Adam Yarnell ‘10	Thesis Proposal	
I. Motivation for Research: Tourism is a mammoth industry in Rhode Island.  In 2007 alone, tourism generated more than $3 billion in revenue for the Ocean State, and it is estimated that 10% of all jobs in the state owe their existence to tourism.[footnoteRef:1]  The Rhode Island Tourism Division website visitrhodeisland.com lists nineteen accommodations, including nine large hotels, in the city of Providence, and I suspect many smaller-scale accommodations are unlisted.  Anyone who glances at the city skyline can attest to the fact that hotels are a significant presence in the Renaissance City.   [1:  Kenneth McGill, “Rhode Island Tourism: Strength In A Difficult Time, 2007 Tourism Satellite Account,” Global Insight and the State of Rhode Island, http://www.visitrhodeisland.com/travel-trade/ (accessed 30 Sep. 2009).] 

	Hotels, like most properties, consume resources not produced in situ.  Thus, the total amount of land used by a hotel may be inconsistent with its physical footprint.  Researchers Mathis Wackernagel and William Rees represented this idea spatially with the concept of ecological footprints that estimate, “resource consumption and waste assimilation requirements […] in terms of a corresponding productive land area.”[footnoteRef:2]  Working with standards in part based on those laid out by the International Chamber of Commerce, I believe I can compute and spatially represent the ecological footprints of Providence area accommodations.   [2:  Mathis Wackernagel and William Rees, Our Ecological Footprint (Canada: New Society Publishers, 1996), 9.  ] 

	The concept of sustainable tourism aims to correct for the negative externalities imposed by touristic activities and infrastructure.  Ecotourism, as it is often known, first emerged in the 1970s and 1980s, but only in the early 1990s, when the international community shifted its attention to sustainability issues, did interest in this idea peak.[footnoteRef:3]  Since then, various organizations and conventions have put forth principles of sustainable tourism, and in my research I aim to adapt these broad standards for a regional analysis.   [3:  Martha Honey, Ecotourism and Sustainable Development: Who Owns Paradise? (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2008), 12.
] 

	My principle motivation for this project is to demonstrate to developers, policymakers, and urban planners the true costs of siting tourist facilities.  It is my belief that tourism, and specifically large-scale resort hotels, significantly change the character of regions and leave local people and municipalities with significant and often unanticipated burdens.  This occurrence is especially true in areas like Central America where few economic activities exist outside tourism.  My choice of an urban center like Providence has more to do with ease of data collection than applicability to further research.  I suspect that Providence has sufficient resources and infrastructure to adequately accommodate additional structures—conditions which are often unmet in the developing world.  Nonetheless, Providence offers a large enough sample size to allow me to conduct a useful analysis of environmental impact of hotels in general.  

II. Questions: What are the individual geographic footprints of Providence hotels?  What are the measurable impacts of hotels on the natural and human environment?  What costs are associated with planning, building, and operating hotels?  
III. Methods:  I will start my project with a comprehensive literature review on sustainable tourism and the broader category of sustainable building and design.  My primary focus in this stage will be collecting and adapting metrics for evaluating tourism practices.  In this phase of the project I will also seek out examples of excellent and terrible tourism establishments in order to develop a preliminary research tool and have key terms properly defined.  In my pilot phase of data collection, which is ongoing, I will attempt to calculate the ecological footprint of one Providence hotel.  I have tentatively broken down impacts into three categories: ecology, environmental health, and culture.  Possible metrics used to evaluate the property might include energy efficiency, use of best available technology (i.e. programmable thermostats, compact fluorescent light bulbs, low flush toilets, etc.), land use, landscaping, building capacity, ratio of permeable and impermeable surfaces, carpeting and flooring, and use of local products.  Once the data is collected, I will generate a spatial representation of the hotel’s footprint using ArcGIS software.  I intend to calculate the footprint using methods originally developed by Wackernagel and Rees and adding multipliers for certain metrics where precise numerical data is impossible (e.g. use of best available technology).   Once the data collection for the pilot phase is complete, I will expand my research to include the remaining Providence accommodations as well as 3-5 southern Rhode Island resort hotels and 1-3 highly sustainable hotels for applicability to developing countries and as a basis of comparison, respectively.  Once I have completed the mapping of the pilot hotel, I will begin to compute the footprints for the remaining hotels.  The final phase of my project involves analyzing the footprints, drawing comparisons, and preparing a formal list of recommendations as to how the studied hotels can become more sustainable.  These results will then be used to prepare a brief and generalized summary of the potential environmental impacts of siting hotels.

IV. Anticipated results: I expect the ecological footprint of Providence hotels to be significantly larger than their physical footprints.  The Downtown area, as it is the site of the city’s largest hotels, will most likely demonstrate larger footprints.  I also anticipate that there will be noticeable differences between the impact of chain hotels and that of locally-based hotels.  Most likely, chain hotels will rank higher in indices of energy efficiency but lower in most other metrics, especially those measuring social and cultural impacts.

V.  Significance of the proposed research:  Economic development is often rushed through with little concern for environmental impacts.  The current Environmental Impact Statement mandated by NEPA is largely ineffective in preventing harmful projects from significantly impacting surrounding regions.  If I can demonstrate just how resource-intensive and impactful hotels can be, it is my hope that policymakers and urban planners will give more weight to the decision of whether or not to allow tourism development.  Thus, the key parties will be more effectively able to calculate the costs and benefits of such a decision, and unrestricted development, especially in developing countries, can be more effectively countered.  Finally, measurable gains can accrue if the surveyed hotels agree to follow some of my recommendations.

VI.  Skills and Strengths:  I am mainly approaching this topic from an environmental policy perspective, but experiences with conservation related projects—as well as academic interests in Latin America and environmental justice—were key in guiding me to this research topic.  I expect to benefit significantly from applying the concepts of sustainability to a real-world problem, and it is my hope that I can design a similar research project to use while either working or living abroad.  Finally, I want to use this project to continue to improve my skills in GIS analysis.




