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Why Africa, and Why Now? 

A Brief History 

Since its inception in 1975 as the United Nations agency responsible for the promotion of responsible, 

sustainable and universally accessible tourism, the World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) has never 

chosen anyone from Africa to become the Secretary-General of the organisation. Today, Africa 

constitutes 49 states of the 157 member states of the UNWTO, making it one of the well represented 

continents of the organisation by number. Yet the question the international tourism fraternity may be 

asking about its headship is ‘why Africa?’ 

The answer to why the top position of Secretary General should come to Africa lies not solely in the 

intelligence and experience of its strong candidate, nor in the beauty and variety of the continent’s tourism 

sites alone, but in the idea that turning the eyes of the world to Africa has the potential of further unlocking 

international tourism. 

What the Continent has to Offer 

Africa has 135 of the 1052 world heritage sites as listed by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), and boasts a rich variety of other attractions that draw in tourists from 

all over the globe. As vividly reported by the African Tourism Monitor of 2015, the continent has a wealth 

of archaeological sites and historic monuments, ranging from the Egyptian pyramids to Robben Island in 

South Africa; and from the cave churches of Ethiopia to the cave paintings of Tsodilo in Botswana. Africa 

is also a place of spectacular landscapes and scenery, displaying attractions such as the Sahara, Namib 

and Kalahari deserts, Victoria Falls, tropical rainforests and bush ecosystems, and a habitat to 

remarkable flora and fauna and flourishing small enterprises. 

The tourism sector in Africa is experiencing exceptional growth. It has quadrupled in size in less than 15 

years, from welcoming just 17.4 million visitors from abroad back in 1990 to a total of 65.3 million 

international tourists in 2014. According to UNWTO, the continent’s strong performance in 2014 (up 4%) 

makes it one of the world’s fastest-growing tourist destinations.  

Despite this achievement, as put forth by the Africa Tourism Monitor, most of Africa’s potential is yet to be 

fully exploited. The continent currently only accounts for 5.8% of the world’s incoming tourists and 3.5% of 

the global revenue in the sector. As such, the sector still has immense unexploited potential - that if 

tapped, could thrust rapid economic growth. 

What is at stake? 

The 22nd UNWTO General Assembly to be held in Chengdu, China, in September 2017 presents an 

opportunity for the agency to meet many of its objectives and thereby immensely impact international 

tourism by choosing an African Secretary General. This will give the agency a chance to further promote 
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tourism as a driver of economic growth, inclusive development and environmental sustainability; to 

maximize tourism’s socio-economic contribution and to promote tourism as an instrument in achieving the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), geared towards reducing poverty and fostering sustainable 

development. The African continent consists of 34 of the 48 least developed countries in the world, and 

poverty alleviation is one of the greatest global challenges according to the agency. Tourism is however 

one of the strongest drivers of world trade and prosperity, and focussing the wealth creating power of 

tourism on people most in need remains an immense task and opportunity. This immense task can 

however be lessened by the opportunity to shift the focus of the world’s tourism fraternity to Africa through 

the selection of the African candidate at the General Assembly in China. This will also open the windows 

of opportunity to the tourism industries all over the world to tap into the uncharted territories of African 

tourism, in a win-win situation. 

About the African Candidate 

The African candidate, as accurately expressed by the Nigerian This Day Editorial of January 27, 2017, 

has years of experience, global networking and execution of impactful tourism in his country. As the 

Tourism Minister of Zimbabwe and the current Chairperson of the UNWTO Regional Commission for 

Africa, the whole continent rallies behind Dr. Walter Mzembi as its sole candidate. As stated by the 

African Union Commission in its confirmatory letter of endorsement addressed to the Secretary General 

of the UNWTO, “It is the firm conviction of African Heads of State and Government – as evidenced by 

their unanimous endorsement of Dr. Mzembi’s candidature – that he has the qualifications, skills and 

competence; the vision; and, equally as important, the drive and passion to successfully build on the 

remarkable legacy bequeathed to global tourism by His Excellency Dr. Rifai, and to lead the organisation 

and global tourism to new heights of relevance, recognition, and results – tourism being an effective 

vehicle for sustainable development, the building of deeper understanding between people and cultures, 

and the reinforcement of the quest for greater global harmony and peace.” 

The Real Question 

The African continent has a lot to offer to the international tourism community, and the 22nd UNWTO 

General Assembly now has the opportunity to address what is at stake. In addition, the continent will be 

presenting a strong, experienced and competent candidate for the position of Secretary General, and 

therefore perhaps the question the world ought to be asking in this regard is: Why not Africa, and why not 

now? 


