeholders (Carter, 2004) and greater attention to social 
and cultural sustainability needs (Ong et al., 2011). Several interviewees have suggested 
a board with different types of stakeholders that can represent the multitude of issues 
on the island. This add-on to the current BIATF, or future planning authority, could 
include business associations, NGOs, scientists, and government agencies.

Discussion

The findings of this study suggest that substantial efforts are needed to overcome 
social justice issues and to alleviate tensions between environmental and socio-economic 
development goals in carrying out sustainability transitions in tourism destinations. 
This is in line with recent studies that argue that sustainability transitions should 
deliberately avoid reproducing the environmental and socio-economic injustices that 
are intrinsic to existing environmental resource use regimes (e.g. Agyeman et  al., 2016; 
Ciplet & Harrison, 2019; Wang & Lo, 2021). For instance, the Boracay case demonstrates 
the demand for inclusiveness of local stakeholders in planning and implementing a 
long-term sustainable development path.

The Boracay case also clearly portrays the political choices in promoting sustain-
ability in terms of whom to support and whom not, aligned with socio-political and 
justice-as-recognition concerns. While authorities invested in improved clean infra-
structure and strengthened environmental regulations, they engaged inadequately 
with local stakeholders regarding knowledge, resources and capabilities. Undertaking 
sustainability actions with no representative decision-making of impacted constituents 
is what Ciplet and Harrison (2019) classify as ‘sustainability exclusivity’.

Even though assessing improved environmental conditions of the policy interven-
tions was not within the scope of this research, our paper makes it clear that to 
achieve a sustainability transition, Boracay still has to overcome multiple roadblocks. 
Tensions are seen between dealing with the carrying capacity of the island and the 
protection of natural areas and biodiversity, while managing livelihood impacts of 
the community and tourism businesses at the same time. The Boracay case under-
writes the importance of systematically analysing local communities’ capacity and 
involvement in transition pathways and what destination power dynamics play in the 
pursuit of sustainable tourism (Gill & Williams, 2014; Niewiadomski & Brouder, 2022).

We argue that the six-month closure for sustainability action represented an import-
ant push for transition that will need many more years to consolidate. Transitions are 
long-term processes that can be stimulated with just tourism strategies integrated in 
interventions to support the local community and the tourism workforce. This is 
consistent with the views of transition researchers that sustainability transitions are 
typically long-term processes spanning generations (Loorbach & Rotmans, 2006). While 
government interventions and policy mixes are criticised to be merely promoting 
incremental change as opposed to transformative change, this does not necessarily 
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have to be negative. Policymakers can focus on taking small steps which can con-
tribute to creating new path-dependencies towards more desirable futures (Levin 
et  al., 2012). With the sustainability interventions of the last few years, Boracay could 
very well have taken significant steps towards broader transformative change. It 
remains to be seen whether the intervention of 2018 represents a game changing 
event which enables the island and its community on a track for a more resilient and 
sustainable tourism future.

Boracay demonstrates that the radical policy intervention did result in environmental 
benefits to the island, but that it could have been more societally beneficial if just 
transition policies, land use and governance challenges were more thoroughly 
addressed. It could not have been foreseen that only two years later most tourism 
destinations had to face much longer COVID-19 related lockdowns. Globally, travel 
restrictions have spurred further discussions on the strategic opportunities and a 
reflection moment in the transition towards a more sustainable and equitable 
post-COVID-19 world (Barbier & Burgess, 2020; Benjamin et  al., 2020: Lew et  al., 2020; 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2022; Rosenbloom & 
Markard, 2020).

Introducing new innovative governance arrangements could help to address 
Boracay’s just transition tensions and to sustain the environmental gains for the future. 
A planning authority on Boracay advised by a board representing different stakeholder 
interests, would be a crucial step in guiding the continuation of sustainability actions 
on the island. It would have the potential to ensure socio-economic benefits are 
well-distributed and equity tensions are reduced. Boracay communities generally 
support sustainability measures but are concerned about being excluded from plan-
ning. An adaptive governance approach has been suggested as a way to respond to 
complex transition processes, with an emphasis on visioning, experiments, monitoring 
and evaluation, and reflexivity, in order to propose appropriate interventions (Turnheim 
et  al., 2015).

Our research focused on tourism stakeholders present on the island two years after 
the closure of the island. The results thereby do not reflect those that had to leave 
the island. Future transdisciplinary research approaches could contribute to inclusion 
and dialogue, as it is based on inclusion of multiple academic disciplines and 
practice-based expertise in the knowledge production process (Lang et  al., 2012; Polk, 
2015). These approaches of enhanced community expertise and dialogue could aim 
at addressing specific tensions on Boracay over time, and improve practice-based 
knowledge in complex sustainability-tension areas connected to land use and gov-
ernance issues.

The concepts of justice and just transition provide important considerations in 
implementing sustainability transitions and interventions in destinations. Moreover, 
the three-part justice conception of procedural justice, recognition and distributive 
justice (Ciplet & Harrison, 2019; Schlosberg, 2007) is a useful framework for identifying 
and analysing different socio-economic and governance tensions and provides an 
important theoretical contribution to the sustainable tourism transition literature. It 
offers practical and methodological guidance in reconciling sustainability transitions 
with justice challenges of tourism communities subject to policy action.
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Conclusion

This paper analysed the impacts of a sustainability intervention on Boracay island in 
the Philippines from a just transition perspective. We conclude that a just transition 
lens proves valuable in revealing a broad range of socioeconomic impacts and ten-
sions experienced during this sustainability intervention, and identifying lessons for 
future tourism planning on Boracay, as well as on other tourism dependent islands 
and destinations. Outcomes show that key tension areas are centred around the lack 
of social dialogue mechanisms, disputes regarding land use changes, and distrust in 
governance. In particular, procedural justice issues emerged in an island community 
that felt substantially ignored, unfairly treated and sceptical towards future actions 
in the area. Despite the fact that government programs were implemented to assist 
individuals, several gaps and limitations were identified, especially regarding a lack 
of targeted mechanisms to assist small tourism businesses. While it is not attainable 
to maximise support and opportunity for each single actor in the case study area, 
the absence of inclusivity mechanisms has limited the involvement of communities 
in sustainability actions and could hamper continued progress in sustainability. 
Designing more inclusive governance arrangements on Boracay would be a crucial 
step in continuing sustainability actions, in enhancing trust in authorities, and in 
alleviating tensions between multiple sustainable development goals.

A recommendation to policy design is to enhance assessments of just tourism 
transition aspects in planning, in particular on consultation and land use. The empirical 
results demonstrate that the focus should be broadened out beyond infrastructure 
and regulations, to include participation of locals in sustainability interventions and 
their involvement in decision-making regarding future development, to intervene with 
respect to the resources of individuals, and to enhance trust of local communities.

At the national level, governments have applied just transition conceptions to 
carbon intensive industries such as power generation, and more recently to agriculture. 
This study contributes to understanding the significance of incorporating just transition 
dimensions in the context of sustainable tourism transitions. Enhancing social dialogue, 
employability, and devoting resources to training and education are important ele-
ments that could drive tourism actors away from unsustainable behaviours and 
develop broader community support to contribute to a sustainable tourism future.
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