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The European Blue Flag Experience

The Blue Flag programme has been running in Europe for almost twenty years.There is a large wealth of knowledge
from their experiences. The following are some lessons that have been learned in various countries.

Greece - Towards Sustainable Coastal Tourism:
® Prior to the Programme, beach organisation was poor; facilities and regard for the environment were
inadequate. The dominating interest was economic: how to attract tourists without much in-depth
consideration for the future.

® Securing private sponsorship as a strategic response to the lack of state funding as of 2000 granted greater
independence from the political setting, which in turn allowed the Blue Flag Operator to implement a
definite policy for improving beach quality, with award criteria interpreted more strictly each year.

® Acquired credibility and on-site results mobilised other sectors, such as hotel operators, that use the Blue
Flag application procedures to prepare their environmental reports by which they are judged by foreign tour
operators.

® |n many beach communities, there is now considerable pride in the possession of a Blue Flag, which is
manifested through celebrations when the flag is raised. Economic benefits generated include increased
tourism of a higher quality. Thus, economic development produced by tourism is progressing hand in hand
with nature conservation, boosting the pace towards sustainability, rather than relying on legislative
measures alone.

France — Advantages and Economic Benefits:
® As the country which launched the Programme, the Blue Flag distinguishes and raises the profile of French
coastal communities which have used the Programme as a tool to enhance coastal management and support
compliance with national coastal legislation (Loi Littoral, 1986).

® The French Programme has been instrumental in ensuring that environmental and safety aspects meet the
increasing expectations of tourists, particularly northern Europeans, thus strengthening competitiveness as a
tourism destination.

® The economic repercussions of the Programme are many. Significant growth in visitor numbers are often
reported in Blue Flag sites and in associated activities, for instance camping, particularly after the first year of
receiving the award.

Spain - Progress through Education and Partnerships:
® As a major world tourism destination, Spain was the number one country with Blue Flags in 2005. Its
Programme has been based on information and education of users, authorities and local populations. Blue
Flag Manuals have been published for beaches and marinas, as a result of a Cooperation Agreement between
the National Blue Flag Operator and the National Government (Secretaria de Estado, de Comercio, Turismo
y Pyme), along with a variety of information materials, which include a synthesis of 60 types of
environmental education activities.

® Opening up the Programme to partnerships with the private sector has enabled significant expansion of
information and education activities. The relations between private sector sponsors and the National Blue
Flag Operator are governed by a strict Code of Professional Ethics. It contributes to the implementation of
a Programme which is independent, participatory and multi-disciplinary.

Through the links of the Blue Flag Programme site further information can be found on National
Programmes and individual beaches and marinas awarded the Blue Flag: www.blueflag.org
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6. Adapting the Blue Flag to

a New Country

Based on the experiences accumulated to date, the process of developing and adapting
the Blue Flag Programme to a new country context involves the phases outlined below.
The first key is finding a suitable group/representative to take contact with FEE and drive
the process.

Who drives the process?

In the beginning stages a coordinator should be designated to drive the implementation of
the Blue Flag programme in the new country. This is normally a representative from a non-
governmental organisation (FEE member organisation). In cases where the FEE member
organisation has not yet been identified a governmental representative or a private sector
representative (e.g. Hotel Association) may assume this responsibility for the start-up
phase of the programme.

A national NGO must be identified to run the programme beyond the start-up phase.This
organisation must become a member of FEE. In order to be suitable, the organisation must
be a non-profit, non-governmental, independent organisation and it must have
environmental education and protection as important objectives. It must:

® Become a member of FEE

Be in accordance with the FEE statutes

Be able to raise the necessary funds to pay its subscription to FEE

Be able to run the Blue Flag Programme and

Be ready and willing to participate in the other activities of FEE, including having the
capacity to run at least one of the other five FEE programmes

Within the organisation, one person will be designated as the National Blue Flag Operator.
This person will be the official Blue Flag representative in that country and will be the
contact person to the International Coordination.

I. Conduct a national Blue Flag workshop: which will introduce the Blue Flag
Programme to a wide and representative range of national and regional stakeholders,
presenting to them the process, discussing with them the procedures for adhesion and the
feasibility study.

2. Establish a National Blue Flag Committee: which together with the national co-
ordinating body will oversee the establishment of the Programme, from its onset to
implementation, and define a strategy or plan for implementing the Blue Flag Programme,
including the production of the feasibility study, training, investment programs, information
exchange and monitoring progress.

