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Synopsis
In this article, Holly Tuppen explores the delicate balance
between the allure and environmental impact of glacial tourism.
It highlights the fascination travelers have with glaciers, such
as the Perito Moreno in Patagonia and the Aletsch Glacier in
the Swiss Alps, and the urgency to see these melting natural
wonders. However, this interest comes at a cost, with tourism
accelerating glacier melt and disrupting ecosystems. The
article discusses the environmental challenges posed by glacial
tourism, including the formation of dangerous glacial lakes and
the impact of human activity on these fragile environments. In
response, it advocates for sustainable tourism practices, such
as limiting visitor numbers, educating tourists, and
implementing strict waste management.

In the heart of Earth's most awe-inspiring landscapes lie
glaciers — majestic ice formations that have fascinated
humanity for centuries. These immense rivers of ice have
become both symbols of natural wonder and alarming
indicators of climate change. With tourism being one of the
world's largest industries, the connection between travelers
and glaciers has never been more profound, nor more delicate.

THE ENCHANTMENT OF GLACIAL TOURISM
Tourists from across the globe are drawn to glacier-rich
regions, their eyes widened by the sheer grandeur of icy
landscapes. Patagonia in South America offers the Perito
Moreno Glacier, a colossal ice formation that draws visitors
with its dramatic calving events. In the Swiss Alps, the Aletsch
Glacier, serves as a playground for hikers and a subject of
study for scientists.

The Khumbu Glacier in Nepal provides a gateway to the world's
highest peaks for trekkers and mountaineers. The allure of
these glaciers, with their cerulean crevices and echoing cracks,
creates a magnetic attraction for adventurers and nature
enthusiasts. Many tourists also flock to glacier areas in a “last
effort” to observe these environments before they disappear.
Yet, the necessity of their presence is debatable.

THE ENVIRONMENTAL TOLL OF GLACIAL TOURISM
Indeed, the influx of tourists into these pristine landscapes
exacts a toll. Melting ice, hastened by climate change, poses
dangers to visitors as well as to the unique ecosystems
surrounding glaciers. In Switzerland, a recent study showed
Swiss glaciers have lost 10% in two years.

On Iceland’s glaciers, tourists seeking thrills inadvertently
accelerate their demise. The more footsteps on the ice, the
quicker it melts, fundamentally altering the landscape and
endangering fragile plant life. The waste generated by tourism
— from plastic bottles to camping gear — finds its way into
crevices and streams, disrupting the natural balance. For
example, the Rhône Glacier is a well-known tourism spot and
features a tunnel dug directly into the ice, allowing visitors to
admire the pristine blue waters still encapsulated by the cold.

A pedagogical tour explains the history of the site and where
the glacier’s tongue used to sit. However, the optimism of the
tour is almost absurd: the disappearance of the Glacier will
allow more tourism to come as lakes form. None of the signs
mention the reasons for the melting of the ice, although
directly linked to human activities, tourism being one of the

main reasons. In addition, the rapid retreat of glaciers due to
global warming presents unprecedented challenges. Glacial
lakes, formed by meltwater, pose risks of outburst floods. In the
Himalayas, the Imja Tsho glacial lake, swollen due to melting
Khumbu Glacier, has become a cause for concern. Such
phenomena compel local communities and authorities to
balance the preservation of natural beauty with the safety of
those living downstream.

TRANSFORMING TOURISTS INTO ADVOCATES
In the face of these challenges, sustainable glacial tourism
emerges as a necessity. Limiting visitor numbers, designating
specific routes to minimize environmental impact, and
implementing strict waste management policies are crucial. In
China, local authorities had to limit the access to the Baishui
Glacier in 2018 due to the excessive number of tourists visiting.
In Norway, the Nigardsbreen Glacier has implemented guided
tours, ensuring visitors appreciate the glacier's beauty without
compromising its integrity.

Organizations like the Glacier Guides in Iceland emphasize
responsible tourism, educating visitors about the fragility of
glaciers. In addition, glacial regions often host indigenous
communities whose lives are intricately woven with these icy
giants. Sustainable glacial tourism can empower these
communities. In Canada, the Kluane First Nation offers cultural
tours, sharing their knowledge of glaciers and the land.
Revenues from such initiatives not only support the local
economy but also foster cultural exchange, enriching the
experience for tourists.

Glacial regions serve as living classrooms, offering profound
lessons on climate change. Universities and research
organizations are collaborating with tourism operators to
create educational programs. The Juneau Icefield Research
Program in Alaska integrates scientific research with glacier
exploration, allowing students and tourists alike to engage with
ongoing climate studies.

PRESERVING GLACIAL WONDERS FOR GENERATIONS
In the face of our rapidly changing climate, the urgency of
preserving these glacial marvels has never been more pressing.
Glacial tourism, if conducted responsibly, possesses the
potential to be a powerful agent of change. When tourists are
enlightened and inspired, they become vocal advocates for
climate action, spreading the urgent message far and wide. The
responsibility lies not only with tourists but also with the
industry and local communities. Embracing sustainable
practices, from eco-friendly accommodations to minimal-
impact excursion planning, is essential. Moreover, supporting
the communities residing near these glaciers ensures that the
benefits of tourism are shared equitably, fostering a sense of
ownership and care for these icy wonders.

Education plays a pivotal role. Tourists should not only marvel
at the glaciers' grandeur but also understand the delicate
balance that sustains them. Awareness initiatives can
transform casual travelers into informed ambassadors,
nurturing a global network of advocates for glacial
preservation.

In this intricate dance between humanity and nature,
sustainable glacial tourism offers a harmonious rhythm.
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It echoes the profound significance of cherishing Earth's fragile
beauty, reminding us that the wonders we witness today
should be bequeathed to our children and their children. As we
marvel at the shimmering ice and ponder the eons it has
endured, let us commit ourselves to safeguarding these glacial
treasures.

Our actions today can ensure that the enchantment of glaciers
endures, not merely for our generation but for the countless
generations yet to explore their majesty. Through sustainable
tourism, we can be stewards of these icy wonders, passing on
the legacy of awe and inspiration to the ages that follow.

AIMING FOR NET POSITIVE

Natacha Reymond — Sustainability Initiatives Coordinator at Ecole hôtelière de Lausanne (EHL)
Catalyzing change through sustainability, Natacha merges a deep-rooted passion for ethical business practices with a strong
foundation in the hospitality sector. As a dedicated triathlete, she thrives on challenges and channels the same determination into her
professional endeavors. She is currently leading impactful sustainability initiatives at the world-renowned EHL Hospitality Business
School.

The Long Run — thelongrun.org
The Long Run is a community of properties, travel partners, and experts committed to protecting and regenerating ecosystems for the
benefit of all. The organisation supports, connects, and inspires members to operate according to a balance of the 4Cs —
Conservation, Community, Culture and Commerce. Through this journey, travel experiences have a positive impact, and conservation is
socially and financially sustainable. Collectively, Long Run members safeguard over 23 million acres of ecosystems, protect more than
400 endangered species, and improve the lives of 750,000 people.
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