A National Blue Flag Committee should be comprised of multiple stakeholders
representing different interests and expertise. The composition of the Blue Flag National
Committee might include the following stakeholders, among others:

e National water quality authorities

e National environmental authorities in charge of national policies on coastal zones and
nature protection

® National tourism authorities

® National safety boards

® National associations of local authorities and interests
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® Non-governmental organisations representing environmental interests, cultural
interests, and environmental education

® National representative of the tourism trade

® National consumers’ association

3. Initiate a Blue Flag feasibility study: which addresses the readiness of a new
country to establish the programme (see Box | 1).The evaluation of the Feasibility Study is
carried out by the person responsible for the start-up phase of the programme with the
assistance of FEE.A country visit is conducted by FEE to fill the information gaps of the
study and to meet with relevant stakeholders. The feasibility study highlights which capacity
gaps need to be filled in order to be able to launch the Programme.

The Blue Flag Feasibility Study

A feasibility questionnaire was developed to assist countries in the collection of
information to determine whether the necessary elements to support the establish-
ment of a Blue Flag Programme are in place. The basic question to consider is:

e |s there enough human, technological and institutional capacity for the Programme to
exist?

The feasibility questionnaire also helps compile information on the institutional and
legal framework, on the human and technological capacity and other issues from the
point of view of: threats to the environment, water quality, environmental
management, human health and safety, environmental education and social, cultural
and economic issues.

FEE can provide assistance in the completion of the Feasibility Study which is later
given to the International Jury for approval.

The Feasibility Study is available through the Blue Flag Programme site at: www.blueflag.org

4. Review the criteria: based on the evaluation of the Feasibility Study the national
committee and FEE investigate how the international criteria can be applied to reflect the
countries’ environmental, social and economic conditions; human and technical capacities;
and institutional framework. Any additions/adaptations to the international criteria should
be attainable, capable of being monitored and controlled, viable of being implemented and
represent an improvement with respect to the status quo. FEE is in charge of approving
regional adaptations to the criteria.

5. Carry out a Blue Flag pilot phase: this will serve as the platform for testing the
programme and the basis for filling gaps as needed. It is also a platform for upgrading the
new beaches/marinas to Blue Flag standards. The pilot beaches and marinas should serve
as learning sites and later; as models for new Blue Flag beach and marina candidates. Beach
and marina criteria and guidance notes are approved by the FEE Executive Board.

What happens to the National Committee?

After the final launch of the Blue Flag Programme in a
country, the National Committee, or part of it, becomes
the National Jury that each year evaluates and selects the
candidates for the Blue Flag to be forwarded to the
International Jury.
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7. Experiences from New

Non-European Countries

South Africa: Advantages for Local Communities

While the Blue Flag in South Africa has been operating only a short time, it is rapidly
growing and gaining the support of government authorities as it directly contributes to the
implementation of national coastal policies and legislation, as well as being seen as a timely
tool for the sound development of tourism in South Africa. Its promising beginning is
leading to the potential expansion of the Blue Flag Programme to other countries in the
South & East African region.

KwaZulu-Natal: Some 68% of all foreigners and 71% of all domestic visitors experience the
beaches of KwaZulu-Natal, equivalent to approximately 680,000 foreign visitors and almost
6 million South Africans. It is estimated that a foreign visitor to KwaZulu-Natal spends
around R1600 per day whereas a domestic visitor around R800.Adhering to an
internationally recognised eco-label is expected to raise benefits to municipalities
participating in the Blue Flag Programme.

Local authorities participating in Blue Flag report a number of advantages from their Blue

Flag beaches which include:

® job creation for unemployed segments of the population (under the Coastcare project)

® an increase in visitors to their beaches

® improved behaviour on the part of beach-goers (vandalism and damage to property
drops significantly)

® beach visitors positive feedback from visiting a well cared-for and managed beach

® |ocal businesses are using their local Blue Flag for promotional and dissemination

purposes and

property prices have risen for homes adjacent to Blue Flag beaches.



Caribbean: Regional Development to National Administration

The Blue Flag Programme in the Caribbean has catalysed important changes in the way
beaches are managed in the area. Five countries have been able to organize National
Committees to co-ordinate individual agency programmes towards a common goal and
they are now fully running the programme.

The Blue Flag programme in the Caribbean started with a regional Coordination and focus.
After some time and build up of experience, the programme administration was taken over
by national organisations who have direct contact with the International Coordination.

In recent years, the Caribbean tourism industry has been involved in several initiatives
aimed at enhancing the environmental awareness of the industry and to take advantage of
the increased environmental management and marketing opportunities provided by
sustainable tourism voluntary certification schemes. UNEP, UNWTO and FEE invited
Caribbean environment and tourism stakeholders to participate in a Feasibility Evaluation
Workshop held in Puerto Rico in December 1999.The region recognised the advantage of
utilizing a scheme that is well known in Europe, a very important tourism source market for
the Caribbean.

The original choice of a regional approach for development of criteria reflects the nature of
the Caribbean Blue Flag Programme. It gave special consideration to regional standards,
including those already adopted for water quality under the Aruba Protocol on Land-Based
Sources and Activities of Marine Pollution to the Cartagena Convention. Furthermore,
monitoring the health of coral reefs located in the vicinity of the beach reflects due regard
given to critical habitats and environmental characteristics of the region. It also directly
contributes to the implementation of another regional Protocol of the Cartagena
Convention, the Protocol on Specially Protected Areas and Wildlife (SPAWV).

Subsequent production of a Caribbean feasibility study confirmed the eligibility and interest
for a Blue Flag Programme in the Caribbean.As a region marked by Small Island Developing
States, where beaches and coastal areas are crucial to socio-economic development, the
Caribbean was the first such region to complete an evaluation of the applicability of the
Blue Flag.As a result of the Puerto Rico meeting, beach criteria specific for the Caribbean
were proposed and prepared. At this time an international set of criteria had not been
developed. The region decided to directly adopt the European marina criteria for the
Caribbean.

In May 2001, the Caribbean Tourism Organization (CTO), the Caribbean Conservation
Association (CCA), and the Caribbean Alliance for Sustainable Tourism of the Caribbean
Hotel Association (CAST/CHA), with the support of FEE and UNEP, set the basis for the
establishment of the Blue Flag Caribbean Consortium (BFCC).This became the regional
interagency team responsible for the implementation of the Caribbean Blue Flag
Programme. In October 2002, CCA (on behalf of the Caribbean Blue Flag Consortium) was
formally accepted as a member of FEE as required by the statutes of this organisation.

The programme in the Caribbean was run regionally, with national operators and national
juries reporting to the regional Blue Flag Caribbean Consortium and a regional Jury, who in
turn communicated with the international actors.As of 2006, it was decided that this
regional function was no longer necessary. Non-profit organisations in each country then
prepared for FEE membership and assumed the responsibility of running the programme at
the national levels.

Since the initial development of the programme in the area, criteria specific to this region
have been adapted into the international set of beach criteria. This illustrates the adaptability
of the Blue Flag programme on the international level, to embrace changes and
developments as the programme spreads into new areas. It also reflects the strength of the
international programme with a stable identity where certain regional variations can be
worked into an existing framework, rather than becoming exceptions.
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Canada: A Welcomed Community Actor

In Canada, the Blue Flag Programme is run by the NGO and FEE member organisation,
Environmental Defence. They have seen that the Blue Flag Programme provides a much
welcomed focus on the quality of their beaches. Beginning in the City of Toronto, Ontario,
which has had a reputation for poor recreational water quality, has enabled the Blue Flag
Programme to establish an effective role as a third party monitor.Their interactive web
site, www.blueflag.ca, which provides the most up to date water quality test results for
beaches in the program, is an invaluable tool for public outreach and they are seeing an
increase in visitors every year.

The additional criteria under environmental management, environmental education and
safety have served to engage a broader cross-section of stakeholders in working together
for a common goal. Interest in the program is growing and Environmental Defence is
receiving help in promoting the program to new communities.

At Environmental Defence they see an opportunity to establish real community
stewardship of beaches through the Blue Flag program.They are creating partnerships with
groups involved in coastal management, organisations that support recreational beach
activities, and small NGOs that foster awareness and educational programs for their local
beach.
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8. Lessons Learned

Eco-labels (or awards) can play two main roles: serve as a mechanism to guide industry
actors to improve their performance by providing defined operational guidelines and serve
as a communication tool for consumers in highlighting products and services that have
met or exceeded a set of defined criteria.

The example of the Blue Flag Programme starting in Europe, based on almost 20 years of
experience, has demonstrated improvements not only in the direct management of
beaches, marinas and boat activity, but also the management of coastal zones as a whole,
where they are implemented.

The holistic approach to the management of coastal areas, which was gradually pursued as
the Programme matured and expanded, has proven to be a key factor helping to turn
sustainable development principles into practice.

It has served as a vehicle to enhance government commitment, drive the industry beyond
legislative compliance and materialize crucial public-private partnerships, all of which have
been fundamental to sustain the Programme itself and set the path towards sustainability.

As a result, Blue Flag beaches and marinas are synonymous with quality, and thus
responsive to ever increasing tourist demands and expectations for a healthy environment.

It is important to note that in the process of adapting and establishing a new Blue Flag
Programme, national and local characteristics along with social and environmental
differences need to be respected. Regular meetings of National Committees in the start
up phase are essential, as are Blue Flag workshops.As the programme spreads to new
areas, the relevance of the existing international criteria will be continually evaluated and
perhaps, added to.
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Regional characteristics must equally be considered. In the Caribbean for example, coral
reefs and mangroves are an important and unique characteristic of the environment.
Criteria to assure the protection, monitoring, and education of these areas was included
into the criteria for this region.

Among the challenges faced in adopting the Programme to new countries is the need to
devise creative modalities and partnerships to fill gaps in technical resources and
monitoring capacities in the initial stages of development. Additionally, raising public
awareness and understanding of voluntary initiatives, their benefits and potential
weaknesses, are also crucial to their success and credibility.

In summary, the Blue Flag Programme:

e Can be instrumental in improving compliance at the local level with national and
regional environmental legislation and policies, and coastal regulatory instruments

e Offers an opportunity to strengthen existing local and national capacities for coastal
zone management

® Can be a tool to formulate and strengthen objectives for national, regional and local
policies and actions related to the management of the coastal zone for tourism and
socio-economic development

® Provides networking opportunities on the national and international levels, between
organisations, authorities, education institutions, industries and other experts, to name
a few

® Provides a framework within which public, private and community organisations can
interact and cooperate toward common goals related to the environment, safety and
education

® Provides a platform for discussion and conflict resolution surrounding the management
of coastal zones and other community environmental initiatives



Contacts

FEE/International Blue Flag Coordination

Scandiagade 13

2450 Copenhagen SV

Denmark

Tel: +45 33 79 00 79 (Mo-Th 10-15, Fr 10-14)

Fax: +45 33 79 01 79

Email: blueflag@blueflag.org or coordination@blueflag.org

Web: www.blueflag.org

International Blue Flag Coordination: Finn Bolding Thomsen or Carrie A. Dean

Contacts for all other FEE and Blue Flag member organisations can be found
on the websites:

www.fee-international.org

www.blueflag.org

Organisations and further reading

The United Nations Environment Programme — Division of Technology, Industry and
Economics. A Division of UNEP that works with governments, local authorities and
industries (including tourism) to promote policies and practices that are cleaner and
safer, make efficient use of natural resources, ensure adequate management of chemicals,
incorporate environmental costs and reduce pollution and risks to humans and the
environment (http://www.unep.org).

The United Nations World Tourism Organisation — An intergovernmental organisation
that serves as a global forum for tourism policy issues and a practical source of tourism
expertise, supporting the sustainable development of tourism and providing technical
assistance to developing countries. Since 2003, UNWTO has become a Specialised Agency
of the United Nations (http://www.world-tourism.org/sustainable).

Caribbean Environment Programme — Promotes regional co-operation in 32 member
countries for the protection and development of the marine environment of the Wider
Caribbean Region and serves as Secretariat to UNEP’s administered Cartagena
Convention (http://www.cep.unep.org).

The Caribbean Tourism Organization (CTO) — tourism development agency comprising
33 member governments from the French, English, Spanish and Dutch speaking Caribbean,
as well as private sector organisations, with headquarters in Barbados and marketing
operations in New York, London and Toronto (http:// www.onecaribbean.org).

The Caribbean Conservation Association (CCA) — oldest environmental regional body
in the Caribbean (38 years old), I8 Caribbean governments, 19 NGO’s, several hundred
individual and corporate members (http://www.caribbeanconservation.org).

The Caribbean Alliance for Sustainable Tourism (CAST)- the environmental arm of the
Caribbean Hotel Association (CHA) for the promotion of environmental management
actions in Caribbean hotels (http:// www.cha-cast.com).

The International Lifesaving Federation (ILS) — works to support and help coordinate
lifesaving development activities of member federations and regions (http://www.ilsf.org).

Reef Check — Dedicated to global coral reef education, monitoring and management
(http://reefcheck.org).

34






